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  Saturn was a science fiction magazine published from March 1957 to March 1958, but was really three separate magazines in one.


  Saturn was launched as a science fiction magazine under the title Saturn, The Magazine of Science Fiction. The first issue was dated March 1957, with publisher Robert C.Sproul listed as the editor; and Donald A. Wollheim as “editorial consultant” according to the masthead, but actually did all the editing work. The first issue was subtitled “The Magazine of Science Fiction”; for the second issue this was changed to “Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction”, and the next three were subtitled "Science Fiction and Fantasy”.


  Sales were disappointing, and Sproul responded by cutting the page count for the third issue from 128 to 112 pages, making it the shortest sf magazine on the market. The schedule was initially bimonthly, but the fourth issue was delayed a month, after which it never returned to a regular schedule.


  Sproul, then switched the magazine to hardboiled detective fiction that emphasized sex and sadism. Sproul retitled the magazine Saturn Web Detective Story Magazine to support the change, and shortened the title to Web Detective Stories the following year. In 1962, the title was changed yet again, this time to Web Terror Stories, and the contents became mostly weird menace tales—a genre in which apparently supernatural powers are revealed to have a logical explanation at the end of the story. The precise title of the magazines vary from issue to issue, and often differs between the cover, spine and masthead.


  Donald A. Wollheim was the editor for the first five issues; but was given a small budget and could not always find stories of high quality. It is not known who edited the magazine after the science fiction issues, but the themes of violence and sex continued to the end of the magazine's run, many stories featuring the torture of women.


  Robert C. Sproul finally canceled the title in 1965 after a total of 27 issues.


  EDITORIAL STAFF


  Robert C. Sproul


  Editor


  Donald A. Wollheim


  Editorial Consultant (March 1957–March 1958)
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  March 1957


  The Chaos Salient


  Noel Loomis


  The fate of the entire galaxy depended on the success of Rockman’s expedition to the neighboring universe. And the fate of that daring journey, climax of a hundred centuries of space-flight, depended on finding the fabulous Terebellum Slone. But what the frantic searchers never suspected was that the stone itself might be equally anxious to find them!


  CAPTAIN FRANK ROCKMAN of the 690th Terrestrial Combat Engineers, the crack Earth outfit in the Meta-galactic Service, waited for the elevator at the eighty-first floor. He saw the warning light and stepped absently into the bobbin. He heard a swift sucking of air. The bobbin revolved, and without causing any hesitation in the upward motion of the express elevator, spun him into the middle floor of the three-level car. It left him in a corner. He swayed for an instant, then gained his balance and stepped quickly out of the receiving-area.


  Then he stiffened. His long right arm whipped up in a formal salute to Major Fisher, the regimental adjutant, whose black eyes were always a trifle extruding, and who gave him a limp-fish return.


  In the big Administration Dome, it was not required that junior officers salute other officers below space admiral, but Major Fisher was a man who placed a high value on his own small rank. Also, they were on one of the planets of Terebellum in the Constellation Sagittarius—a long way from Earth—and Rockman didn’t trust that over-brightness in the major’s eyes, so he was willing to humor him.


  The captain himself, with some eight thousand generations of Space Service history in his family, didn’t worry about such a nominal item of respect as a salute. Anyway, at that particular time his mind was otherwise occupied; in twenty-four hours he would leave Terebellum for the edge of the Void to establish one of the first metagalactic outposts in the Fourth Universe.


  The next day at this time he would be setting out with his company for El Phekran, somewhere in the Big Bear, and as yet he had uncovered no information that would enable them to avoid or even detect the Maelstrom, that curious dimensional warp that was believed to exercise its most destructive force in the general area of the Void.


  The fabulous Terebellum Stone, said to contain explicit directions for navigation in the Void (though in what form the directions were recorded, no living entity seemed to know), had been hunted intensively by Metagalactic Intelligence for several hundred years, but four years ago MI had given up and turned the search over to Rockman. He was the man whose ship and company stood to be the first in a long time to venture into the zone where they would be exposed to the tremendous sucking energy of the Maelstrom.


  The Terebellum Stone was supposed to be on this planet, Terebellum IX, but now, after four years, Rockman was not even sure that there was such a stone, and it was getting him down. So he saluted Major Fisher like an automaton.


  HE HAD hardly moved out of the receiving-area in the cage, when the bobbin on the ninety-eighth floor spun. There was no pause in the bullet-like ascension of the elevator, but a man was deposited in the corner, and for a moment Captain Rockman, looking at him with puzzled interest, forgot his own troubles.


  He was a hard-looking man. His face and arms were bronze from space-burn. His big nose was red and had that peculiar pock-marking that meant the man had gone through an ion cloud without a shield—in other words, he had been a stowaway on an intergalactic liner. His sleeves were rolled up and tucked under so no cuffs were visible—if indeed there were cuffs at the ends of them. His left hand was folded and its back was planted on his hip, and through the triangle thus formed he carried a worn overcoat.


  It was odd that he had an overcoat on Terebellum IX, which, as military headquarters for the entire Second Metagalaxy, was pretty well regulated and had no cold weather even at the poles. Rockman stood a little more stiffly. It was odd that a civilian should be on this planet at all.


  Major Fisher, the captain noticed, moved slightly to one side. It was true the man did not look savory, but Rockman, noting him somewhat absently, was more immediately interested in Fisher’s reaction, for it was common opinion around Earth headquarters that the major was small and mean, and it was general knowledge that he was addicted to doing unnecessarily unpleasant things.


  The man himself, who had been solemnly watching the green floor-lights flash by, turned around. He looked with great, deep, soft eyes at Captain Rockman and asked with quiet dignity, “What time is it?”


  Major Fisher snorted loudly, as if to imply that such a man could have no concern with time anyway, but the man did not show that he heard it. His deep eyes were fixed on Rockman.


  Rockman glanced at his watch. “Forty-one-thirteen,” he said.


  “What is that by Earth time?” the man asked.


  “About ten o’clock,” said Rockman.


  The man turned back to the floor-lights, his overcoat swinging as he moved. Then he looked at Rockman again. “In the morning?” he asked.


  “Yes, morning,” said Rockman, puzzled. He was beginning to be concerned. Was the man ill?


  Major Fisher stepped forward. The car was starting to slow down for the two hundredth floor. “Look here,” said Fisher sharply. “What are you doing in this building anyway? This is a military headquarters. I suggest you stay on the elevator and go back down.”


  The strange man turned and looked at Fisher. His next words were unexpectedly humble. “I won’t get in anybody’s way.”


  Fisher’s mouth quirked. “Don’t argue. Do what I said.”


  The car was coming to a stop. The man looked uncertain, and Rockman realized that for some reason the man definitely wanted to get out on the two hundredth floor.


  Rockman suggested, “He isn’t actually violating a regulation.”


  Fisher’s eyebrows shot up. “I ordered him down,” he said.


  Rockman frowned. Why did they pick up a first-generation Space Service officer and send him so far from home before he was tried? Here on Terebellum IX there were many different entities. Diplomacy, tact, good sense and forebearance were prerequisite.


  The major stepped sharply to the man’s side. He reached for the man’s arm. The man looked at him sadly almost apologetically, Rockman thought, as a foot-long spark of livid green fire jumped from his space-burned elbow to the major’s outstretched hand.


  The major grunted as it hit him. He staggered back a step, holding his hand.


  The elevator had stopped. “You’d better get to a doctor, Major. That hand is burned,” said Rockman.


  Major Fisher looked wild. “I’ll have him arrested!” he said. His face was white with pain.


  “He hasn’t done anything for which you can arrest him,” said Rockman.


  Fisher glared at him, and was about to speak when the elevator door swung open. Fisher spun around, but the stranger was already gone.


  FISHER ran out into the immense stainless steel hall, and Rockman followed him. But the two officers were the only persons on the floor. Nowhere was there a space-burned stranger with an overcoat under his arm.


  Rockman paused to clear the elevator. Then he looked around at Fisher. “He might be a hard man to arrest,” he said.


  Fisher turned and stared at him. “Why do you say that, Captain?” he demanded.


  “Just speculation,” Rockman said hastily. “The stranger seemed to have some powers that might stand investigation before one . . .” He paused, for the major’s face was flushed.


  “After wasting the resources of the 173rd Division for four years,” the major said acidulously, “without uncovering a trace of the Terebellum Stone, you would show better taste by forgetting there is such a thing as in investigation.”


  The captain winced. The major, for all his pettishness, had touched him in a tender spot—the more so because his failure to find the stone probably would cost his life and the lives of all the men in his company. The captain looked at the major’s beady eyes and reminded himself that a last-minute fuss, even with a man like Fisher, would not help. A man getting ready to lead a hundred and fifty good men to sure death had no time for quarreling.


  Rockman swung hard on his heel. He caught the autowalk, made a cross-connection, took an escalator, paused before the HWAA detector which would sound an alarm in the inner office in his height, weight, and accouterment coordinates should show any significant variation from his recorded index.


  The door raised and Rockman stepped into the outer office of division headquarters. He passed rows of humming telestenographs. Some wag had chalked “Agnes” on the last machine before the division commander’s office. Rockman smiled in spite of his troubles. It was a good thing the general had a sense of humor as well as a little of the wolf strain.


  Rockman took the inter-office cross-walk to his own department. He sat down heavily at his desk, one of a dozen in the same room, and immediately the voco-recorder announced: “The colonel wishes to see you, sir.”


  Rockman dropped his service cap into the bottom drawer of his desk. He looked around. His desk was at the rear of the room, and all the officers seemed busy.


  Rockman felt behind the false partition in the drawer. He was pleased when his fingers touched the waxed paper. His favorite bootlegger had been around, and Rockman well knew that the other officers in the room were ignoring him because they themselves all had ham sandwiches tucked away.


  Rockman was careful, for possession of non-regulation food was a serious offense. He could lose his rank and his command if he should be detected. He unwrapped a corner of the sandwich below the top of the desk, ducked behind a tier of plastic baskets on his desk-top, and took a quick bite. It was succulent. The captain, chewing slowly and cautiously, put the rest of the sandwich back in the false compartment and opened another drawer. There his prescription for the day, two dozen food tablets scientifically compounded according to his body needs, were in a plastic bottle. He ignored the directions on the bottle. He shook all the tablets out in his left hand, threw back his head, and poured them in his mouth.


  They went down. He grimaced. He hated the things; the Rockmans always had been heavy eaters, and sometimes he thought he’d starve on pills. He reached again for the bottom drawer. Then he remembered he had to see the colonel, and the colonel could smell a forbidden ham sandwich on a man’s breath as far as he could see him. Rockman desisted. That first bite, of course, would be covered by the food-pills. He got up, carefully picked a crumb of precious white bread from his gold uniform and put it in his mouth.


  THE COLONEL was an elderly man with a weathered face, a fringe of gray hair and sharp gray eyes to match. He wore his platinum comet, the symbol of metagalactic rank, with ease, for he had been on a dozen intergalactic sorties and had seen combat action in the Andromedan Campaign. Quite different, Rockman noted, from his adjutant, Major Fisher, now sitting at a desk within easy hearing, who had never been outside of an office.


  “I assume you’re ready to travel tomorrow,” said Colonel Holt.


  “Yes, sir.”


  The colonel gave him a sheaf of papers. “Here are your orders, clearance, password, code, Gabrielson frequency—everything the service can provide to make your stay pleasant on El Phekrah . . . if you get there. I suppose there is nothing new on the stone.”


  “Nothing of consequence, sir,” Rockman said. Suddenly he felt very tired. With his orders in his hand, the hour was tangibly close, and the threat of being drawn uncountable parsecs into the vortex of an unknown dimension, became real and ominous.


  “How are the men taking it? I suppose they know.”


  “They’re taking it all right,” said Rockman tightly. “They’re good men. They know but they’re all right.”


  “You have one more day on Terebellum,” said the Colonel. “It is my duty to remind you that any officer arrested for an offense subject to court-martial within one hundred chronos of departure on an extragalactic assignment, will be relieved of his post or his command and grounded until cleared.” The colonel finished the recital and said in a quieter voice: “I don’t have to remind you such detention is considered a mark of cowardice in the Service, so if you had any celebrating to do—”


  “I know what you mean, sir,” said Rockman, “but don’t worry. I won’t do anything to reflect on the Six Hundred and Ninetieth. I was out all night last night—but not celebrating.” He paused. “I thought for a while last night I had the stone.”


  The colonel’s keen old eyes widened, then he lifted a sheet of zinc paper. “There’s a memo here from the ‘boys upstairs’ about the stone.” He looked up at Rockman’s wide eyes. “That’s right. Metagalactic headquarters. The biggest and shiniest brass in the whole Fourth Universe. And this is from the space-general himself. It’s strange, captain. I’ve been in the service sixty years, and this is the closest I’ve ever been to the big HQ. I don’t even know what sort of entity the general is, but I guess those turkey tracks are his signature.”


  “Why is he interested in my outfit?” asked Rockman. “We’re only one of a million outposts to be laid along the Void.”


  “Sit down, Captain,” said Holt. “You’ve spent four years hunting the Terebellum Stone. Intelligence has your file, of course, with all reports, but now MGHQ wants a summary of your story before you go. I’m afraid it’s obvious that the entire Second Metagalaxy is highly vulnerable on the western quadrant as long as we cannot operate through the Void, and I guess they want all the information they can possibly get. Apparently they expect to go on looking for the Stone. You can dictate a statement now, if you wish.”


  “All right,” said Rockman. He sat down and closed his eyes for a moment to organize his thoughts.


  Then the colonel said, “We’ll need a witness.” He raised his voice. “Major Fisher.”


  Rockman drew a deep breath as the glassy-eyed major came over, but otherwise he remained calm, inside and out. No doubt the major would be pleased to hear Rockman’s confession of failure.


  THE TELESTENO began to hum. Rockman dictated:


  “This is the 201st day of the Earth-year 324,972. Four years ago I, Frank Rockman, Captain, Earth Contingent, Combat Engineers, was assigned to investigate the Terebellum Stone. I first determined its history, which broadly is as follows:


  “In the last intergalactic war, about the year 288,350, the Second Metagalaxy was attacked by the Hundred and Seventh, also known as N.G.C. 6822. The Second was forced to fight defensively, for all their ships that approached the Void were sucked into the Maelstrom and ceased to exist in any known dimension. After one fleet of the Second was destroyed, the Hundred and Seventh sent huge expeditionary forces through the Void and penetrated the Second, defeating all opposing forces.


  “Eventually the Hundred and Seventh closed on Terebellum IX, which was then, as now, MGHQ. In the meantime Major William Rockman, an officer in Intelligence, with a native terebellumite as junior officer, had been detailed to ascertain the directional dimensional formula used by the enemy in avoiding the Maelstrom. His mission had been successful, but he returned to Terebellum IX on the day the Hundred and Seventh attacked MGH0. In the face of meta-galactic defeat, Major Rockman was ordered to preserve the secret in any way he might be able to do so. Some hours later, before the attack broke, he sent word to the outer galaxy by Gabrielson frequency that his last mission had been achieved. Subsequently, in a great nuclear bombing by the countless fleets of the enemy, it is believed now, all living organism then on the ninth planet of Terebellum were destroyed.


  “For the last six hundred years, Intelligence has conducted research to locate the information, since, due to the difficulty of experiment, Communications has not been, able to make the Void passable. Four years ago, Intelligence turned its available information over to the Earth contingent, which was scheduled to make the first landing in the Void to establish an outpost. That information was turned over to me.


  “After four years of investigation, last night I found a subterranean cave, very heavily shielded and obviously containing something of great importance, several kilometers under the surface of this planet. We burned an entrance into it and discovered that it held a single tablet of blue marble, about six feet long, two feet wide, and a foot thick. There was no other item of any description in the chamber, and there was no apparent writing on the stone.


  “The stone appeared to have quarry marks on it, but the chamber itself had been hermetically sealed and filled with helium and there was no clue to its age. Examination of the shielding materials was not conclusive.”


  Rockman took a deep breath. “In the presence of an unofficial observer from Alphirk, we floated the rock out on a nullifier and trailed it to the surface. While my orderly and I were closing the door, the stone disappeared in an interval of a few millichrons.


  “I have as yet no explanation. The Snake observer said his back had been turned.” Rockman sighed wearily. “We have found no trace of the stone since that time, and we have no further information on the Maelstrom. This ends my report.”


  A ZINC sheet rolled from the telesteno. Rockman reached over resignedly to sign it. “It isn’t much,” he admitted.


  “It must have been a blow,” said the colonel sympathetically, “to find it the night before you were to go and then to lose it out of your own hands.”


  “It was,” Rockman said heavily, and added, “I’ve already given Intelligence a full report.”


  Colonel Holt was thoughtful. “It’s odd the Terebellumites didn’t leave any kind of information.”


  “That was before the days of the Metagalactic Museum and the Stellar Archives,” said Rockman. “And you must remember that Terebellum IX itself was pulverized in the bombing to a depth of several kilometers—probably just what the Hundred and Seventh is planning to do again. The only thing that saved the Second Metagalaxy in that scrap was the fact that the combined enemy fleets ran into a fifty-parsec cloud of ionized iron as they were making a flank attack down through Hydra, and their magnetic instruments were wrecked.” He talked like a man whose thoughts were heavy.


  Major Fisher leaned over and signed the sheet as a witness, then got up and indolently tossed the pen on the desk. “Has there ever been any evidence that Major Rockman actually secured that so-called secret?” he asked.


  “His message was received over the Gabrielsons,” Rockman said, nettled.


  “Hmp,” said Fisher.


  Rockman was on his feet. His chest swelled as he faced the major. “I don’t like that remark, Sir. Major Rockman of the Intelligence was one of my forefathers, and I may say that I have complete faith in him.”


  “It’s a shame,” Major Fisher said coolly, “that Intelligence was one of my forefathers, and I may say that I have complete faith in him.”


  “It’s a shame,” Major Fisher said coolly, “that Intelligence today does not share your confidence.”


  Captain Rockman’s fists were closing. “Be explicit,” he barked.


  Fisher’s bulgy eyes were suggestive of insolent gloating. “I have heard that it is believed privately in Tarazed that perhaps the late Major Rockman did not actually secure the formula at all.”


  Rockman turned to Colonel Holt. “Have I your permission to flatten this moron’s nose, sir?”


  The colonel’s lips were tight. Fisher was going on defiantly, “They are also saying that Captain Rockman, his descendant, never discovered the Terebellum Stone—that he reported it only to protect his family name.”


  Rockman swung at him, but the colonel, with a steel-band hold on the inside of his elbow, stopped the blow.


  “Captain, there must be no fighting,” he snapped. “Remember that you are on good behavior this last day.”


  Rockman caught himself. He drew to his full height, clicked his heels, and saluted smartly. “Thank you, sir.” The major went back to his own desk.


  The communicator was buzzing softly. The colonel put his fingertips on the plate and listened. He switched on his perceptix unit, which meant that a message was coming in from an alien dome. Captain Rockman stood, waiting for dismissal.


  The colonel listened, then his gray eyes widened. He turned to Rockman. “They’re clearing the line to MGHQ.” Even an old hand like the colonel could not keep the excitement out of his voice. Rockman himself was silent, awed.


  The colonel said once, “Yes, sir,” and lifted his fingertips from the receiving-plate. He looked at Rockman. “Captain,” he said, “intelligence has requested that you present yourself ‘upstairs’ for an interview at nine hundred and fifty decichrons this evening.”


  “That’s impossible,” said Rockman quickly, to cover his confusion. “That’s half-way across the continent, and my company has to be on board the Dimensioneer, with all equipment, by noon tomorrow.”


  “You have a first sergeant, haven’t you?” the colonel said sharply.


  Rockman stuttered. “Yes, of course. Yoder’s a good man, but—”


  “Give him a chance to do his job. You catch the next rocket for Headquarters Field. You needn’t break your neck. There’s ample time. And by the way, Captain . . .” Holt paused. “You’ll be in command of the post on El Phekrah—if you get there—along with a contingent of Hornets and another of Roses.”


  Rockman stopped with his mouth open. “What are you talking about?”


  “Regulations. This is the first united metagalactic defense effort in history, and every outpost has to have three different entities. Supposed to be a test of ability to cooperate or something, I guess. You can bet that rule wasn’t made by military men.”


  Major Fisher was pretending to be busy at his desk.


  Holt glanced at his chronograph. “There’s still some time,” he said, “and I’m interested in that story about the stone.”


  ROCKMAN was quiet for a moment, thinking. Then he said slowly, “Things broke wrong, but you can’t tell that in a report. I always had an official observer, until yesterday. It was one of those Armadillos from Rutilicus yesterday morning, and I guess he ate too many flies for breakfast.” Rockman chuckled wryly. “Anyway, he went home with a stomach-ache, and I didn’t figure this lead was any different from a hundred others, so we went on down. We found the stone and we brought it out. There was only myself and Lieutenant Carey, and this Alphirkian Snake.”


  The colonel’s eyes looked sharp. “Haven’t the Snakes opposed your hunting the stone all along?”


  “Yes, they have. They seemed to throw lots of obstacles in the way, but there never has been anything I could put my finger on. I never could tell whether it was clumsiness or design.”


  The colonel’s eyebrows raised. “No Snake was ever clumsy,” he said. “If they got in your way, it was because they wanted to. The confounded telepathic reptiles shouldn’t have been invited into the federation. They don’t believe in playing it square.” Almost imperceptibly, the colonel glanced over at Fisher, but then he caught himself and looked back at his desk. “I hear now they’ve located new sources of radioactives. Some pretty potent ones, too—up around element number two hundred, the boys claim. That’s pretty violent stuff, and the Snakes haven’t reported it. They won’t, either.”


  “Why doesn’t the federation—”


  The colonel snorted. “Son, it was hard enough to organize the nations of the Earth—and here we deal with whole galaxies. There are over a trillion worlds in the Second Metagalaxy, and of necessity the political organization of such a vast area is so tenuous as to be almost non-existent. What it amounts to is that those who want to participate do, and those who don’t want to, do as they please. Sure, there’s power here, lots of it, but it’s designed more for defense against the outside. As long as the Metagalaxy is at peace, nobody is going to put the heat on the snakes if they can avoid it.”


  “The Snakes don’t really belong in the Second anyway, do they?”


  “No. They’re from the Forty-third Galaxy, in the Twentieth Metagalaxy of Rigel. The Second puts up with them because some day we hope to have some sort of organization for the entire Fourth Universe. You see where that leaves us. If we make the Snakes mad, they pull out and take their galaxy with them, and then the. invisible double-crossers in the Forty-Seventh will go too, and there will be two metagalaxies gone for good. . . . But that isn’t telling me how the stone got away.”


  Rockman was deeply thoughtful. Something was working in his brain. A thought was trying to form. “I didn’t trust that Snake,” he said finally. “He had more than the usual glitter in his eye. I knew he was going to try to get away with it.” Rockman put his hands on the colonel’s desk and said slowly, “But that’s the strange thing, Colonel. I don’t really believe the Snake did do it. He wanted to, all right, but somebody or something else beat him to it.”


  The colonel said, “And nobody else was there, either before or after?”


  Rockman looked up. “Yes, now that you mention it. After the thing disappeared, there was a man walking away with an overcoat under his arm. But he couldn’t have concealed it.” Rockman went on, frowning now as he tried to figure out something. “A man with a space-burned face and—great gallium, colonel!” He sat up rigid and stared at Holt. “That was the man on the elevator!” he said hoarsely. . . .


  THE COLONEL sent out an alarm for the man who had been on the elevator. Major Fisher assisted eagerly, but the man was not found. He had been seen, but not after the elevator episode.


  In the meantime, Captain Rockman went glumly to his company barracks and conferred with First Sergeant Yoder. He found there was little left for him to do but sign the ration report, the payroll and the travel sheet for the Dimensioneer. Then he took a pneumatic tube to the jetfield.


  It was at once obvious that the “boys upstairs” had ways of circumventing the ponderous masses of red tape that usually surrounded metagalactic affairs. Rockman had only to identify himself. His seat was reserved. He boarded the ship, and a few hours later was riding an autowalk into a small, old-fashioned, egg-shaped steel building that housed the Space Service’s holy of holies—Metagalactic Headquarters.


  The arrangement differed from that of the Earth contingent headquarters mainly in the fact that everything seemed to be on a colossal scale, to allow, Rockman thought, for any conceivable sized entity. Also there were many doors, and Rockman was aware that they all were thoroughly blanketed with black light detectors and scanning rays.


  He passed through half a dozen secretaries: a Jellyfish from Procyon, apparently at home in a glass jar filled with water, but well able to talk to him through vocoform and perceptix units; a giant Hornet from Beta Pegasi, with its head enclosed in a small dome filled with the greenish-yellow chlorine gas that it breathed on its native planet.


  The secretaries were efficient, and he was not delayed. Within a couple of chronos he was entering a wide door marked over the top, in the mathematical symbols that were the official written language of the metagalaxy, Intelligence.


  He went through the door and saw on the desk before him the diamond-encrusted insigne of the banded heavens that signified the Milky Way government. Below it, the three rayed stars that indicated the rank of general-commander were enough to make Captain Rockman gulp unashamedly, for in field duty a general-commander was in charge of an entire galaxy.


  Rockman raised his eyes to the entity who was head of Metagalactic Intelligence—and started. Across the desk reared the great triangular head of an Alphirkian Snake. Its beady eyes glittered lidlessly, and its glossy black skin shone under the light. Its mouth opened and a forked red tongue flicked out and back in. Rockman, aware that its huge body was coiled behind the desk, stood, for an instant, paralyzed.


  The Snake’s mouth opened, and words began to come from a vocoform on the desk?


  “Sit down, Captain, and be at ease. Your time, of course, is limited, so I will ask you the question Intelligence is most interested in: What do you think happened to the Terebellum Stone?”


  Rockman hesitated. He was hardly prepared for such a blunt question—but why should it not be asked that way? Then he felt an unusual pull at his mind, and from his experience with the Alphirkian observer, he knew the Snake was trying to read his mind. The captain was not trained in telepathic usuages, but he knew he could hinder the Snake’s reading. He blocked off his thoughts of the stone as well as he could and began to wonder why Intelligence was controlled by a Snake when MGHQ didn’t trust the Snakes anyway.


  He felt the Snake’s displeasure at his refusal to cooperate, but it was vague and like a dream. Then he felt himself going under the Snake’s hypnotic influence. He knew the Snake was trying to find out something that he himself did not know. The Snake thought Rockman knew something about the Terebellum Stone, and it was trying to get that information.


  He felt himself being pulled toward the Snake, then he fought off the drug-like power, looked the Snake between the eyes and said coldly, “You won’t find out anything from me.”


  The Snake’s eyes glittered once. Then it moved—almost at light-speed, it seemed. Rockman found himself in the crushing coils of its body. He struggled but the Snake held him almost without effort. The coils tightened and it was hard to breathe. His arms were pinned at his sides and the glossy black head was opposite his face.


  The Snake said, “Tell me what you did with the stone and I’ll let you go.”


  ROCKMAN had just enough time to be puzzled. With all the resources of Metagalactic Intelligence, why had the Snake been so primitive? Certainly MI had psychovacs that would extort almost anything that a mind held.


  But Rockman didn’t have time to be puzzled long. The coils tightened, and it was as if stone walls were closing in. Breathing was harder. He exhaled and found that he could not again expand his chest. His face filled with blood until it felt as if it were at the bursting point. He tried to shout but could not. He looked at the Snake’s beady eyes and knew it had no intention of letting him go until he mentally capitulated.


  Things were turning red before his eyes, then black. He tried one last time to get loose, furiously, but now he could hardly move a muscle. He was being murdered in the very headquarters of Metagalactic Intelligence and there was nothing he could do about it.


  Then suddenly someone else was there. Rockman sensed the abrupt change in the Snake’s muscles, and the black mist cleared enough for him to see a man standing inside of the door. The man’s face was space-burned, and he carried an overcoat under his arm.


  The man walked toward them without hesitation, and a strange thing happened. The Snake’s coils loosened around Rockman; he saw fright in the Snake’s eyes, and then the big reptile was gliding back across the room, its horny scales rasping across the stone floor. It was fleeing! Its telepathic perceptions told it the stranger had some power which it feared.


  The tramp took a step toward the Snake. He caught it before the door toward which it was gliding. He leveled his forefinger at its head, and a foot-long streak of livid green fire shot from his finger. It crackled through the air, and there was a sizzling sound as it struck the Snake. An acrid, fetid smoke arose from the Snake’s scales at the spot where the lightning entered. The Snake tried to rear but could not. For ten seconds the strange man poured electricity into the reptile; then the Snake wilted. Its head dropped and it collapsed on the floor. Its huge body twitched slowly. The strange man turned to Rockman.


  The captain had gotten his breath. He stood at his full height and tried to look confident. arrest you in the name of Metagalactic Service,” he said boldly to the stranger.


  The man looked puzzled. “For—this?” He indicated the Snake.


  “No,” said Rockman. “For the purpose of questioning you about the Terebellum Stone.”


  The strange man smiled faintly. “Good,” he said. “I’ve been trying to tell you about that all day.”


  ROCKMAN had no time to find out what the fellow meant. The door beyond the Snake sank into the floor with a soft snick, and a ring of glowing orange fire, revolving on itself and turning and wavering and shimmering like a huge, incandescent smoke ring, floated into the room. It inclined once toward the Snake’s now inert body, and a soft, humming voice came to them from the vocoform:


  “I’m glad you gentlemen did it. You saved us the trouble. I’ll have the carcass shipped back to Alphirk—with a suitable explanation.” The ring straightened and approached Rockman. “Captain Rockman of the 690th Combat Engineers, I believe. And your guest?”


  “This man is my prisoner,” Rockman said firmly. “I am taking him back to my own headquarters.”


  “By all means,” said the ring. “Allow me to introduce myself— General-Commander Trihebdex, from the third world of Adib, Alpha Draconis, director of Metagalactic Intelligence.” For an instant the ring ceased all movement, and poised, straight and level, even with Rockman’s head. Rockman drew himself up and saluted sharply.


  “At ease, Captain,” said the ring. “If you have a few decichrons to spare, sit down. You’ve come a long way. You needn’t hurry back.”


  “I thought you wanted to talk to me, sir,” said Rockman.


  “Tsk, tsk,” said the ring. It sailed over behind the desk and poised there, apparently relaxed, about half a meter above the desk-top. Bewildered, Rockman sat down in an enormous chair, while the strange man stood patiently at one side with his overcoat under his arm.


  “I’M NOT always in the form you see me now,” said Trihebdex. “We natives of Adib have a number of accomplishments peculiarly adapted to intelligence work. Sorry about the falsehood we used to get you here, but it was necessary. You see, Intelligence has long suspected the Snakes, but they’re so blasted nimble with their minds we could never pin them down. I’ve been watching you for some time, Captain, and waiting for your departure. I sent for you at the last moment, and when you arrived I left Colonel Herpetol, there on the floor”—the ring dipped on the side near the Snake—“in charge of the office while I stepped out for a bit of fresh air. You need it around that fellow. Hasn’t had a bath for twenty years.”


  Rockman, watching the ring, saw it revolve backward for an instant as if repulsed. “I figured the colonel would try to pick your mind, which he did—and while he was doing that, he was of necessity off guard and so I stepped in, mentally speaking, and picked his mind.” Trihebdex sounded well satisfied. “Sort of a double play, you might say.”


  After a brief pause, the ring continued. “Anyway, I found out what I wanted to know. The Snakes have in fact located a new source of radioactives, and they want to be sure we don’t find the Terebellum Stone, because with that information the Metagalaxy would not be afraid to go on a war footing, and in the latter contingency it would not hesitate to demand full cooperation from Alphirk. I think you see what I mean.” The Ring raised slightly. “Sorry to put you to all this trouble, Captain, but it had to be a good act to fool a Snake.”


  Rockman got up.


  “By the way,” said the general-commander, “I suppose you gentlemen did a thorough job on our reptilian friend there.”


  Rockman took a deep breath. “I don’t know if he is dead or not, sir.”


  “Well, never mind. No use examining him now,” Trihebdex said as Rockman stepped toward the Snake. “Let him lie there a while. Less chance of recovery.”


  Captain Rockman, still bewildered, managed to ask, “May I have return passage for my prisoner, sir?”


  The ring lifted one part of its substance like an eyebrow. “Sure thing. Just get him back to the field. I’ll see that everything is taken care of. Good day, Captain.”


  “Good day, sir.” Rockman executed a bewildered but snappy about-face and left the room, followed by the strange man.


  WHEN THEY were on the auto walk, Rockman eyed the stranger cautiously. “What’s your name?” he asked.


  “You can call me Able. That’s what your forefather, Major William Rockman, called me.”


  Rockman stared for an instant. Then he said, “Now hold on a minute. One thing at a time. First, I want to know if you’re going to shoot sparks at me.”


  Able’s eyes were big and round and as soft as a doe’s. “No, Captain, I wouldn’t harm you. I’ve been trying to get close enough to talk to you for a long time.”


  They were approaching the doors. A military car waited for them. Rockman didn’t ask more until they were on the ietship. It was a small one and they were the only passengers.


  “Now,” said Rockman firmly, “you’ve been wanting to talk to me all day. This is a good time to start.”


  ABLE CAREFULLY laid his weather-worn overcoat over his knees. “I’m a native of Terebellum,” he said. “Probably the only one alive. I am the one who worked with Major Rockman when he was hunting the Maelstrom secret. He took me clear over to the Hundred and Seventh Meta-galaxy, and there, because I could to a certain extent change my form, I went into their navigational office and found the directional-dimensional formula that, applied to a certain type of power such as the Schweickhard hyper-drive, would enable our ships to circumvent the Maelstrom. About that time I was captured . . .”


  Able’s face became taut for a moment, and when he spoke again his voice was low. “They have some very ingenious methods of torture, but they made a mistake in trying to find out what I knew before they killed me. Major Rockman made a rather melodramatic rescue and we got away, literally stumbling over smoking enemy carcasses. But when we reached here, the Hundred and Seventh was closing in. The major was ordered to preserve the secret if possible. He put the formula in my care, put me in suspended animation and sealed me in that chamber. Then you came along forty thousand years later and released me.”


  “That’s impossible,” Rockman declared. “There wasn’t anything in that chamber but a stone.”


  “Yes, of course,” said Able. “I was the stone.”


  Rockman swallowed and stared at the man. “What’s your native—er—form?”


  “It varies,” Able said succinctly.


  “Why didn’t you stay around last night when I released you?” asked Rockman.


  “I didn’t dare. The Snakes—they would have sensed that I had unusual powers and they would have been after me at once. The only thing I could do was change into the most harmless looking form I knew—your ancestor when he was disguised as a stowaway. Then the Snakes would let me alone until I could reach you in private.”


  “But—”


  “Yes, I know,” Able said patiently. “But all the torture, and the subsequent treatment for the chamber and all, must have weakened me quite a bit. After that one transformation, I couldn’t seem to change again readily, so rather than take a chance I stayed the way I was. It was quite suitable anyway. The Snakes would never suspect a stowaway Earth-man of having the formula that would make it possible to navigate the Void.”


  Rockman looked at him incredulously. “You mean you still have it? After everything?”


  “Sure.” Able was complacent. “In my head. I tried to get to you to tell you, but they threw me out. I didn’t,” he said apologetically, “use the electricity on anyone but Major Fisher. I was afraid he would cause trouble.”


  “That’s all right. It’s really a shame you didn’t give him a stiffer jolt. But how did you disappear in the hall yesterday morning?”


  “I didn’t, really. A matter of protective coloration. I adopted the pattern of the tile in the floor. These clothes I’m wearing, you see, aren’t really clothes. They’re part of me. And I can do a number of things, especially when I’m in good shape—which I haven’t been since you dug me up. I have these dizzy spells, and I feel faint as I did yesterday morning when I didn’t know what time it was, even.”


  “Do you have a human body inside?” asked Rockman suddenly.


  “Yes.”


  “Fashioned after William Rockman’s, I suppose.”


  “Yes.”


  “Then,” said the captain, satisfied, “no doubt you just need a good meal. The Rockmans’ are heavy eaters. Had you thought of that?”


  The jet-ship was in a long glide. Able looked at Rockman, and Able’s eyes were big and round. “I hadn’t thought of that,” he said.


  “I’ll get hold of my bootlegger and start feeding you,” Rockman promised, “so you can give us the formula without any hitch. But we’re landing now, and the first thing for you to do is go with me to Colonel Holt and give him your story along with the formula, if you can recall it.”


  “I won’t have any trouble,” Able said solemnly.


  “That will clear me and Major William Rockman, and it will put the formula into official hands.” He stood up, expanding his chest. “This is a good day for the Metagalaxy,” he said. Then he remembered. “Don’t say anything about eating. The colonel is death on regular food—and that’s what you need!”


  Able was looking at him. “You’re very much like Major William,” He murmured admiringly. “Kind of firm but quite childish at times. You have the Rockman nose too—like mine.”


  The captain stared at him. “Good heavens. Is it that bad?”


  THE SHIP had stopped. They got off at the thirty-six o’clock in the morning and take-off time for the Dimensioned was fifty chronos.


  Rockman and Able got into the elevator at the ground floor. Ten minutes later they walked into Colonel Holt’s office. Rockman was in front of Able. He passed Major Fisher’s desk and the major glanced up and then quickly back to some papers. The major’s eyes were more bulgy than usual, and Rockman thought he acted as if he had swallowed a mouse.


  “Yes,” said Able aloud. “Personally I’d like to see that.”


  Rockman stared at Able and then said behind his hand, “If you must read my mind around Fisher, don’t answer aloud.”


  They stopped before the colonel’s desk. The colonel’s sharp gray eyes looked up. Rockman saluted. The colonel returned it and said, “Sit down, Captain. Any report?”


  “Yes, sir. The Snakes have been uncovered by intelligence. Also, sir,”—he drew a deep breath—“I have at last secured the formula for navigation in the Void—” A horrible thought struck him—“unless this man is fooling me.”


  “Don’t worry,” said Able, turning his soulful eyes on Rockman. “Your engineers can verify it within three or four chronos.”


  The colonel was on his feet, his eyes shining. He put out his hand. “Congratulations, Captain. You may see service on El Phekrah yet.”


  But Major Fisher was on his feet. He was staring at Able. “This man—” he said to the colonel, but Able pointed a forefinger at him and a small electric spark made a loud snap as it jumped to the Major’s nose. The major grunted, swallowed and looked at the colonel. The colonel cleared his throat and looked away. But the major was not a man to give up without a fight. Now he recovered abruptly and advanced on Rockman with an air of triumph.


  “I formally charge Captain Rockman with violation of Metagalactic Regulation No. 48, Section 13, Paragraph 9, as follows: It is prohibited for any officer to use food for purposes other than nourishment or sustenance. Any so-called food designed to appeal to the senses of taste, sight, smell, feeling, or hearing its forbidden, and possession thereof shall render the officer who possesses it subject to court-martial and reduction of rank.’ ”


  Major Fisher finished this recital and looked complacently at Colonel Holt. The colonel looked harassed.


  “What are you driving at?” asked Rockman, and there was an edge to his voice.


  “You,” said the major triumphantly, “left part of a ham sandwich hidden in your desk.” He turned righteously to Holt. “I charge this officer with violation of the regulation quoted.”


  The bottom dropped from under Rockman. Suddenly he felt weak. His first inclination, to hate the major intensely, was overcome by what he foresaw. He was charged with an offense that would subject him to court-martial. It was only ten chronos to takeoff time; he would be relieved of his post and grounded. What would future generations think of the 690th? Would they say Earth’s crack outfit had had a coward for a division commander? Would they say that a Rockman, after all those incredible generations of unbroken service in space, had turned yellow? Rockman was sick.


  Fisher was gloating. “J turned the evidence over to you this morning, sir,” he said to the colonel. “One ham sandwich with one bite removed, and the bread which plainly showed identifying toothmarks.”


  THE COLONEL looked very uncomfortable. Fisher was like a prizefighter pressing in to the kill. But the stranger spoke up. “Are you Major Fisher?” he asked. His eyes had a queer, mother-of-pearl look to them, and Rockman realized with an odd shiver that Able was reading Fisher’s mind.


  Fisher’s eyes went wide with indignation. “I arrest this man!” He started forward, but Rockman stepped in front of him.


  “He’s my prisoner,” said Rockman.


  Able stepped out from behind Rockman. His hands were clasped in front of him and the overcoat was hanging through the loop. “You are the one,” he said to Fisher, “who for four years has been telling the Snakes everything that Captain Rockman has reported and planned. You are the one who has made it possible for the Snakes to obstruct Rockman’s search for the stone.”


  Fisher stared. His face went white.


  Colonel Holt stiffened. “That’s treason!” he roared.


  Fisher made a lunge for Able. Able didn’t move outwardly, but a great spark leaped from his pock-marked nose. It took Fisher in the chest, and this time it sizzled and burned. Fisher’s mouth opened once, and he dropped. Fisher was dead. Able tried to look apologetic.


  Rockman swallowed, but the colonel was muttering something about “unprovoked attack.”


  “Able is an officer in Metagalactic Intelligence,” Rockman said finally.


  The colonel looked up. His face began to clear. “All right,” he said. “I’ll call the engineers to talk to him about the formula. No matter what he’s guilty of, if he has the formula nobody’s going to hurt him. We’ll get him out of this, all right. Captain, you get ready to leave while I go argue with the M.P.’s.”


  “You’ve forgotten, sir.” Rockman stood stiffly at attention. “I have been charged. Shall I report to division headquarters under arrest, sir?”


  He looked at the Major’s body and then at the stretcher-men coming across the room. “The late major gave me part of a ham sandwich and I put it in the bottom drawer of my desk.” He bent over and pulled out the drawer and then looked up at Rockman with innocent bewilderment on his face. “My goodness, it’s gone.” He patted his lips ostentatiously with a handkerchief. “Afraid the charge will have to be dropped, Captain. The evidence has disappeared.”


  THE END


  Father Image


  Robert Silverberg


  The problem of making a backward people ready for independence and equality is essentially one of benevolence and paternalism. But when transposed to an interplanetary scale, the definition of benevolent paternalism may be shocking!


  THE MORNING the Bulstrodes were due to arrive on Malok IV, Swift woke up sobbing. It was nothing new. The nightmares and the sobbing had been going on for almost the whole of Swift’s five-year stay as Resident Administrator, and probably the natives thought it was quite normal for a Terran to have unhappy dreams.


  It was the same dream as always: the stern-faced, white-haired old man approaching him with a whip, and dealing him a blow across the face, raising a red, angry welt on his cheek—and immediately begging forgiveness. And the retaliation: Swift striking the old man, knocking him down, bolting out of the room without looking back.


  Swift wasn’t much on dream-interpretation, but he had an idea that the nightmares had their root in the conflict he sensed mounting within himself over the impending termination of his mission. He was aware of his responsibilities, but the prospect of having to carry them out terrified him.


  The dreams, he thought, are fitting punishment.


  He would have liked to call on his Sector Commander, conveniently located on neighboring Malok III, for advice and help. But that was out of the question. Swift had resolved firmly that for once he’d carry out a mission without leaning on the Commander for aid of any sort, and no nightmare was going to shake that vow.


  The pattern was always the same: the assault with the whip, the blow, the hurried flight—and the cold sweat and the sobbing. Swift sat up in bed, and mopped his damp face with the colorful native-made batik Domuro had given him.


  He climbed out of bed.


  “Breakfast!” he yelled, and was gratified to hear the sound of his servant busily scurrying around in the kitchen. As Swift began to dress, dark terrors of the night started to fade.


  The warm golden-red sun had risen and Swift, staring through the window of his room, saw the Maloki already out in the fields, gathering grain. It was a perfect day, he thought.


  Then he looked at the calendar tacked on the wall In big red letters scrawled over the date was the ominous notation, Bulstrode. He winced. He’d been hoping somehow that their journey had been called off, but they were going through with it.


  Tourists, he thought derisively, and went inside to have his meal Kandol, his house-boy, looked warmly up at him as he came in. There was a great bond of mutual affection between Swift and all the Maloki.


  “Good morning,” Swift said, Kandol put a steaming bowl of gruel before him.


  “Good morning, sir,” the houseboy said, enunciating his English with all the clarity he could muster. “Your guests arrived last night, sir. They were placed in the Common House, since you had already gone to sleep, and they said they would call upon you as soon as they woke up this morning.”


  “I’ll be happy to see them,” Swift lied, and concentrated on his meal.


  THE BULSTRODES were about as he had expected; unpleasant. Mrs. Bulstrode was large and noisy, with a golden tan that was probably the synthetic product of some spaceship’s recreation-lounge; her husband was thin and angular, with a blunt hatchet of a nose and pale, unhealthy-looking skin.


  They arrived just as Swift finished his morning meal, which ended one minor anxiety for him; he had been afraid that they would be late. The punctual Maloki would be waiting for him near the rice field for their morning English lessons, and Swift had envisioned spending a fuming hour or two while the tourists slowly bestirred themselves.


  “I’m Swift,” he said, putting forth a hand. “Local Resident Administrator. You must be Mr. and Mrs. Bulstrode.”


  “That’s right,” Bulstrode said.


  His wife stepped forward. “We had a terrible trip here,” she announced. “Didn’t sleep a bit. And last night they put us in some old—”


  “I know,” Swift broke in, “The Common House. It’s used for unexpected guests. The Maloki are a very hospitable people, and they keep a communal guest-house ready at all times. But it’s not too appealing to Terrans.”


  He smiled and flicked an appraising glance from Bulstrode male to Bulstrode female. Their presence disturbed him.


  Malok IV had been opened to tourists two years before, but the Bulstrodes were the first to take advantage of it. Not surprising, in one respect, since space was full of more interesting places than this small agrarain world. But the decision of the Bulstrodes to visit there coincided suspiciously with the scheduled termination of Swift’s mission six months hence, and that was what troubled him. Were they here to spy on him? The Sector Commander, that wily, unreliable old fox, might well be aware of Swift’s weakness.


  “Is there any sort of recreation on this planet?” Mrs. Bulstrode demanded stridently, breaking into Swift’s thoughts.


  He smiled urbanely. “Not in the ordinary sense,” he said. “The natives are very fond of singing, and they gather in the evenings. They have wonderful voices.”


  “Is that all?”


  Swift shrugged his shoulders. “They live the simple life here on Malok, Mrs. Bulstrode. I have a small library of sensotapes which you’re welcome to use for the duration of your stay.” He frowned—invisibly, he hoped. “Just how long do you plan to stay on Malok IV?”


  Mr. Bulstrode smiled balefully. “A day, a week, a month,” he said. “We’ll stay until we get bored.”


  “Oh,” Swift said, barely managing to repress a gasp of pain. “Oh . . . that’s just fine.”


  HELP CAME a moment later in the form of Domuro, the tall, handsome young Maloki who was Swift’s closest companion among the natives. Sensitive, perceptive Domuro, with a high-order grasp of semantics, had been the first of his people to learn English, and he had already begun to teach the language to other Maloki. Domuro was the main reason why Swift was sure the Maloki no longer needed his guiding hand; once the race could produce a Domuro, they were on their way toward maturity.


  But Domuro was the cause of Swift’s troubles, too. The intellectual companionship they enjoyed, and Swift’s general fondness for Maloki life, had made the Terran reluctant to leave Malok IV even though his time was up. He had nearly confessed this to his Sector Commander one morning, but in feverish last-minute terror he had turned off the transmitter before contact had been made.


  “Morning, Boss,” Domuro said jauntily, bounding up the stairs. Lately Domuro had taken to watching Swift’s sensotapes, and he was revelling in Terran colloquialisms. “How’s everything?”


  “Just fine,” Swift said, repeating his phrase of a moment before. He turned to the Bulstrodes. “This is Domuro,” he said. “My chief assistant, and a close friend. Domuro, these are the Bulstrodes—Earthpeople like myself.”


  “Pleased to meet you,” Domuro said glibly.


  “You speak very well, young man,” Mrs. Bulstrode observed.


  “Why—thanks,” Domuro said.


  “I’m sorry that I’ll have to leave you,” Swift told the Bulstrodes. “But it’s time for my regular morning classes, and my pupils will be terribly disappointed if I don’t show up.”


  “You run along then, Mr. Swift,” Mrs. Bulstrode said pleasantly. “We haven’t unpacked yet, anyway.”


  SWIFT WAS glad to get away from them. After five years among the Maloki, he felt vaguely uncomfortable in the presence of Terrans, particularly such grade-A bores as the Bulstrodes promised to be.


  “Who are they?” Domuro asked, as they headed down the winding path to the place where Swift held his classes.


  “Nuisances,” Swift said. “They’re rich Terrans who don’t have anything better to do than wander around space looking for new things to be bored by.”


  Domuro chuckled and frowned at the same time—a reaction Swift interpreted with ease as meaning that he was both amused and bewildered by the complexities of the Terran mind.


  They walked on in silence for a while, and Swift’s hands began to quiver in anxiety.


  He realized what had been done to him, and it was painful.


  I’ve been triggered.


  Whether the Bulstrodes were spies from the Commander or not, Swift knew now that he would have to break off this emotional transference and return to the dispassionate aloofness of the true Resident. He would have to take the forceful steps necessary for termination of the mission; if he kept on in the path he’d been following, he would soon be incompetent as a Resident.


  The arrival of the Bulstrodes had pushed him, had awakened him to the necessity of severing relations with the Maloki. Spies or tourists, they had triggered the reaction. What would follow would be unpleasant but necessary.


  “You’re very quiet,” Domuro observed after they had left the village and had broken into the blue-green sea of grain that adjoined. “Worried?”


  Swift made no reply.


  “What’s eating you, Chief?” Domuro pressed.


  Maybe I should call the Commander, Swift thought. He shuddered. No. Impossible. He glanced at Domuro. “Quiet, will you?” he snapped suddenly.


  “Let me think.”


  “Okay,” the Maloki said. “Don’t bite my head off.”


  Swift wanted to apologize for his brusqueness, but he didn’t. He couldn’t allow himself such luxuries any more, now that the time for transition had come.


  THE LESSON went painlessly enough. Swift got some rudimentary alphabet-drills going, then announced that Domuro would take over, and sat down. Domuro rose obligingly and put his fellow tribesmen through their ABCs flawlessly for half an hour, at which time Swift announced that the lesson was at its end.


  The natives dispersed almost at once, and Swift found himself alone with Domuro and Estelinna, the small, handsome girl Domuro shortly was going to marry. Swift had long acknowledged a curious, unvoiced jealousy of Estelinna; she took up time he would have liked to spend with Domuro, the only Maloki who could hold a conversation with him as an equal.


  “Short lesson today, Boss,” Domuro commented.


  “I wasn’t in the mood,” Swift said. A bird of rainbow plumage broke from the clump of yellow-leaved trees in back of them, and flapped low over their heads, cawing mockingly. To forestall further conversation, Swift turned and walked away.


  “See you tonight, Chief?” Domuro called after him.


  Swift stopped. He had forgotten. Tonight was the night for his regular weekly meeting with Domuro, during which they discussed the week’s progress in the various projects Swift had under way, and planned the week’s work.


  “I’ll be there,” Swift said. “Usual time.”


  “Right, Boss.” Domuro put his arm around Estelinna, and drew her close. Swift headed across the ricefield, wondering what was the right step to take, wondering if the Maloki would ever forgive him for what he was going to do.


  He spat harshly. Bulstrodes!


  “WE’RE SO glad to see you again,” Mrs. Bulstrode said. “Your native boy has been entertaining us with his songs. We’d like to ask you something.”


  Swift met her eye levelly. She was a simpering fool, and her husband was an ass. How could they possibly be spies? “Yes, Mrs. Bulstrode?”


  “We were wondering—if we could look in on your classes—tomorrow, perhaps? We’d like so much to see how you’ve achieved all these wonderful things here on Malok.”


  “Of course,” Swift forced himself to say. It was midday now, and the heat was intense. He started to sweat. So they wanted to observe, eh? He was forced to re-evaluate his conclusion of a moment before. Fools they might be, but they could be carefully-chosen fools.


  He determined to get things under way. Domuro was the first victim.


  The young Maloki showed up, punctual as always, on the dot of eight. The sun was long since down, and the smaller moon glowed lemon-yellow in the lower corner of the sky; a few hours more and its jagged-edged companion would begin its diagonal climb as well. Up from the fields drifted the soft, musical chanting of the natives, and the harmonic strumming of the banjos Swift had shown them how to build.


  “Here I am, Chief.”


  At the sound of Domuro’s voice, Swift marshalled his wandering attention and drew himself up stiffly. “Oh—Domuro.”


  “Right on time,” Domuro said, grinning.


  Swift stared at him coldly. “Even including your detour to Estelinna’s hut?” he said. “You’re amazingly punctual.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  Swift coughed deliberately, almost contemptuously. “I don’t think it needs explaining. You know the stories that have been going around. Is there any truth in them?”


  “What?” Domuro shook his head worriedly. “What are you talking about, chief?”


  Forgive me, Swift thought. “You and Estelinna,” he said. “You know that sort of conduct doesn’t go.”


  Swift saw Dumuro turn almost white with indignation in the half-darkness. “If you think that Estelinna and I have been—”


  “I didn’t accuse you,” Swift said. “I merely said there have been stories. At the moment; your morals are under a cloud.” Swift stood up. “Therefore,” he went on smoothly, “I’m afraid that I’ll have to break off our relationship for a while, until these rumors are cleared up. After all, it can hurt progress on Malok if I’m associated with a man whose morals are open to some question and who—”


  “You can’t mean this, Boss! Our plans, our programs—”


  “They will have to continue without you, Domuro. I think I’ve said enough.”


  Swift made a curt gesture of dismissal, and without further protest Domuro left. Swift heard the sound of a half-swallowed sob come floating back to him on the night air, and he was alone.


  He sat there a long while, staring at the lonely moon. When its companion rose, Swift went inside.


  The dream returned again that night. The look on the old man’s face as he begged Swift to forgive him was heart-wrenching. Swift responded as always, striking out blindly and uncomprehendingly, and then he awoke.


  THE BULSTRODES observed his classes the next day, as scheduled. Swift was deeply annoyed to find them present; the process was delicate enough without the additional burden of the Bulstrodes on his shoulders.


  He put the Maloki through their paces mercilessly under the blazing sun, conducting a formal spelling bee. He kept up the pressure for almost three hours, while the Bulstrodes squirmed and fidgeted on the log they were seated on. Finally, almost at mealtime, he called a halt.


  The little class of natives was even more exhausted than he was by the time the ordeal was over. Swift watched as they straggled away, and then he turned to the Bulstrodes.


  “This is the way we hold classes on Malok IV,” he said.


  Mrs. Bulstrode emitted a short, explosive burst of air and said, “Well! You certainly practice an intensified program, Mr. Swift.”


  “It’s the only way to progress,” Swift said blandly. “We have such a short time to spend on these planets, you know.”


  They started walking back to Swift’s residence. After a moment or two, Mrs. Bulstrode edged up to Swift and said, “You know, Mr. Swift, one of the native girls came to see me this morning just before we set out to class. The small, pretty one—Estelinna, I think.”


  Swift cocked an eye. “Oh?”


  “She seemed very disturbed. She said you had made some remarks about her to Domuro last night, and she couldn’t understand why you said what you did. I don’t mean to pry, but—”


  “I understand,” said Swift. “The girl’s a worthless slut. I’m only trying to protect Domuro.”


  Lay it on thick, he told himself savagely. His fingers started to tremble.


  Mrs. Bulstrode coughed noisily. “She seemed nice enough to me, Mr. Swift. The poor thing was trying hard to keep back the tears, and she could barely manage.”


  “Don’t waste your sympathy,” Swift said. “These Maleki are deceptive.”


  They continued walking in silence. Swift could see that the Bulstrodes were troubled over the strange, callous behavior of the Resident Administrator, but that they didn’t quite know how to convey their unrest.


  Good, Swift thought. Let them keep all their puzzlement bottled up inside themselves. I have enough of my own.


  BY NOW he had achieved a certain degree of detachment toward the whole problem of his departure. As the days passed, though, the nagging consciousness of the possibility of failure loomed larger in his mind.


  He had achieved everything he had set out to achieve on Malok IV. But he feared that he was not bringing about the severance as successfully as he had the teaching, and the time for leaving was drawing near. I’m too softhearted, he told himself, and vowed to toughen. It was the only thing to do.


  The Bulstrodes had settled down into a comfortable routine on Malok, and they showed no signs of leaving. Swift grew used to their continued presence.


  Mrs. Bulstrode served as a sort of housemother for the whole village, patching bruised knees and bruised love affairs with equal facility until the day Swift asked her to stop meddling with the natives. He thought that might get rid of her, but it didn’t; she simply withdrew huffily, and she and her husband were cold and aloof thenceforth.


  For some reason, the dreams had stopped almost completely. Swift’s nighttime woes were over—but the days were hellish. He was secure in the knowledge of what he had to do, but one lingering, agonizing doubt remained: What happens after I leave?


  He continued to hold classes, and the Bulstrodes attended occasionally. After one of the longest and most intense sessions, a prolonged lesson in grammar, Mrs. Bulstrode finally managed to express some of her pent-up puzzlement.


  “Tell me,” she said, and her vast form made Swift feel hopelessly thin and scrawny. “Don’t you feel that you’re being just a little too harsh on these people, Mr. Swift.”


  Swift shook his head. “No. The method works.”


  She frowned. “You mean, they can read and write. But do they enjoy learning? Do they look forward to their lessons?”


  “It’s no longer matters,” Swift said enigmatically.


  THE FIRST confirmation of impending success came that evening, when Domuro visited him. Domuro had not approached him since that evening, weeks before, when Swift had made his implied charges of immoral conduct, and Swift felt self-conscious and unhappy when he heard his erstwhile companion rapping on his door.


  “What is it, Domuro?” he asked tonelessly.


  “May I talk to you a minute, Mr. Swift?”


  Swift toyed with the idea of refusing, then slipped into sandals and came out on the porch. The air was cool; summer was ending. “What’s on your mind?”


  Domuro sat down, easily, with the assured grace of his people. “I’m troubled, sir.”


  “About what?”


  Domuro spread his hands. “Why have you changed, Mr. Swift?”


  No longer the colloquial “Boss,” Swift noticed. Mr. Swift, now. “Changed, Domuro?”


  “You’re not the way you used to be. You don’t smile any more. The lessons are long, and hard. My friends are grumbling. You’re cold to us, where once you were warm. Can you explain this?”


  Swift stared levelly at the young man, and it was all he could do to repress a smile of relief. The treatment has worked, after all. “There’s no explanation necessary, Domuro.”


  “None?”


  “My feelings toward you and your people have not changed one bit,” Swift asserted firmly. He saw a shadow of utter disbelief and confusion pass briefly across Domuro’s face, and felt a momentary sense of triumph. The time had come now to make the break final.


  HE SET things in motion two days later. The Bulstrodes objected violently when they found out, and at length Swift had to be nasty in order to get them out of his hair.


  “You can’t do that to the girl,” Mrs. Bulstrode said. She planted herself solidly in his path.


  “The girl is a liar and a thief,” Swift said icily. “She must be punished, for the good of the community.”


  “But look here, Swift,” Bulstrode said, making one of his rare contributions to the conversation. “You’re not sure the girl really did steal your watch, are you?”


  “Maybe your houseboy took it,” Mrs. Bulstrode suggested. “Maybe you misplaced it. You can’t punish her on such flimsy grounds.”


  Swift met her eye firmly. “Will you please get yourself out of my way—or will I have to walk around you?”


  She moved to one side, and Swift headed for the door. As he stepped out on the porch, he heard her say, “I want you to know that I intend to report you to your Sector Commander at once!”


  Swift chuckled. “Go right ahead,” he said.


  He headed up the dirt road to the central square in the midst of the village. When he got there, he saw that the whole tribe was already assembled. They formed a loose ring around the square, and as Swift appeared the muttering of the crowd died down and was replaced by a crisp, crackling silence. The faces of the Maloki were cold and menacing.


  Domuro was waiting for him at the rise in the road. He ran up and took Swift’s arm.


  “Don’t punish her,” Domuro said agitatedly. “I stole the watch! I took it!”


  “You’re only making things worse,” Swift said. “I know Estelinna took it. Go get her.”


  Domuro looked at him bitterly for a moment, and then turned and walked slowly toward Estelinna’s hut. Swift, in the meantime, took his place at the center of the ring.


  He was carrying a light, flexible twig, about three feet long. He flicked it through the air a couple of times, keeping his face an emotionless mask all the while. The crowd was terribly silent.


  Dumuro appeared, leading Estelinna. She was sobbing quietly, and Domuro’s own eyes showed the silvery glitter of half-dried tears.


  “Bring her here,” Swift commanded. Domuro, his teeth set and his jaws clenched, brought the girl over to him. She knelt before him, and looked up piteously.


  “I didn’t do it,” she murmured. “Why can’t you believe me?”


  Swift sucked in his breath. “Take off her jacket,” he said. Domuro started to say something, then bent obediently and unfastened the wrap with a hasty, nervous motion.


  Swift started for a moment at the girl’s bare back, and raised the whip. Without allowing himself to think of what he was doing, he brought it down. There was the sharp crack of the whip’s impact against the girl’s back. He heard her moan softly, and a pencil-thin, flaming-red line sprang out along her skin.


  He lifted the whip a second time. Then he felt it seized from behind and twisted roughly from his hand, and a moment later the whole tribe seemed to be clawing at him, unleashing their rage in a savage attack.


  “IT’S YOUR own fault,” he heard Mrs. Bulstrode say vindictively. Her voice cut piercingly through the gray fog of pain that surrounded him. “You goaded them into attacking you.”


  Swift opened one eye and glared at her as best he could. He was a mass of bruises and miseries, and even breathing was painful. The incensed Maloki had given him quite a drubbing.


  “You’ll be glad to know that we’ve just been in contact with your Sector Commander. We told him about the horrid way you’ve been treating the natives, and what they did to you when you whipped that poor girl. He said he’d be right down from Malok III to relieve you.” Mrs. Bulstrode’s arms were crossed triumphantly; she was glorying in Swift’s downfall.


  “He said he’d be right down, eh?”


  “Yes. He seemed very upset. You should be grateful to us—we saved your life. When we heard the shouting, my husband and I came running and managed to pull them off you.”


  “Many thanks,” Swift said feebly. “Much obliged.”


  “But we warned you!” she continued relentlessly. “And now your mission has ended in failure!”


  Swift decided he had had enough of the Bulstrodes. He struggled up in bed and transfixed her with a contemptuous glare. “You poor fool! Can’t you see that I’ve been successful?”


  That jarred her. She turned to her husband incredulously and snorted, “Ridiculous!”


  Just then, a good-sized rock came flying through the window, wrapped in a grimy piece of paper. It scattered glass everywhere and struck the far wall, from which it rebounded and rolled under Swift’s bed.


  “I’d appreciate it if you’d find that for me,” Swift said.


  Automatically, Mr. Bulstrode knelt, fished under the bed, and scooped out the rock. He unwrapped the note and handed it to Swift. “Successful, eh?” his wife said “Some success!”


  Swift looked at the note. Written in Domuro’s typical, cramped handwriting, it said, Go back to Earth, Boss Swift. That was all.


  SWIFT HELD the note in one hand, the rock in the other. “These two objects,” he said, choosing his words carefully, “are the symbols of my success here.”


  Mrs. Bulstrode blinked. “Explain yourself.”


  Swift held forth the paper. “This shows that they’ve learned to read, to write—the first steps on the road to maturity.”


  “And the rock?”


  “Ah,” Swift said, smiling despite the pain. “The second symbol. It tells me that they’ve completed the growing-up process: they’ve learned to reject me as a father-image and do things for themselves.”


  Mrs. Bulstrode stared with utter lack of comprehension. “You deliberately . . . deliberately . . .”


  “Look,” Swift said. “In order to wind up my mission here, I had to get the Maloki to reject me. This is the way the Resident Administrator system works. They had to kick me out when they were ready, and step out on their own without further help from me. For a long time, I was too nice to them, so I became nasty to cushion the shock of my departure. I made them hate me.


  And finally, by punishing a girl everyone knew was innocent, I triggered the final outburst. The Maloki hate me like poison—but what I taught them will stick. They’ve matured now.”


  Swift sat back, coughing. A shock of pain ran through him. I did the thing too well, he thought. They gave me an overdose of rejection. He looked down at the bruises on his arms.


  “In growing up,” Swift said, “the impact of the discovery that you’re on your own two legs is tremendous. There will be a period of adjustment, during which the Maloki are going to be all mixed up inside, unable to understand why I suddenly became so unpleasant, unable to fathom my reasons for turning on them. And they’ll be obsessed by guilt for what they did to me. But it’ll wear off quickly. After a while, they’ll understand.”


  The words rolled easily from him, but as their implication struck him he stopped and stared ahead bleakly. The Maloki had been manipulated like children—but who manipulates the manipulators?


  A sound in the hallway broke the taut silence. Mrs. Bulstrode said gleefully, “I think your Commander is here.”


  AS THE door started to open, Swift, numb with the shock of the emotions that were sweeping over him, closed his eyes, blotting out the loathsome Bulstrodes. He saw once again that stern old man with the whip. Swift’s head reeled.


  “Hello, Donald,” he heard a familiar deep voice say.


  Slowly, hesitantly, he opened his eyes. The image of the stern old man was still in the room—this time, without the whip. He was smiling. “You were just fine,” he said. “A swell job.”


  Swift shook his head in wonderment. He remembered now; the final trigger had been sprung. He remembered the bitter experience he had shoved into his subconscious, where it would have no shattering impact on his mind. The memories came flooding back—only now they no longer stung. Now he could accept reality, for he understood.


  The Bulstrodes glanced curiously at each other and backed to a corner of the room.


  “I’ll be damned,” Swift said, grinning at the Sector Commander. “Remember, just before I left for Malok IV?”


  “How could I forget?”


  “The arguments we had, the quarrels, your sudden coldness—it never occurred to me till now that you were putting me through the same growth process I would later use on the Maloki.”


  “It had to be that way, Don,” the Sector Commander said. “You had the potential to be one of the finest members of our Corps—just as the Maloki are potentially one of the finest races in the Galaxy. But if you had kept heading along in the same track, with your old dependency unbroken, you’d have failed here. I had to take steps to make you realize that potential. Otherwise, with my headquarters in the same system, you would have come buzzing over to Malok III to ask my advice on every troublesome point. That couldn’t be. A Resident Administrator has to shoulder his own problems.”


  “Yes,” Swift said softly. “Of course.” He realized at last that he’d learned. He’d coped with the problems of teaching the Maloki, and then he’d coped with his own deep love for them and had forced himself to take the steps that would make him hateful to them.


  In doing so, he had grown. There remained only one problem more, only one stumbling-block on the way to full maturity.


  He struggled out of bed, ignoring the gaping Bulstrodes, ignoring the fiery bolts of pain that shot up and down his body, and crossed the room unsteadily.


  “I understand,” he said. “The Maloki hate me now, but when they see what I’ve done for them, they’ll forgive me.”


  “And will you forgive me?” the old man asked.


  “Of course,” Swift said, seeing the image of the tyrant with the whip explode and vanish like the fantasy it was, seeing behind it the familiar face of the tall man on whom he’d depended so long—but no longer.


  “I forgive you—Dad.”


  THE END


  A Jacko for McCoy


  Alan Barclay


  THE HANGAR crew gathered round as usual to watch McCoy climb into his ship. Getting in through a round hole two feet three inches in diameter while encased in a stiff, unbending pressure suit was a job many a good pilot could make a hash of—especially when in the tensed-up state of a man going out on patrol. McCoy made it look simple. An upward jump to grasp the horizontal bar, body swung upward with knees bent, feet through the hole, then swing forward. A pull and a wriggle, and he was inside. The manhole closed with a thud. Three minutes to worm his way forward into the pilot position, then his impersonal voice over the hangar Tannoy:


  “Wheel her out, boys.”


  The men heaved on the drawbars, and the long shining shape of the T42 slid on its trolley towards the far end of the hangar, where the gaping hole of the blast-shaft opened to admit it. Slide the slender ship into the blast-shaft, rather like loading a cartridge into the chamber of a rifle, then close the airtight door.


  Ship Control, sitting in a little dome on the surface of the asteroid that was Advanced Fighter Base, knew by the winking of a green light that the blast-shaft had been closed. He pressed a button which opened the space-side door. Then he leaned towards his desk-phone and called McCoy:


  “Hangar door sealed; surface door open—clear to blast.”


  The word came back immediately: “Blasting off.”


  The hangar crew heard a sort of muffled thud—Ship Control saw a streak of flame flare from the blast-shaft and trail away outwards among the stars, rapidly dwindling in size till it disappeared. McCoy was off on patrol again.


  McCoy was a living denial of the laws of statistics, which said no scout pilot survives more than six months’ service. McCoy had lasted two and a half years.


  He lay comfortably relaxed on the pilot’s couch. This was such familiar routine stuff that he hardly needed to think about what he was doing. His two hands grasped the controls and juggled them gently. His eyes moved round the instruments, over to his radar-sweep, forward and sideways and downward through the glassite nose, then back again over the instruments. He was past the thinking stage, past the stage of being frightened, past the stage of wishing or hoping for anything. On his first patrol a pilot is nervous and restless. After killing a couple of Jackoes he becomes over-confident and talkative. After twenty patrols and after seeing some of his companions fried by the Jacko rays, he becomes silent and jittery. After that, if he is still alive, he gets the twitch so badly that the medics send him back down home. Usually, however, he doesn’t live long enough to get sent home.


  McCoy had passed through all those phases. Somehow he had passed through his attack of the twitch without being spotted by the medics, and without being cooked by any of the Jacko patrols. He had emerged into a state of fatalistic calm. He had seen all his friends killed. He no longer took his entitlement of leave. He drank very little and talked hardly at all. He had thirty-seven kills to his credit, twice as many as any other pilot.


  He headed out towards the asteroid belt—this was usually good hunting country, for while he lay there no radar-sweep could distinguish his ship from the tumbling stream of rocks and boulders around him. The Jacko ships came sneaking inwards towards the inner planets from the direction of Aries—nobody knew exactly where they came from—and could be punched on from this ambush.


  HE LURKED there for three days. The air purifier purred gently; the thin beam of the radar-sweep moved round, and round and up and down in its transparent bowl. He lay for hours on his couch, motionless except for the small movement of his head as he watched the radar and his instruments. At the end of every twenty-four hours he sent a brief signal back to Base. What he thought about during these long hours of waiting nobody ever knew. It is probable that he didn’t think at all, any more than a leopard does as it crouches along the branch of a tree, waiting for its prey to come to the water-hole.


  In the middle of the fourth day a small moving dot appeared at extreme radar range. He stirred a little when he saw it. He marked its track and noted that it would pass through the belt some distance ahead of his position. He fired jets and moved forward to be in position to intercept.


  The blob was far away. For ten hours he watched it creep nearer. He did not shift his position again, for by now the Jacko would have his radar active, sweeping the Belt for signs of movement.


  The ship began to show big in the radar bowl. McCoy risked another quick shift of position to bring him right on to its track.


  For as long as he could watch, it coasted steadily forward without any change of speed or direction, then the blob it made on the radar-sweep passed behind a large chunk of rock about eight hundred feet in diameter. When it reappeared it would be in plain sight—that would be the moment to attack. McCoy switched off the radar, eased himself a little on his couch and directed his eyes downward and ahead—down towards the lump of rock which was blanketing the enemy. He was tense now; if he had been the leopard in the tree his tail would have twitched stiffly . . .


  The Jacko ship slid into view. It was only a few miles away. Sunlight shone on its scarlet flank.


  He pushed the levers steadily forward till he had four G acceleration. It seemed as if his own ship lay still while the enemy began to come swiftly towards him. He juggled the controls, his radial jets fired briefly so that the ship seemed to wriggle itself sideways and the enemy moved across his field of view till it lay plumb in the middle of his sights.


  In another ten seconds he would fire his guns—in six seconds—in four—then a long pencil of blue flame leapt from the stern of the enemy. It slid across his sights; it surged out of view.


  He swept smoothly round and down—and there it was again, but turning too fast to get his sights on it. But McCoy was too old a hand at the game to panic. He continued, turning, swerving and swooping, up, round, down and sideways, although out here in deep space there was precious little meaning to any of those directions.


  He kept hard on the Jacko’s tail. The Jacko was no raw beginner; his ship turned and twisted and dived and rolled with skilled precision. McCoy kept after it, ready to take advantage of the first mistake the other should make—and there was the mistake! The Jacko steadied on to a straight course. McCoy pressed the stud; a pair of seventy-five millimeter high-velocity projectiles went screaming down the muzzles.


  But the very instant he fired he saw a streak of flame from one of the Jacko’s radial jets, and it swung out of line.


  A few minutes later the Jacko steadied again, and again McCoy fired. Once more the enemy jerked itself out of line at the last instant. McCoy tumbled to the Jacko’s game; he was tempting his pursuer to waste ammunition. He gave a little grunt of respect—it was a game that called for hair-trigger timing. When the enemy tried the same maneuver again McCoy came on after him without firing.


  These maneuvers carried the two ships over immense distances, and although once more McCoy was on the point of getting a line on the Jacko, the two ships were hurtling in among a closely packed group of asteroids before he got into firing position. The rocks were sprinkled over a considerable volume of space and rangedrin diameter from a few feet to five or six miles.


  McCoy had to take his eye off the enemy ahead to estimate the positions of these hazards, and while he glanced swiftly round the Jacko disappeared.


  Immediately he realized that the game had taken a new turn. It was no longer a simple case of keeping on the enemy’s tail till he ran him down. Now the enemy was out of sight behind some tumbling rocks that lay all around and above, and from behind any one of these his killer-ray might lick out to fry and burn him.


  He regulated speed so as to be moving with the same velocity as the rocks around his ship. Then he cut his jets and floated with the debris, watching the group of asteroids behind which the Jacko had disappeared.


  But distances are great in space, relative velocities are hard to estimate, and there is no real meaning to the words up and down and sideways.


  McCOY, LYING on his narrow padded tube, spared a fleeting glance at the mirror which served as an eye in the back of his head, and saw a stubby, sharp-nosed red shape glide swiftly towards him from behind and above. With the old fighter’s instinct for doing the right thing McCoy fired the braking jet. A long flame shot from the nozzle just beneath him and he felt as if a large hand thrust the ship savagely backwards. The Jacko ray stabbed across his bow. He fired the lateral jets, rear-port, forward-starboard, and the ship spun round. He caught just a fleeting glimpse of the enemy and loosed off a pair of shots at him. His finger stabbed at the buttons to fire the alternate pair of jets, swinging the ship back in the opposite direction—the enemy was just gliding out of sight behind a hunk of rock. He steadied and fired, but missed again.


  So this deadly game of hide and seek continued—it had to continue. Whichever ship ceased maneuvering must expect the other to work round on to his tail, and neither dared be first to run out into clear space for the same reason.


  And meantime there was the problem of fuel, becoming more and more urgent with every blast of the jets. A space-scout spends most of its time coasting at constant velocity. It uses up fuel during blast-off, a considerable quantity on return to Base, and small amounts to accomplish changes of direction, but very large quantities are expended during combat maneuvers. McCoy watched the needle of his fuel guage drop down and down until it was near the minimum amount needed to set a course back to Base—then saw it pass below. But there was nothing he could do except continue the hunt more relentlessly than ever, hoping that he might first plug the Jacko, then send a radio signal to Base for help.


  Dodging and swerving among the tumbling boulders of the asteroid stream he caught several glimpses of the enemy ship and fired shots at it. Twice he just avoided being sliced by his opponent’s ray. By this time he did not really hope to survive the encounter. The Jacko was just a little too fast for him and even if he plugged him and managed to send a signal to Base, it was doubtful whether his air would last till rescuers reached him. He did not experience any feeling of fear or regret; in fact, he felt something resembling satisfaction, for this enemy was a worthy adversary—slick, daring, skillful.


  But he was not finished yet. His thinking concentrated to a single sharp focus—keep after the Jacko and plug him before the fuel and ammunition ran out.


  The needle of the fuel guage dropped nearer and nearer the zero mark. McCoy took more and more chances. Every glimpse he got of the red ship he fired—to be out of fuel with ammunition unexpended, or to be out of ammunition with some fuel left—either of these would be equally final and fatal.


  He fired his last pair of shots. Knowing they were his last, he swerved the ship meaning to tuck himself in among a huddle of rocks where he might escape discovery, but before the turn was half completed the jets spluttered and died . . .


  So he waited, powerless, helpless, unarmed, drifting. He thought it would not be more than two or three minutes before the enemy emerged from cover to make a swift slash at him. When he made no attempt to fight back, the Jacko would understand immediately and close in for a finish. McCoy closed his eyes and relaxed. He thought of all his friends fried by the Jacko rays, killed in ships that split their seams, or lost in deep space—and those who’d blown up on blast-off or crashed on return. He thought of Earth and its green fields and the people in cities going to work every morning . . .


  Presently he realized that more than three minutes had passed. He looked around. There a very large asteroid, several miles in diameter over on his left and below him, and several other smaller ones in sight, but no red ship.


  He began to wonder whether after all he had plugged the Jacko just as it disappeared behind a rock. Or had it run for home in the end? But no Jacko had ever been known to run. He waited. There was nothing else to do.


  HE WAITED an hour. He decided the Jacko must also be out of action for some reason, so he sent off a signal to Base. The radio-op acknowledged receipt and added cheerfully that a rescue craft would be sent at once. McCoy knew quite well that his chances of rescue were very slim. He had fuel to drive his air-purifiers and heaters for about forty-eight hours. He was unable to give his position exactly and the rescuer’s radar-sweep could not distinguish his ship from the jumble of floating rocks among which he waited.


  After sending off the signal he lay on his couch, dozing and dreaming for the most part, but occasionally, merely as a matter of routine habit, scanning the space around and above and below him.


  After a long time he came rather idly to the conclusion that the large asteroid just ahead and below him was moving nearer. At first this did not seem to matter. McCoy calculated without interest and with only one corner of his mind that his ship must have a residual forward velocity relative to the asteroid, which was carrying him towards it. He estimated that the asteroid was about eight miles in diameter.


  The asteroid drifted nearer. Its gravitational field, feeble though it might be, was reaching out to draw him inwards. McCoy still did not think this mattered. There was no question of a violent crash. At worst, he would experience rather a severe bump when the ship grounded. He began to consider sending another signal to Base telling the rescue ship that he was grounding on an asteroid of considerable size. He was about to switch on his radio to do this when his attention was attracted by a flash of red just within his range of vision.


  It was the Jacko ship. Despite his fatalism, a spasm of purely animal fear seized him. This meant his finish. In another instant the deadly ray would lick out and consume him. Then he saw that the enemy was immobile. It also was being drawn gently downwards on to the surface of the big asteroid. Like himself, the Jacko had exhausted his fuel and also apparently the power which operated its ray. It was circling the asteroid, nose down, helpless.


  McCoy was not slow to realize the enormous importance of this situation. The war in Space had been dragging on wearily for more than twenty years now. Tens of thousands of Earthmen had died and thousands of their ships had been destroyed. The number of Jacko ships and personnel lost was supposed to be very much less, but nevertheless it was considerable—and yet in all that time no Jacko ship, still less any living Jacko, had been captured. Jackoes blew themselves up at the instant of defeat to avoid capture—they exploded their fuel tanks. If any Jacko was unable to do this little job for himself, or if some slight reluctance to exterminate himself made him hesitate, one of his companions would invariably swoop round and do it for him.


  Despite such practices, Jacko ships had been found floating intact on a few occasions, no doubt with the pilots dead inside. But some kind of proximity fuze had always detonated them whenever an Earth ship approached within two hundred yards.


  Thus in twenty years the only physical mementoes of the Jackoes to be raked out of Space were fragments of twisted and melted and half-vaporized metal, and small portions of extremely overcooked Jacko.


  Now here, as McCoy quickly realized, was a complete undamaged scout, with presumably a live Jacko inside. In addition, since its fuel was exhausted, the pilot could not destroy himself and his ship in the traditional manner. In short, here was a chance to capture a complete Jacko ship, from which the secrets of their drive and their killer-ray could be learned. There perhaps might even be a live Jacko as bonus.


  McCoy turned to his radio, and focussed his sending aerial as well as he could in the direction of Base. The message did not take long to send—he thought that this unique opportunity would be sufficiently attractive to bring the entire Advanced Fleet screaming over at maximum acceleration to his rescue.


  After receiving acknowledgement, he took a glance downward at the asteroid. The ship was spiralling slowly inwards towards its rocky surface. The enemy ship, still nose downward, was at that instant just passing out of sight round the curve of the rock.


  On a sudden impulse he switched his radio to receive, and began to spin the tuning dial. Up in the fifty-meter band he caught a swift staccato chattering noise. He had heard this sound before—it was Jacko speech, or what served them for speech. It was very loud, so loud that it could only be coming from the ship nearby. Like himself, the Jacko was sending for help.


  AN HOUR later the ship grounded gently. Ten minutes after that the Jacko ship did likewise. McCoy saw its downward-pointing nose strike an upjutting pinnacle of rock which sent it tumbling over and over. It finally came to rest about a hundred yards away. McCoy, who not so long ago had resigned himself. to death by oxygen starvation, saw that there was still one more job for him to do.


  No doubt units of the Advanced Space Fleet were already boring holes to get to him and the stranded Jacko, and no doubt from some other direction Jacko ships were beginning to build up speed to reach the same spot, but meantime if he could force a way into the enemy ship he might collect and send off some useful data concerning it.


  He clamped down the bowl of his pressure suit, clipped on a full oxygen flask and lifted an axe from its rack. Then he insinuated himself into the tiny cramped air-lock and wriggled his way out to find himself on the hard glassy rock of the asteroid. He started to crawl cautiously towards the Jacko ship. He knew that any careless movement would send him floating off the surface of the asteroid.


  But the Jacko inside had no intention of waiting to be attacked. McCoy saw a dark orifice appear in the side of the red ship. A round object popped out. McCoy stared with the most extreme interest. He was the first human to see a Jacko.


  The round object scuttled over the ground towards him on four short legs. As it drew near he saw it was a spherical metal construction. So he was not actually seeing a Jacko after all, but merely the Jacko version of a space-suit, with its owner curled up inside, of course. There was a little window let into the metal sphere and two appendages—thin articulated rods—protruded from it.


  The two creatures, man and Jacko, drew cautiously nearer to each other. For a brief instant McCoy wondered whether the creature inside the sphere might wish to parley with him, but he was not left long in doubt as to its intention. From a distance of twenty yards it made a swift scuttling rush towards him, with one of its rodlike appendages extended. On the end was a gleaming scissor-like gadget. The creature rushed unhesitatingly towards him, the jointed rod darted towards his arm, its scissor-end snapping wickedly.


  McCoy warded off the rod and swung a heavy blow at the metal sphere itself. His arm jarred as the blow fell, but the only effect was to roll the enemy four or five yards backwards. The Jacko tumbled over and over, but got back on its four feet and rushed to attack again. The scissor-like weapon snapped at his arm again. He struck at it with his axe—he was forced to leap away—then struck again heavily at the metal sphere which was once more tumbled backwards.


  McCoy saw what a deadly weapon these slashing snapping blades were and decided to fight cautiously. At the same time the Jacko must have realized that another blow from McCoy’s axe might split him open.


  They began cautiously to circle each other. The Jacko on its four short legs was better adapted to the feeble gravity of the asteroid but McCoy’s long ones were the means to leap out of range if need be. The Jacko rushed forward once more. There never had been any doubt about Jacko courage. The scissor blades snapped. McCoy measured his distance and chopped fiercely at the metal rod, aiming at the inner joint where it emerged from the sphere. The blow jarred his arm, but the keen edge of the axe sheared right through the joint.


  Instantly the second articulated metal arm flailed out; this one was furnished only with a hook, but it caught the back of the axe blade and jerked it from McCoy’s grasp. The violence of the jerk sent the axe whirling upwards into the black sky, where it disappeared from sight. And so here at last were members of two species who had fought each other mercilessly for twenty years, face to face at last, on an airless chunk of rock out in deep space, within a yard of one another, unarmed.


  The creature shifted position; the feeble light of the distant sun shone across the window of its metal sphere; McCoy thought he saw a single eye, large, dark, and gleaming, alert with intelligence, but he wasn’t sure. It was too dark.


  No one could say that the Jackoes lacked courage. It rushed him again. It had no weapon now except the long slender flexible hooked rod which had been used to snatch the axe, but with this it flailed McCoy over helmet and shoulders. Protected by the thick fabric of his pressure suit, however, he scarcely felt the blows.


  Then the Jacko realized it was wasting its energy and stopped. McCoy could think of nothing more to do. It was impossible to tear the metal sphere open with his bare hands. An attempt to jump on it or to kick it would merely Send him floating off the surface of the asteroid. It was stalemate.


  TWENTY-FOUR hours had passed. McCoy lay on his pilot-couch and watched the Radar-sweep. The bowl was sprinkled with blobs, the majority stationary, or at any rate moving very slowly relative to himself, but there were others moving purposefully across in his direction. These were the ships rushing to his rescue—he grinned a little at this thought, for although no-one would ever be unkind enough to say so, no commander would turn out a force of that size merely to rescue a single scout. Their primary object was to get possession of the Jacko ship and if possible its pilot as well, though they must feel pretty certain that the latter would manage to commit suicide before being captured.


  Whatever the motives, McCoy reflected that his chance of being rescued had considerably improved, unless . . . He examined the outer fringes of the radar bowl for signs of enemy ships . . . And there they were, coming in at a great pace. They were considerably further off than his rescuers, but nevertheless likely to arrive in time to interfere rather effectively with the process of taking off the stranded Jacko ship, not to mention the re-arming and refueling of his own.


  He debated whether he should go back outside and play tag with his Jacko neighbor—it made him uneasy not to know what the resourceful little swine was up to. On the other hand, he thought a signal might be coming through for him soon. He waited in the ship, watching the radar-sweep.


  It was not long before he saw the Squadron make a change of direction. This meant they had spotted the Jacko ships and were turning to intercept. Soon after that came the expected beep-beep of the radio call signal.


  He switched on and aligned his antenna towards the ships.


  “McCoy here,” he reported.


  A series of clicks, then a brisk voice spoke: “Commander Defala here. You’ve spotted us, I expect?”


  “Yes, sir. I’ve just observed your change of course.”


  “Quite correct,” the voice agreed, “we’re going to jump these Jackoes converging on you, and mop the lot up . . .”


  “I see, sir.” McCoy said. He thought it had never been easy to take Jackoes unawares, and to describe the anticipated engagement as a mopping-up process was being extraordinarily optimistic. In the last couple of days he had never rated his chances of survival very high. Now he notched them down to one in ten.


  “We’re not overlooking your predicament, McCoy,” the brisk voice continued. “I’m detaching a scout to come directly to you. It’ll carry external refueling tanks and ammunition. Get yourself mobile when you get these supplies, and sit alongside that stranded Jacko till we arrive. Treat it as if it were a new-born child. You’re not to destroy it on any account.”


  “Very good, sir,” McCoy agreed.


  “What’s the situation exactly?” the Commander asked.


  “The Jacko and I are reduced to throwing rocks at each other,” McCoy replied, and described his hand to hand battle.


  “Well, that’s closer contact than anyone else has had since this weary war began. But keep an eye on the b—.”


  McCoy decided he had better do just that. He clamped his helmet tight, clipped on a new flask of oxygen, and wriggled out of his air-lock. The Jacko was just as uneasy about the situation as he was himself. They met half-way between the two ships.


  McCoy sat down. The spherical enemy squatted about twenty yards from him. Idly he detached a stone from a crumbling corner of rock. He tossed it to the Jacko. It clonked against the metal shell and fell to the ground. Like lightning the flexible arm with the hook scooped it up and flung it viciously back. The hook was not a good throwing device, however, and the rock missed by yards. McCoy tossed another, quite gently. This time, instead of flinging it, the Jacko tossed it. McCoy tossed it back. He went nearer and squatted down. The enemy did likewise. McCoy thought of attempting to communicate, and recalled stories about such situations—diagrams made on sand, and suchlike. However, he was a fighter-pilot and anything he managed to communicate might later be described as being of military value. Besides, he had no sand, no paper, no writing material. He contented himself with making rude gestures. He supposed the actions made by the Jacko in response were the same. Once or twice the feeble sunlight shone into the window of the metal sphere opposite but it was never strong enough for him to get a proper look at his enemy.


  He kept an eye on the sky around and on the passage of time. Finally he decided it was time to get back to the ship. He made more rude signs at the Jacko who began to retreat warily as soon as he stood up.


  HE SWITCHED on the radar. The situation had changed radically. Defala’s Squadron was in position to intercept the Jacko fleet, but there was no indication that any engagement was taking place yet. A single ship, presumably the one detached to refuel him, was approaching at high speed. In addition, however, there were three blobs coming in towards him from quite another direction. These undoubtedly represented an additional Jacko menace. He switched on his radio and sent out a call. The answer came without any time lag.


  “McCoy?” a voice growled, “where the hell have you been?”


  “I’ve been playing volley ball with my favorite Jacko,” McCoy told him. “What seems to be the trouble?”


  “If you look in your Radar you’ll see three Jacko ships have sneaked in from nowhere. They’re streaking towards you from the direction opposite to me.”


  “I see them,” McCoy agreed, “but you’re a whole lot nearer.”


  “There’s not such a hell of a lot of margin. I’ll dump those tanks beside you and get off again fast—otherwise, we’ll both be sitting ducks. Get yourself refueled, then that will make two of us against three.”


  Then McCoy, before he went outside to watch for his rescuer, did something that proved in later years to be very important, though his intention at the time was nothing more than to make a gesture. He drew a number of quick sketches on a page of his report book. One showed a recognizable Jacko ship, with a series of others behind it. Opposite this he drew a large Earth-type ship, with others behind it, rank on rank, file upon file, stretching away into the distance. Above and astride these he drew the figure of a giant space-suited figure wielding an axe, in the act of splitting open Jacko ships.


  McCoy was a fighting man—one of the best—a man who would have found his way into the front rank of any war in any age. He would have been an ace with any sort of weapon. He was not much of a thinker. He did not wonder very much why the present war had come about, or how it would end. He simply fought. But he was a talented draftsman and the bold, firm, black vigorous strokes of the sketch simply shouted defiance.


  He crawled over towards the Jacko ship and laid the sketch down on the top of a flat rock. Then he turned to watch for his rescuer. It was not long before he saw a red flare against the black sky as the ship swung round the curve of the asteroid, braking hard. It circled a couple of times before it spotted the stranded ships, then began carefully to maneuver itself down alongside. McCoy kept well clear of the flaring jets as it settled jerkily on its tail. He saw the three extra fuel tanks and a couple of ammunition crates strapped externally amidships. He waved to the pilot, who was peering down at him from the nose. The pilot gestured to make haste.


  He leaped upwards, grasped a projection, and undid the lashings. The tanks and crates floated gently downwards. He caught them before they touched ground and towed them out of range.


  The moment he waved all clear, the pilot blasted off, and swooped away upwards into the darkness, trailing fire.


  Though the fuel tanks were very bulky, they were not particularly difficult to carry. But when he began to pour the dangerous liquid into his ship’s tanks, it flowed sluggishly in the negligible gravity of the asteroid. He left the first tank to empty itself while he transported the ammunition inside and fed it into the power-loaders. The whole process of fueling and re-loading took him an hour. Then with a glance outside at the stranded Jacko he blasted off. As soon as he was clear of the asteroid and had space to maneuver, he switched on his radio and Radar-sweep.


  “McCoy here,” he called. “Refueled and re-armed—what’s cooking?”


  “Just me,” the voice of the pilot who had rescued him replied laconically. “I’m playing hide and seek round this Surplus building material with three of the b—on my tail. Like to join?”


  “Delighted,” McCoy said. He saw four ships, quite large in the Radar, gliding swiftly here and there among the moving boulders. He swept round to come up on the tail of the three Jackoes. As he slid out behind a screen of rock he saw the single Earth ship fire at a Jacko. The Jacko split open and exploded a moment later. The Earth ship continued round in a violent turn to bring its guns on to the second of its pursuers. At the same instant McCoy swooped down on the third. His approach was entirely unexpected. The Jacko took no evasive action. McCoy slid right up, fired carefully, and saw him explode.


  He glanced up and down and around and saw the remaining Jacko pursuing the Earth ship. McCoy streaked off in pursuit. He fired a long range shot at the flank of the enemy at the instant its ray slashed out like a sword. The sort of impossible coincidence that could occasionally happen in space warfare occurred—the Earth ship detonated in a flaring explosion at the very instant McCoy’s shells tore the Jacko to pieces.


  McCoy’s ship floated smoothly among the debris. Almost certainly the man who had just died had volunteered to bring that fuel. Now he was dead and McCoy was still alive and did not even know his name. He switched on his radio call? Almost immediately he got Commander Defala.


  “McCoy—what about the scout I sent to refuel you?”


  “He brought it,” McCoy answered, “but right after that the Jackoes got him.”


  “What about them?”


  “Between us we got them all,” McCoy assured him. “Three for the price of one.”


  “I see—well, they’ve made a shambles of us here. A crowd of these Jackoes made a suicide attack on our cruisers—rammed and blew one up, damaged another . . . My scouts are still engaged, half of them wiped out—the rest widely scattered. I can’t do a thing for you. You must destroy that stranded Jacko and make your own way back—understood?”


  He turned back to the asteroid where he had been stranded. He spiraled in. and automatically lined up his sights on the stubby red Jacko ship. As he looked down the sights McCoy knew his Jacko acquaintance must at this moment be staring up at him. The Jacko, he remembered, was one of the slickest pilots he had ever tussled with—he would recognize McCoy’s ship as it slanted down. He would see the guns and know what was in store for him. What passed through a Jacko mind at such a moment, he wondered?


  His fingers began to tighten on the triggers . . . Then on a sudden impulse he swerved away. He cradled his guns and began to work on a course back to Base.


  THE END


  The Bridey Murphy Way


  Paul Brandts


  What is more desirable than the assurance of reincarnation? The image of Bridey Murphy is not destined to die soon, and it will surely be remembered by those who brave the spaceways. Thus it was that when Old Pop Winder heard of the House of the Second Life he was bound to go there and apply . . .


  WHEN THE thought came to Old Pop Winder, it was so big it flowed through his body like rich, heady wine, making his senses giddy, his step light and springy. It was so big, so important, so unbelievably personal, that he at once left his shack on Anthala Beach near the black, turgid, menacing waters of the Oberara, and within fifteen minutes had confided it to three bartenders on Alligator Street.


  As he should perhaps have expected, they were short on sympathy and totally devoid of understanding. The first one said gruffly, “You’ve been visiting the impala dens in New Frisco?’ The second said, in a style intended to be humorous, “Be careful, Pop. The Psycho Squad has opened an office in this neighborhood.” The third merely grunted.


  All of them looked uncomfortable at the nearness of Old Pop, and chose the first opportunity to get away.


  He understood their attitude well enough. It was the same on Venus as on Earth. People might patronize the one who has been kicked to life’s lowest level, the human derelict—they might even assist him, but they would not associate with him in a friendly relationship. It was as if they feared that a part of the misfortune of the luckless one might rub off on their own garments.


  At other times he would have been sullenly resentful, but today he felt an emotion akin to pity. Men of little spirit and limited vision . . . It was his own fault for having approached them in the first place. But within him was a deep, aching need which must be satisfied. The thought that had come was too big for one man. He must find someone.


  He—


  The spacemen! It came like a burst of inspiration. The spacemen who debarked from the long, jet-black warships of the conquerors, who found their lodgings and most of their amusements on Empire Hill, and who seldom went to the meaner sections of the city. They were men who, in the unthinkably immense reaches of space, were accustomed to grappling with creatures and ideas that, to groundlubbers, were fantastic and inconceivable even to impala-stimulated imaginations. They would understand.


  He began to think the day was one of his lucky ones when, after a fifteen minutes’ walk, he turned up one of the plastic-paved approaches to Empire Hill and saw three of them walking directly toward him. They were moving very swiftly, three strong young men in blue honim suits, carrying themselves with an air of assurance that was almost insolent. This did not bother him in the least; he felt a little the same way inside.


  They were not unfriendly. All smiled, and one of them gave him a greeting.


  OLD POP placed himself partly in the path, and threw out a conversational hook. “Have any of you ever been in a dice game when you ran into a streak of bad luck? And you know the luck will change in the end, but the dice keep throwing up the wrong numbers, and your heart begins to burn inside you because you don’t know if you can outlast it?” It would not do to blurt it out all at once; he must make conversation, easy and naturallike, get them to look at him, that is, at the man he was inside. “That’s the way it’s been with me, mostly—I mean real, and not in a game—since I struck Venus. I—”


  They did not understand. The nearest one said cheerily, “Don’t tell me about the breaks, Pop. I been through it myself;” and tossed him a golden quarter-credit that glittered as it spun through the air.


  They began to move past him, not rudely and abruptly because there was a natural courtesy in all of them; but gradually, like a friendly leave-taking.


  “I said it in a way to make you think I was asking for money. It was my fault. I don’t have any use for money.” He dropped the coin in the dirt. “Yesterday, maybe. I was only sayin’ that the breaks that have been bad for me, the evil that was in my life—that’s all ended now. I found the way myself. It was a thought that came out of nowhere.”


  The one at the end, the tallest, was impatient. “Tell him we’ll meet him at this same place tomorrow, Pooler, and hear the rest of it. You know how late we are. When I have a hot dish, I don’t like to give it a chance to cool off.”


  “I found the solution for a man that’s ailin’ and penniless on Venus,” said Old Pop. “I’m goin’ to the House of the Second Life.”


  He had caught them as abruptly as if he had dropped a rope around their necks. They swung about and faced him directly. They stared as if he were a member of an alien species. The youngest one was looking at all their faces with wide-eyed curiosity, and he asked:


  “What is it, Pooler? The House of the Second Life? I heard it mentioned before, and I asked questions but no one would answer. What is the House of the Second Life?”


  The man called Pooler had a meditative face, with a dash of melancholy. He took his time about answering, his head cocked to one side, composing his thoughts. “It’s a visible, real, concrete representation of a dream—I should say, of the fondest dream men have held through all the ages. It’s the light at the end of the rainbow, it’s a symbol, a marshlight, an illusion.”


  “All he’s saying,” said the tall one matter-of-factly, “is that the Venusians claim to have found a way to extend the length of life. They claim to have achieved something Earth explorers have not found in the farthest reaches of space. Only they never speak of it as an extension of the length of life; they call it a second life, as if the new one is in some way different from the old.”


  “Why don’t we know if they can do as they claim?” pressed the young one, avid for knowledge. “Haven’t we gone to the House of the Second Life to investigate? Why don’t we know exactly what it is?”


  “Because it’s in the code governing the treatment of Subject Races,” said the tall one, “that we do not interfere in the superstitions of the natives; that we allow them to carry on the more intimate features of their lives exactly as they have always done.”


  “Besides which, the Venusians—the young ones at least,” said Pooler, “always speak of it in a tone of revulsion, as if in some way there’s something obscene about it.”


  “I’ll be the first Earthman who investigates it scientifically!” Old Pop had just discovered a new, altruistic justification for his original plan.


  Pooler eyed him reflectively. “You don’t mean that, Pop. Tell you what. Meet you in exactly this place same time tomorrow. I’ll be prepared to make you a loan of several credits, and I’ll see if I can wheedle the Old Man out of a pass to Earth for you. That’ll fix you up. No more need to shock people with dangerous ideas.” And they were off, with a swiftness of decision that left Old Pop breathless.


  HE FOLLOWED after, but very slowly, with a sick and helpless feeling inside. There was in him such a profound need for these men that he was surprised they had not read it in his face. He wanted to call after them, but it was difficult to find suitable words; and by the time he had done so they were out of earshot.


  He could not deny that their words had left him feeling a little afraid. They were men with intelligence and boldness, and their opinions must be respected. At the same time there were many things about Venus which he knew and they did not. He felt just a touch of resentment at their cockiness of manner; and as a half-conscious expression of it, as soon as their distance-eating strides bad carried them out of sight he turned down a street which bore no markings . . . at least none that were intelligible to earth minds.


  There was something that he (as well as most of the underworld of the Earth-held cities of Venus) knew, which the spacemen did not. It was entirely possible to walk into the secret places of the natives, into their temples, even into the intimacies of their private chambers, and in perfect safety. There was a strangeness about the character of the Venusians, a cowardice maybe, or perhaps it was a conscious policy, dictated by a wise and all-pervasive race-intelligence; but as the underworld well knew (and it exploited this knowledge), it was totally impossible for a Venusian to perform an act of physical violence against an Earthman.


  Today, as on other days, he was amused to see faces appear momentarily at the windows of the small, squat, wooden houses, and disappear fearfully. They did not even wish to be seen by him. Even those who were walking on the street would scurry off into the sideways and house-entrances when they saw him coming. If one was unlucky enough to come forth unexpectedly from a side street, and the encounter was unavoidable, he would walk with head averted and stay as far to the other side as possible. That of course was all right with Old Pop; he was perfectly willing to keep as great a distance as possible between himself and their lean, pallid, oily, scaly bodies.


  Fish. It was his private nickname for them, and it was of course their biological origin. One could discover traces of it by peering very closely—in the long, twisted mouth, in the bulging, heavily-lidded green eyes, in the skin surface, in the complicated breathing apparatus. It was only at a distance that their carriage resembled that of men; when you looked closely the signs were unmistakeable.


  Only once had Old Pop been in close contact with a Venusian. On one of his jaunts through the forbidden areas, a native had startled him by coming up and hissing, “Trouble?” It had taken him a little time to understand. “Trouble” had been one of the first words the Venusians, with their natural gift for languages, had picked up from the Earth-people; it stood for a thing they feared and, in a fashion that many races would have found humiliating, would take any pains to avoid. He had grunted something reassuring to the fellow, and gone on his way.


  The incident, after he had thought it over carefully, had given him new confidence. He felt pleasure—as he sometimes admitted to himself sheepishly—in invading the quarters of the natives, and watching them break away in almost panicky obsequiousness before him. Made him feel better than they were.


  Today there was an unusual energy in his body, or perhaps it was the problems in his mind that had conquered his grosser physical limitations. He kept recalling all the words of the spacemen, and in spite of himself kept returning to the idea that they had no real knowledge. How could they? How could anyone know unless he had seen for himself? He walked endlessly, thinking of these things, and was taken quite by surprise when the houses fell away suddenly and he found himself shuffling along on a very level, red-pebbled plain.


  THIS WAS a section near the city which was out of bounds, and which he had never before visited. The land here was a peninsula, a red tongue of stone licking hungrily out at the ocean. At the tip of the peninsula the land was elevated, dropping away hundreds of feet to the black rocks below; and at the highest point of the plateau was the building to which his steps had unconsciously guided him. He had seen it once from the air, a very long time ago, but he felt somehow he would have recognized it without foreknowledge of any sort—the House of the Second Life.


  It was massive, sturdy, plain, very old and very ugly. It had many unexpected twists and convolutions, all of which were designed for the purpose of conforming to the activities going on within. The shape, although strange, had an inevitability about it, and he felt that it should have meaning for him, but somehow it did not. The very plainness, the lack of any attempt at architectural beauty, was both repellent and fascinating at the same time.


  There were men on the plain, all of them alone, heads bowed, shuffling along with the halting step of the aged. They walked toward their destination, a large door carved in the side of the House of the Second Life, not with eagerness but as ones who accept a penalty for misdeeds committed. Old Pop saw with a feeling of reassurance that other Venusians were leaving the building by a second door, even though they were so far away that he could make out no detail of their features.


  He made his decision. He would walk through many of the doors in the House of the Second Life, and explore the chambers. Then he would return and describe to all who would listen, everything he had seen. He would not walk through the final door—that could wait for another day.


  The journey across the plain was a long one, with many pauses, and all the while he kept his eyes carefully averted from the ocean on both sides. He was afraid of the black oceans of Venus, a sensible fear based upon tales he had heard of the ferocity of the teeming life within. He looked up with a feeling of relief when finally the door loomed blackly before him, a large, simple rectangle cut out of the stone wall of the building.


  He peered in cautiously, then entered boldly, head erect.


  The room was characterless, almost void of furnishings, a waiting-room. There were Venusians here, all lined up against one of the walls, either standing or sitting on backless wooden benches. Somewhat reluctantly, mainly with the desire to allow his weary body a well-earned rest, Old Pop took his place on an unoccupied bench at the end of the line.


  As he sat on the bench, he soon grew uneasy listening to the sound that came through the thin wall behind him. The sound was a hoarse, rasping one, like an intake of breath, followed by a loud splash, and it was often repeated. He understood the nature of it readily enough; there was a large water-tank very near. He had always been annoyed by the Venusian custom of keeping a reserve source of food supply in all their buildings and houses. Even the smallest home had its tiny, well-stocked tank. TTE HAD a sudden feeling that the old men in the room shared his sense of discomfort; a number of them fell out of line and headed toward the entrance through which they had come. Then he realized that they had become conscious of his presence in the room, and were giving way before him. It distressed them to wait in the same line with an Earthman.


  With due appreciation of the courtesy, he moved forward. The door was now very near, an archway shielded by threadbare purple drapes, and his path was impeded by one stubborn and immovable old man. This old native had his head turned partly to one side, and one large and bulging yellow eye appeared to be glaring at Old Pop in an almost insolent fashion. The old Earthman was annoyed and a trifle puzzled by this lone wolf who refused to defer to him like the others, until a gleam of light fell on the yellow eye and explained the situation.


  The eye was false. The Venusian had lost his real eye in some sort of an accident many years before, and the substitute had yellowed with age. He could not even see Old Pop. His left eye was glass.


  “Glass Eye,” as if responding to a signal, went through the purple drapes, and the old Earthman, becoming impatient, pushed right in after him. This room was long and narrow with many doors, and had it not been for the bare and dungeonlike walls, would have had the look of a business office in an Earth building. An attendant was seated at a desk making entries in a register, and another was lounging lazily in a doorway.


  The second man held Old Pop’s eye, a big fellow stripped to the waist, who carried a contrivance like a lantern in one hand, and a whip-ray in the other. The whip-ray was an earth invention, a tube which emitted a very painful but not death-dealing ray, and which could be manipulated with uncanny accuracy. It was used to pacify and control domestic animals and even certain ferocious wild ones. Even as the Earthman watched, the sound of a loud splash came from the room behind the attendant, and he turned at once and disappeared. A few moments later there was a snort of pain and another splash, then silence.


  Old Pop turned his attention to the man at the desk, a Venusian who was disposing of the old men in line with swift, almost contemptuous efficiency. He had already arrived at “Glass Eye,” and he made an entry in the register, brushed the gold credit placed before him into a drawer, and made a curt gesture with his hand. “Glass Eye,” as if knowing what was expected of him, shuffled toward the farthest door in the room. Midway he hesitated timorously. The attendant at the desk, glancing around and, observing his indecision, barked something, and the old man wearily resumed his pilgrimage.


  Old Pop stepped forward. The attendant turned bulging, heavily-lidded green eyes toward him for the first time, and at once exhibited signs of great distress. The red pen slipped nervously from his fingers and he looked this way and that, as if for succor. He was quiet for so long that the Earthman began to fear a language difficulty; but when he spoke it was in English, halting but fair.


  “I do not know what it is you wish. Is it trouble?”


  “I wouldn’t say that, exactly. You got no call to be excited if a man drops in for a casual visit, just to look the place over.”


  The attendant nodded uneasily. “You are free to walk about and look at whatever you wish.”


  “Well, naturally I’ll do that. Naturally. Of course I might even get the idea to try somethin’ else. For all I know you’ve got a process here that might be of value to Earthmen. I might decide to try it.”


  The man’s confusion was pitiable. “I don’t know if what you see here—if you will understand. It is very important that you know what it is that you see. I cannot say it . . . it is a surrender of the body. It is not good that the body of an Earthman should be surrendered to Venusians.” He went on for a time, trying very hard to explain, but there were many technical words and he lapsed often into Venusian. He used a Venusian word several times which meant, literally, a “going-back,” a return to a previous point after a long journey; this puzzled Old Pop somewhat, and he could not see what that had to do with it.


  Finally the old Earthman grew restless and impatient. “You let me walk through here and do as I like, or I will show you what trouble really means.”


  THE ATTENDANT drew back as if struck, and his big eyes opened so wide that Old Pop was startled. Only once before had he seen a Venusian stare at Earth-people like that, with the heavy lids drawn entirely back from the eyes. It had been in the early days of the occupation, when the conquering Earthmen had paraded one of the captured Venusian leaders through the streets of the city in an open autoplane. The Venusian had stood there staring directly into the faces of the Earth-people, and Old Pop, who had been one of the crowd, had fancied that in his eyes was all the hatred of an enslaved race toward its masters, a hatred which they were forced to veil and suppress in their daily intercourse with them.


  The attendant lidded his eyes almost instantly, to the Earthman’s relief; but then, instead of giving immediate and fawning consent he hesitated for a long period. This man was either not as timid as the rest of his breed, or else his fear was dominated by an even more powerful emotion. After a time he came to a decision.


  “I will take you to a room. There you may sit and think for half an hour or more. It is very important that you think until everything that you see is clear. Come.” He rose, bowed and pointed at the same time, and Old Pop preceded him obediently.


  It was not the door “Glass Eye” had taken but another one that was opened, and the Earthman, after looking in timidly, entered with a slight feeling of pleasure.


  This was not like the other rooms he had seen. It was comfortable, good-looking, even luxurious. Probably provided for the convenience of the building attendants, he judged, or possibly for the entertainment of visiting luminaries from among the natives. The lounges and chairs were plush-lined, deep and inviting. There was a transparent thermo-cabinet with fruit and drink inside. There were brightly colored pictures on some of the walls, as well as he could make out in the uncertain blue light.


  The Venusian said, “You may sit here and think as long as you will—until everything is clear to you. Then, if you wish, you may return through the door by which you entered, and leave the House of the Second Life. Or, if you decide otherwise, you may go through the farther door.” He bowed again and disappeared, closing the door behind him.


  Old Pop settled himself into the softness of the nearest lounge, and reached toward the thermo-cabinet. He had not the least idea what the fellow had meant by saying he should remain here and think for half an hour. If he thought for years, he would make no sense out of the garble of English and Venusian he had listened to. As for actually going through the second door, he had not entertained the idea for a moment. Although he would have admitted it to no one, he had lost his nerve. He was going to eat a little maybe, rest until he had recovered his strength, then walk right out and return to the place where he belonged.


  AS HE was reaching toward the fruit, he was a little puzzled to note that the lounge was placed so that anyone sitting erect in it would be looking right at the wall behind, only a few feet away. He sat up. The light in the room grew brighter at the same instant that he looked directly at the wall—and a thrill of fear shot through him so intense that he sprang to his feet and uttered a half-suppressed scream.


  There were moving-pictures on the wall. No, it was not that, there were living things in the wall—the wall was transparent, a glass partition, and he was looking into the chamber beyond. A black mistiness undulated gracefully through all its reaches, and he knew it was filled with water, black ocean water. The water was inhabited. They had long, thick bodies, long as the bodies of the Venusians, with stunted appendages at the tail and just above the middle. They were clustered up to the wall, as if he were as much an object of curiosity to them as they to him. Wrinkled faces against the glass, eyes staring . . . it was the eyes that transfixed his attention.


  Very wide-open, green and bulging. In them was a world of hatred, hatred that had been buried deeply and painfully within, suppressed for so long that it had become roaring, savage and unbelievably intense—the hatred of ones who had suffered for endless years, who had not yet found the way to inflict revenge on the authors of their suffering, who were waiting, waiting. . . . His speculations caused his body to tremble and he turned away.


  He wondered somewhat irrelevantly about the nature of the strange light that allowed him to peer so readily through the depths of black ocean water, and he turned to look again, but this time into the recesses of the chamber. There were circles of black shadow at one place and another, like openings. As he watched there was a sudden disturbance at one of the openings and something came put. It was one of the fishthings. It moved its head this way and that, and swam about curiously.


  Presently it spied the group clustered before the glass partition, and came up inquisitively. Its body was like that of the others, but there was a strangeness about the eyes. They did not match. One was wide-open, green and staring, the other yellow, dull and lusterless.


  Suddenly Old Pop realized. The fish-thing had only one eye. The left eye was glass.


  He was seized in that instant with a panic as blind and unreasoning as that of the mindless animal-things of the Barian jungles. It was not that he understood clearly everything he had seen: he connected the fish-things with the old Venusians he had seen entering the House, and the phrase the native had used, a “going-back,” had taken on new meaning. But the fear that paralyzed him was that perhaps he had been lured into this room, that they were trying to trap him here, and soon the glass partition would be removed and the fish-creatures would flood through. His mind knew only one idea—he must get away. In his first hasty movement he stumbled, fell to the floor, and was appalled for an instant by the fear that his body would not respond to the direction of his senses. Finally he managed to right himself, and in that instant the light dimmed.


  It was at the very agonizing peak of his terror that he discovered a door in front of him, opened it and plunged through. He heard it click shut behind him.


  HIS FEELING of relief gave way to a vague sense of puzzlement. There was something wrong here. He did not see the desk of the attendant, or the other familiar things. Perhaps it was because the lights were out. No, he could see a little here and there—strange streamers of white light flickered weirdly and dizzily about. There was a long wooden platform in the center. Outside of this there was nothing.


  This was a different room. He had come through the wrong door.


  As a kind of reaction to his panic, a semblance of reason returned. This room did not look like a prison. They were not trying to cage him here. He must be cool and find a way out. There was another door, not very far away. He went over and tried it, but it was locked. He was only half conscious of the fact that in his passage across the room one of the queer ribbons of light had passed over his shoulders caressingly, and touched the bareness of his wrist. He retraced his steps to the first door.


  There was only one course remaining for him, even though an unpleasant one. He would have to return as he had come, through the room with the glass wall and the fish-things, and thence to the outside. As soon as he had reconciled himself to the unwelcome idea, he tried the door—and experienced a recurrence of his panic when, on his first attempt, it proved stubborn and unyielding. He tried again, exerting additional pressure, forced it open for the space of several inches . . . held it there. Then, under the control of a power he did not understand, he allowed the door to shut again.


  A something in the room was beginning to dominate his mind, or rather to lull it to sleep, and at the same time to attract his body. What was it? With an intense effort, he groped for the solution, and found it. The streamer of light. In the moment it had touched him a dull pain had passed through all the parts of his body, and something besides—a stimulant?—no, that was far too weak a word. It was a new and enormously gladdening sense of vitality, a vitality such as human beings could only have known in the days when the race was young—a new strength, a new keenness to his senses, an unbelievable aliveness. And it was real, so real he felt like throwing his head back and shouting in pure exultation.


  At the same time the power of his mind was diminishing, although he was quite unaware of the fact. He was very curious about the dancing, tantalizing ribbons of light. He wondered whether, if he touched them again, the effect would be the same. Of course there might be danger, but in the glory of his new-found vigor he felt himself the master of anything that came before him. He stepped forward, watching as the whiteness flickered over his hands and arms, experiencing once more the all-pervasive pain followed by the joyous after-effect. He continued forward, content now to be wholly a slave of the queer power that inhabited the room.


  He felt somehow that he had been instinctively aware of the existence of this room through all his life, and his coming to it was the acceptance of an inevitable destiny. He knew exactly what he must do. The wooden platform in the middle of the room had obviously been built to accommodate the proportions of a body. He stretched out upon it full-length. As soon as he had done so metal bands clamped over his legs and arms.


  He was conscious of a momentary feeling of rebellion, but it died quickly. He was now in the very heart of the evil, dancing ribbons, and all other sensation became meaningless in their indescribable embrace. There was agony in it, agony so intense it threatened to tear him apart, and a triumphant, inexpressible, savage bliss.


  AN UNMEASURED period of time elapsed. The metal clamps fell from his limbs, and the streamers of light danced away to the ceiling. He rose and prowled about the room.


  Changes had taken place on the surface of his body, but he was quite unconscious of them. He was all body now; physically he still bore a certain resemblance to Old Pop Winder, but in his instincts and desires, in the alertness of his senses and in the lithe, fearful power of his body, he was an animal.


  He had not forgotten the room with the desk and the two attendants; in fact he had vivid pictorial recollections of it and the other scenes outside. He knew his route of escape, but he was in no hurry. He was curious about the strangenesses of this room, and desired to investigate. He came upon something he had not seen before, a circular panel in the wall; even as he watched, it opened slowly inward, a door operated by an automatic device.


  He looked inside. There was nothing but vacancy, and another circular door at a distance of only a few feet. It was a connecting chamber, a lock of some sort.


  He had a slight premonition and fear of being trapped, but in the confidence of his newfound strength, he felt superior to all obstacles. There was an additional incentive; this connecting chamber, he sensed, was a continuation in some way of the process he had undergone on the platform, under the streamers of light. He stepped inside. The circular door closed behind him, and at the same instant black water began to pour in from vents at both sides of the room.


  He did not like this. He hated water. He filled large, powerful lungs with air, and tried to open the round door behind him; but there was no knob or other break in the surface on which he could obtain a grip.


  The chamber filled quickly, and when the second circular panel opened it was already almost full. A dull blue light emanated from this new opening, and an impulse came to him. He had always been able to swim. Perhaps he could swim to the surface of the water, where the light was coming from, and in this way make his escape. With a sudden vigorous movement of arms and legs he plunged through the opening; instantly as he was aware of living things in the water.


  He still felt no fear, but he would not be able to hold his breath much longer. He swam powerfully upward.


  IN A ROOM above, the Venusian attendant was just coming to the head of a flight of stairs. In the same chamber was the other native.


  As soon as he heard the approaching footsteps, he turned. “In the west end of the tank—if you will look, you will see for yourself!” he hissed quickly. “So many of them! I do not know what I should do?


  The first Venusian manipulated the lantern until he was able to see clearly the cause of the other’s distress. There was a great disturbance in just the area in the tank illuminated by the lantern’s rays, a threshing of the waters, a flurry as of strong bodies darting about and lashing forward in tremendous underwater combat. Then, after a period, there was quiet once more.


  He turned, and for just an instant the heavy lids were raised, so that the eyes were wide-open and staring. Then they were lowered again.


  “You need do nothing. Very soon there will be no more trouble.”


  THE END


  Eternal Adam


  Jules Verne


  Biographers and students of the immortal Jules Verne have declared Eternal Adam to be the author’s final word on this world and its future. For it turned out to be the very last story his talented hand was to write. Shortly after the ink had dried on the closing lines, Verne went to his grave in March, 1905. Never before translated, it is unique for having a farther vision than any of his previous writings. For just this once, facing his own death, he dared to look into the farthest future, beyond the last horizon. Based upon theories of geology and evolution current in his days, it retains a sweep and imaginative challenge particularly applicable to these atom-haunted times. Willis T. Bradley, who translated the new Ace Book edition of JOURNEY TO THE CENTER OF THE EARTH, expresses the opinion that ETERNAL ADAM may some day be counted as Verne’s masterpiece. SATURN is proud to present ETERNAL ADAM for the first time in the English language to a science-fiction audience.


  THE ZARTOG SOFR-AI-SR—that is, the learned Doctor Sofr, youngest member of the hundred-and-first generation of his lineage—was making his way at a comfortable pace along the chief street in Basidra, capital of the Hars-Iten-Schu, the Empire (as we should call it) of the Four seas. These four seas, the Tubelone, or Northern, the Ehone, or Southern, the Spone, or Eastern, and the Merone, or Western, bounded the vast, irregularly shaped continent, the limits of which (to reckon in terms known to my reader) reached, in longitude, as far as the fortieth degree east and the seventieth degree west, and, in latitude, as far as the fifty-fourth parallel north and the fifty-fifth parallel south. The extent of none of these seas could be guessed, even roughly, since each merged with each, and a navigator putting out from any one of the four coasts, and sailing always in a straight line, must gain the diametrically opposite coast. For, over the entire surface of the globe, save for one useless islet in the Merone-Schu, there existed no other land than that of the Hars-Iten-Schu.


  Sofr was walking very slowly, first of all because the day was warm: they were entering the hot season, and at Basidra, situated on the shore of the Spone-Schu, or Eastern Sea, less than twenty degrees north of the equator, a fierce heat fell from the sun, then approaching its zenith.


  But, even more than his weariness in that high heat, the very burden of his thoughts was slowing the steps of Sofr, the scholarly Zartog. While absent-mindedly mopping his forehead, he was turning over in his mind what had been said at the meeting that had just been held, during which so many gifted speakers (among whom, to his honor, he had himself numbered) had hailed the hundred-and-ninety-fifth year of the Empire.


  Some, for topic, had chosen history, not only that of the Empire, but the entire history, indeed, of mankind. They had told again the story of the Mahart-Iten-Schu, the Land of the Four Seas originally divided among uncounted savage peoples who lived in wild loneliness, having almost no knowledge of each other. Back to those folk were traced the most ancient traditions. Of still earlier things, nothing was known. True, the natural sciences were now beginning to make out some light, hardly more than a feeble glimmer, in the baffling darkness of those earlier times. But even so, by their very remoteness, they shunned truly historical study. True history could first take root only in a dim memory of those scattered ancient clans.


  During more than eight thousand years, by degrees more fully told and more sharp in detail, the story of the Mahart-Iten-Schu was nothing but a succession of strife and warfare, first between man and man, then between family and family, and finally between tribe and tribe—every living being, every group, small or large, having, in the course of the ages, no other goal than to prove its strength against its rivals, and striving, with diverse and often contrary success, to bring them under its own laws.


  On this side of that span of eight thousand years, men’s memories became a little keener. At the outset of the second of the four periods into which the annals of the Mahart-Iten-Schu were commonly divided, legend began to deserve more justly the name of history. But still, whether history or legend, the recitals seldom varied: they told always of bloodshed and butchery—no longer, it is true, of the by tribe, but from then on of people by people. So, all in all, this second period was much different from the first.


  And it was much the same thing with the third, brought to a close just short of two hundred years ago, having lasted through nearly six centuries. It differed only in that it was more brutal, a period during which, gathered into endless armies, and fired with endless fury, men had drenched the earth with their blood.


  THE FACT was that a little less than eight centuries previous to the day when the Zartog Sofr was strolling along the chief street in Basidra, mankind had felt itself ripe for a vast and decisive effort. By that time, brute force having already fulfilled a part of its necessary task, and the weak having bent before the strong, the men of the Mahart-Iten-Schu formed three distinct and fairly matched nations, within each of which the passing of time had softened the differences between the winners and the losers of former days. It was about them that one of those nations had undertaken to subdue its neighbors. The men who dwelt in the middle of the Mahart-Iten-Schu, the Andarti-Ha-Sammgor, or Men with Bronze Faces, strove ruthlessly to enlarge their frontiers, within which their fiery and fertile people were being squeezed. In succession, and at the cost of hundred-year wars, they had conquered the Andarti-Mahart-Horis, the Men of the Snow Country, who lived in the land to the south, and the Andarti-Mitra-Psul, the Men of the Fixed Star, whose country lay to the north and west.


  And nearly two hundred years had gone by since the last desperate uprising of those two peoples had been bloodily put down, and the land had known for the first time what it was to have peace. Now came the fourth historical period. When everyone had been drawn into a single Empire, with everyone subject to the law of Basidra, there followed a gradual blending of the three races. No longer did anyone speak of Men with Bronze Faces, or Men of the Snow Country, or Men of the Fixed Star. The land now held a single people, the Andarti-Iten-Schu, the Men of the Four Seas.


  At the present moment, of course, after two centuries of peace, a fifth period was perhaps in the making. Rumors were afloat that furtive trouble-makers were at work. Certain thinkers had arisen with ideas calculated to reawaken memories of things long forgotten. The old feeling for race was being brought to life, but given a new character by new words. There was much talk of throw-backs, blood-fies, racism, and so forth—all terms of fresh coinage, which, since they answered a need, had promptly been accepted. Depending upon what men had in common, whether bodily likeness, agreement of the mind, shared interests, or simply the accident of living together in the same climate, they were forming groups that little by little were gaining in membership and beginning to show signs of restlessness.


  What might be the drift of this new trend? Was the Empire to be torn apart so soon after its birth? Was the Mahar t-Iten-Schu to be split, as in the old days, into a great number of nations? Or must it again have recourse to the dreadful slaughter that for so many thousands of years had turned this land into a charnel house?


  WITH A shake of his head, Sofr rejected such thoughts. Neither he nor other men knew anything of the future. Why, then, grieve in advance over what might never happen? Besides, this was no day to dwell upon grim forebodings. This was a day for joy, when all should give thanks for the greatness and goodness of Mogar-Si, Twelfth Emperor of the Hars-Iten-Schu, whose staff of office was guiding his people toward a high destiny.


  For a Zartog, more than for most, there was much reason to take the cheerful view. After the historians had done reciting the chronicles of the Mahart-Iten-Schu a half dozen scientists had taken the floor. Each had given a summary of human knowledge in his own special field, and had stressed how far mankind had been brought by centuries of effort. And surely, if the first speakers, in retracing the slow, winding road by which man had made his escape from his animal state, had touched upon some shameful matters, the later speakers had fed in full measure the lawful pride of their hearers.


  Yes, most truly, it was a wonderful thing to put man as he once had been—when first he came, naked and unarmed, upon earth—alongside of what he was today. Down through the ages, despite his quarrels and his murderous feuds, not for an instant had he broken off his struggle against nature, and ceaselessly had he enlarged his area of conquest. Two hundred years ago he had been still comparatively crawling; but then he had found his feet, and his triumphal march had begun. The power of his leaders, the soundness of his laws, and the resulting worldwide peace had given a remarkable push to science. No longer relying almost solely upon the strength of his body, man had learned to win with his mind; he had summoned councils, instead of wasting himself in senseless wars. Thus, in the course of the last two centuries, he had moved ever more rapidly through the realm of knowledge toward the day when he should hold the physical world in bondage.


  As Sofr followed the long street in Basidra under the scorching sun, his mind swiftly sketched the chart of this fulfillment.


  First of all, back somewhere in the Age of Darkness, man had hit upon the art of writing, with the object of fixing and transmitting his thoughts; next—and this was more than five hundred years ago—he had found the means of spreading the written word by way of any number of copies, all struck from a single plate. From this invention, really, flowed all the others. Thanks to it, minds were stirred and broadened, every man’s knowledge was increased by that of his neighbor, and the number of new findings, both theoretical and practical, could no longer be counted.


  Man had dug deep into the earth and was drawing out coal, that great source of heat. He had set free the latent energy of water, and now steam was pulling heavy trains on ribbons of steel and was giving motion to all kinds of powerful, delicate, precise machines; with these machines man could weave vegetable fibers into cloth and work his will on metals, marble, and granite. In a less applied field, or at least less directly applied, he was gradually solving the riddle of numbers and exploring the infinite range of mathematical truth. With this tool he had taken the measure of the heavens. He now knew that the sun was only a star gravitating through space, obedient to rigorous laws, sweeping a train of seven planets along its flaming orbit. He knew the art of combining certain crude substances in a way to form new substances having nothing in common with the old, and of separating certain other substances into their simple components. He was submitting sound, heat, and light to analysis and was beginning to determine the nature and laws of each. Fifty years ago he had learned how to produce the force so terribly active in thunder and lightning, and at once he had made it his slave: already this mysterious agent was carrying written messages over immeasurable distances; tomorrow it should carry sound; day after tomorrow, no doubt, light. Yes, man was great—greater than the immense universe that one day, and soon, he should govern as a master!


  BUT EVEN then, if the whole truth were to be grasped, this final problem would have to be resolved: Who was man, this master of the world? Whence came he? Toward what unknown goal was his unflagging effort driving him?


  This was exactly the vast problem that the Zartog Sofr had discussed near the close of the ceremonial meeting. To be sure, he had only skimmed the surface, for such a problem was at present insoluble, and doubtless it would remain so for a long time to come. The solution of some related problems, however, would help clear up the mystery. And had not the Zartog Sofr been the one to make the most promising advance when, after having systematized and codified the patient observations of earlier investigators and his own personal findings, he had come out with his law of the evolution of living substance—a law that was everywhere accepted and no longer met with a single opponent?


  His theory stood upon a threefold foundation.


  First of all, upon the earth sciences, which, born on the day when digging in the interior of the earth began, had progressed along with the development of mining operations. The crust of the globe had been so thoroughly studied that its age could be unhesitatingly fixed at four hundred million years, and that of the Mahart-Iten-Schu, in its present form, at twenty thousand years. At an earlier period this continent had been sleeping under the waters of the sea, as witness the thick bed of marine clay that uninterruptedly covered the underlying beds of rock. By what mechanism had it been thrust up above the waves? Perhaps by the contracting of the globe as it cooled. But, however that might be, the emersion of the Mahart-Iten-Schu must be considered a certainty.


  The life sciences had furnished Sofr with the two other foundations of his system. By proving the close kinship of all plants and the equally close kinship of all animals. Sofr had gone farther: he had discovered evidence that nearly all existing vegetable life had descended directly from an ancestral marine plant, and that nearly all land or aerial animals came from ancient marine animals. By a slow but continuous evolution, the animals had adapted themselves little by little to living conditions at first close to, but afterwards more remote from, those known to their forbears; and so they had fathered most of the present species of animals and birds.


  Unhappily; this ingenious theory was not flawless. That most living things, whether of the animal or the vegetable order, had descended from marine ancestors seemed not to be denied; but the same could not be said of all, for there did exist a number of plants and animals seemingly unrelated to any known aquatic species. Though they might be explained as freaks, here was one of the two weak points in the system.


  Man—and Sofr did not pretend otherwise—was the other weak point. There was no bringing together of man and animal. Of course, the basic essential functions, such as respiration, digestive processes, and locomotion, were the same; but there was a gulf between the physical development of the two orders that could not be crossed: a gulf between the number, disposition, and capacity of organs. Whereas, by a chain with only a few links missing, the great majority of animals could be joined with progenitors that had come from the sea, such a linkage for man was not to be found. Hence, to make the theory of evolution complete, it was necessary to conceive, without a shred of evidence, of a hypothetical stock common to both mankind and the denizens of the sea. And nothing, absolutely nothing, indicated that such a stock had ever existed.


  AT ONE time, Sofr had hoped to find evidence under the soil that would be favorable to his thesis. At his urging, and under his direction, excavations had been carried on for a long period of years, only to turn up results exactly opposite to those expected by their promoter.


  After having passed through a thin skin of humus formed by the rotting of plants and animals similar or comparable to those seen every day, his diggers had got to the thick bed of marine clay, wherein the vestiges of former life were of a different kind. In the clay had been found no more of the existing flora or fauna, but instead a vast accumulation of fossils that were exclusively marine, with congeners still living, for the most part, in the oceans surrounding the Mahart-Iten-Schu.


  What else must be concluded, if not that the scientists had been right in teaching that the continent had formerly served as part of the floor of those same oceans, and that Sofr had not been wrong, consequently, in affirming the marine origin of contemporary animals and plants?


  But unfortunately for the attempt to fit man into the system, still another finding had been made. Scattered throughout the humus, and down into the topmost portion of the clay deposit, innumerable human bones had been brought to light. There was nothing exceptional in the structure of these fragments of skeletons, and Sofr had long since given up hope of finding among them intermediary types that might prove his theory: these bones were the bones of men, no more, no less.


  At the same time, something totally unexpected had been confirmed. Reaching back to a certain age, which could be roughly put at two or three thousand years, the older the bones, the smaller the skulls uncovered. But, inconsistently, beyond this period the progression was reversed. From that point on, the further the retreat into the past, the greater the capacity of the skulls, and, by implication, the size of the brains that they had contained. The largest of all, in fact, had been found among the remains, few though they were, in the surface of the bed of clay. Careful examination of these venerable remains had left no doubt that the men living in that distant epoch had already acquired a growth of brain very much greater than that of their successors—including even the contemporaries of the Zartog Sofr. Clearly, then, there had been a backward movement for a hundred and seventy centuries, followed by a new advance.


  Troubled by these strange facts, Sofr had pushed on with his searchings. In many places he had had the bed of clay probed to its bottom, and its depth was such that, by the most conservative estimate, its deposit had required not less than fifteen to twenty thousand years. Below it came the surprising discovery of faint remains of an ancient layer of humus, and finally, beneath the humus, solid rock of a nature that varied with the site of the digging.


  But the crowning astonishment was the uncovering of some vestiges, incontestably human in origin, buried at these mysterious depths. They included not only portions of the bones of men, but also fragments of weapons or tools, bits of pottery, scraps of writing carved in an unknown tongue, and hard stone objects, artfully sculptured. Considering the uniform quality of these artifacts, it could only be supposed that some forty thousand years ago—that is, twenty thousand years before the coming (none knew whence or how) of the first members of the present race—another race had dwelt in these same places and had reached a highly advanced degree of civilization.


  SUCH WAS, in fact, the conclusion generally admitted. Still, there was at least one who dissented.


  The dissenter was none other than Sofr himself. To admit that other men, separated from those who came after by a gap of twenty thousand years, had first populated the earth was, in his opinion, sheer folly. For, in that event, how to account for their abrupt disappearance and the equally abrupt appearance of their descendents so long afterward, with no discoverable link between the two? Rather than entertain so absurd a hypothesis, far better wait for more data. Just because these odd findings had failed to explain something, it was not necessary to conclude that it was inexplicable. One day the answer would come. Until then, it was wiser, to take no sides, and for the time being to hold to principles that completely met the requirements of sound reason. They could be summed up as follows:


  Planetary life is divided into two phases: pre-human and human. In the first phase, the Earth being in a state of continuous change, it is for this very reason uninhabitable and uninhabited. In the second, the crust of the globe has reached a degree of cohesion affording stability. And given this stability at last, life at once appears. It begins in its simplest forms and moves always toward the more complex, finally producing man, its most perfect expression. And no sooner does man come to Earth than he immediately sets out to seek his own improvement. Slowly, proudly, he is marching toward his end, which is complete understanding and absolute domination of the universe.


  CARRIED AWAY by the fever of his stubborn belief, Sofr had gone past his house. He turned back with an impatient scowl.


  “What would they have me do!” he muttered. “Admit that men forty thousand years ago enjoyed a civilization like our own, and perhaps a better one? Admit that their wisdom and their skill and goods could then vanish, leaving not the slightest trace? Wipe those people out so completely that their descendents should be forced to begin the task once more at the bottom, thinking themselves pioneers in a world without men before their time? Why, that should be to gainsay the future, to cry out that our effort is in vain! That all human change is as aimless and as little secure as a bubble in the froth of the waves!”


  Sofr halted in front of his house.


  “No, no! Certainly not! Man is the master of things!” he whispered fiercely as he pushed open his door.


  AFTER THE Zartog had rested for a Sew moments, he lunched with a good appetite, and then he lay down to take his daily nap. But the questions that had shaken him while on his way home continued to torment him, and they banished sleep.


  Despite all his eagerness to establish an absolute uniformity in nature, his mind was too critical to miss the weakness of his system whenever he tackled the problem of the origin and development of man. To force facts to square with a hypothesis set up in advance is one way to convince others, but it is no way to convince oneself.


  Had Sofr not been a scholar, a very eminent zartog, and had he been instead a member of the illiterate class, he should have had no trouble. The people, indeed, wasted no time in profound speculation. They were content to shut their eyes and repeat the old legend that had been transmitted, since time forgotten, from father to son. Explaining one mystery by another mystery, they traced the origin of man back to the interference of what they called a Higher Will. One day, this unearthly Power had created out of nothing, and for no apparent reason, Hedom and Hiva, the first man and first woman, whose descendents had peopled this world. Thus everything was linked up very simply. . . .


  Much too simply! mused Sofr. When a man despairs of understanding something, it is all too easy to have a god intervene: this device makes it useless to seek solutions of the riddles of the universe, for it suppresses the problems as soon as they are stated.


  If only there were a shred of support of the popular legend! But it rested upon nothing. It was only a tradition, born in times of ignorance, and thereafter handed down from one age to another. Why, even the name Hedom! What was the source of this fantastic word, of outlandish sound, that seemed foreign to the tongue of the Andarti-Iten-Schu? Unnumbered scholars had worn themselves pale over just this little philological difficulty, and had found no satisfactory answer. Come, then! All this was idle stuff, unworthy of the attention of a zartog.


  Sofr went down, in something of a temper, to his garden, for the hour had come when it was his custom to go there. By now there was less fire in the rays of the declining sun, and a soft breeze was beginning to blow in from the Spone-Scku. The zartog wandered along the paths, shaded by trees whose shivering leaves were set to whispering by the on-shore wind, and little by little his nerves found again their habitual poise. He could shake off his absorbing thought, calmly enjoy the fresh air, and inspect with interest the fruits, which were the wealth of his gardens, and the flowers, their ornaments.


  His idle steps brought him by chance back toward his house, and he paused at the edge of a deep excavation, around which were scattered a number of tools. Therein would be laid, within a short time, the foundations of a new building that should double the size of his laboratory. But on this holiday the workmen had left their toil to take in the public games.


  Sofr was absently sizing up the amount of work already done and of work still to be done, when, in the gloom of the excavation, a brilliant point caught his eye. Puzzled, he climbed down to the bottom of the hole and pulled a queer object out of the dirt three-quarters covering it.


  Having climbed again into the light, the Zartog examined his find. It was some kind of case, with round ends, made of an unfamiliar metal, gray in color, granular in texture; its luster, dulled by the long time it had spent underground, gleamed only where it had been grazed by a workman’s pick. A slit one-third of the way down from the too indicated that it was made of two parts, one fitting into the other. Sofr tried to open it.


  At his first attempt, the metal, corroded by time, fell into dust, revealing a second object that it had contained.


  Its material was as new to the zartog as the metal had been. It was a roll of large sheets peppered with strange marks of a regularity suggesting written characters—but forming an unknown script, of a kind that Sofr had never seen, nor even anything like it.


  Trembling with excitement, the Zartog hastened to lock himself in his laboratory, and, having spread out the precious document with care, he stood contemplating it.


  Yes, it was some kind of handwriting; nothing could be more certain. But it was no less certain that the writing in no way resembled any that within historic times had been used anywhere on Earth.


  WHENCE CAME this document? What message did it carry? These two questions now occupied Sofr’s mind to the exclusion of all else.


  To answer the first, he must be in a position to answer the second. The problem, then, was first of all to decipher the document and translate it—for it could be affirmed in advance that the language would be as unknown as the script.


  Would this task prove impossible? The Zartog Sofr did not think so, and without delay he set eagerly to work.


  That work took a long time—long, dull years, in fact. But Sofr kept tirelessly at it. Undiscouraged, he pursued his methodical study of the mysterious script, advancing step by step toward the light. Finally came a day when he discovered a remote likeness between this ancient tongue and the most archaic dialect of the Andarti-Iten-Schu, and he held the key to the puzzle; the day when, at last, with much hesitation, he could put the message into the tongue of the Men of the Four Seas.


  Now, when that day came, the Zartog Sofr-Ai-Sr made out what follows.


  Rosario, May 24, 19——


  I DATE in this fashion the beginning of my recital, although in reality it is being written long after this date and in surroundings very different. Considering my theme and motive, order, to my mind, is imperatively necessary, and that is why I am adopting the form of a “journal” written from day to day.


  On May 24, then, begins the recital of the horrible events that I intend to report here for the instruction of those who will come after me—if ever again humanity can count upon any sort of future.


  In what language shall I write? In English or Spanish, which I speak fluently? No! I shall write in the language of my own country: in French.


  On this day, May 24, I was entertaining some friends in my villa near Rosario. Rosario is, or rather was, a Mexican city on the Pacific coast, a little south of the Gulf of California. Some ten years previously I had installed myself there in order to direct the working of a silver mine that was entirely my own property. My affairs had prospered astonishingly. I was a rich man—the word makes me laugh aloud today!—and was planning to return in a short time to France, the land of my birth.


  My villa, among the most luxurious, was situated at the upper end of an extensive garden that sloped down towards the sea and ended abruptly in a perpendicular cliff more than a hundred meters high. Behind my villa, the terrain continued to rise, and by a winding road one could reach the summit of a mountain range having an altitude exceeding fifteen hundred meters. It was an agreeable drive and I frequently made the ascension in my automobile, a superb and powerful double Phaeton, one of the best French makes.


  It had been while living in Rosario with my son Jean, a handsome lad of twenty, that, upon the death of cousins distant in blood but dear to my heart, I had taken in their daughter Helene, left an orphan with no fortune. Since that time, five years had elapsed. My son Jean was now twenty-five; Helene, twenty. I secretly intended them for one another.


  We were well served by my valet, Germain, Modeste Simonat, a most resourceful chauffeur, and two girls, Edith and Mary, daughters of my gardener, George Raleigh, and his wife Anna.


  In the twilight of this day, May 24, eight of us were seated round my table in the soft light of electric lamps that drew their current from my own generators. In addition to the master of the house, his son, and his ward, there were five guests, of whom three were of the Anglo-Saxon race and two were natives of Mexico.


  Doctor Bathurst was of the Anglo-Saxon group, and Doctor Moreno of the Mexican. The fact that the two were scientists in the widest sense of the word did not prevent them from being rarely in agreement. But they were gallant gentlemen, and the best friends in the world.


  The two other Anglo-Saxons were Williamson, proprietor of an important fishery in Rosario, and Rowling, an enterprising young man who raised early fruits and vegetables in the outskirts of the city and was in the way of reaping a substantial fortune.


  As for the last guest, he was Senor Mendoza, President of the Rosario Tribunal, an estimable gentleman, a cultivated mind, of unquestioned integrity on the bench.


  NOTHING WORTH recording occurred until we arrived at the end of the meal. I have forgotten what words we bad exchanged up to this point. But, on the contrary, I well remember what was said over our cigars.


  Not that our remarks had in themselves any particular importance; it was the brutal commentary on them, shortly to be made, that could not fail to give them a certain piquancy, and they have consequently stayed fresh in my memory.


  We had entered into a discussion of the marvelous achievements of man. At a certain point, Doctor Bathurst said:


  “It is a fact that if Adam” (naturally, as an Anglo-Saxon he pronounced it Eddem) “and Eve” (he said Eeve, you understand) should return to earth, they’d be jolly well astonished!”


  That was the origin of the discussion. Being a fervent Darwinist, a convinced partisan of natural selection, Moreno asked Bathurst in an ironic tone if he seriously believed in the legend of the Earthly Paradise. Bathurst answered that at least he believed in God, and that, since the existence of Adam and Eve is affirmed in the Bible, it was not his privilege to dispute it. Moreno replied that he believed in God at least as strongly as did his adversary, but that the first man and the first woman could very well be only myths—symbols, rather—and that consequently there was nothing impious in supposing the pair to represent the breath of life introduced by the Creator into the first cell from which all others had developed. Bathurst retorted that such an interpretation was specious, and that, as far as he was concerned, he held it more flattering to be the direct work of the Lord than to have descended through the medium of more or less monkey-like primates.


  The discussion, I felt, was about to grow heated; but it was suddenly dropped, for the two adversaries by chance found themselves in an area of agreement. (After all, that was how their arguments ordinarily ended.)


  This time, reverting to their earlier theme, the two antagonists concurred in admiring the high culture attained by humanity, whatever had been its origin; and proudly they began to enumerate its conquests. Everything passed in review. Bathurst extolled chemistry, which was advanced to such a degree of perfection that it was likely to disappear by merging with physics to form a single science, primarily concerned with studying the energy inherent in matter. Moreno delivered the eulogy of medicine and surgery, thanks to which, he said, the nature of life processes had been probed to the core, with consequent discoveries that afforded hope, in the near future, of assuring the immortality of animal organisms. After which, the two joined in praising the wonderful advances of astronomy. Were we not in communication, if not with the stars, at least with eight of the planets in the solar system?


  WHEN THE two enthusiasts paused to catch their breath, my other guests and I seized the opportunity to put in a word in our turn, and we went into the vast field of practical inventions that had so profoundly modified our way of life. We toasted the rail-express and steamships that were still best adapted for the transport of heavy or bulky merchandise; the economical airplanes used by travelers who had time to spare; and the pneumatic or electro-ionic tubes, streaking through all continents and beneath the seas, indispensible for people in a hurry. We toasted the innumerable machines, increasingly ingenious, that could perform the work of hundreds of men. We toasted the new printing technique, and our ability to photograph not only light and color, but likewise sound, heat, and all the other waves vibrating in the ether. But above all we toasted electricity, the agent that was so versatile and controllable, the essence and properties of which were now so perfectly understood that, dispensing with wires, we could use it to run all kinds of machines, navigate any vessel, marine, submarine, or aerial, and write, see, or speak—and at whatever distance we pleased.


  In short, we joined in composing a genuine dithyramb to Progress, and I confess to contributing my share. We were agreed on the point that humanity had reached an intellectual peak unknown before our era, and that we were authorized to believe in our eventual victory over nature.


  “And yet,” said Judge Mendoza in his little piping voice, profiting by the moment of silence following this last conclusion, “I’ve heard it said that people long gone, of whom we can find few or no traces, enjoyed in their time a civilization equivalent to ours.”


  “And who were they?” we queried in one voice.


  “Why . . . the Babylonians, for example.”


  There was a burst of laughter. To venture a comparison between the Babylonians and modern men!


  “The Egyptians,” continued Don Mendoza calmly.


  More laughter.


  “Take the people of Atlantis, too,” went on the Judge. “They are legendary, but perhaps only because of our ignorance. Why not add that an infinity of other peoples, preceding the Atlanteans themselves, and quite unknown to us, may have succeeded in rising and prospering—only to die out completely!”


  Since Don Mendoza was persistent in his paradox, the rest of us, in order not to offend him, pretended to take him seriously.


  “Look here, my dear President,” put in Moreno, using the tone one is careful to adopt when trying to make a child listen to reason, “you do not want to maintain, I imagine, that any of those ancient peoples could be compared to us? In the moral order, I admit, they might have raised themselves to an equal level of culture, but in the material order—”


  “Why not?” objected Don Mendoza.


  “Because,” Bathurst hastened to explain, “the unique thing about our inventions is that they are immediately spread all over the earth: the disappearance of any one people, or even a great number of peoples, as advanced as we are, would therefore leave intact the total accomplishment. For the present human effort to be lost, it would be necessary for all humanity to disappear at once. And is that, I ask you, an admissible possibility?”


  EVEN WHILE he was speaking, causes and effects were continuing to succeed each other and interact throughout the universe, and in less than one minute after Doctor Bathurst’s question, the resultant of certain of those causes and effects was going to justify only too well Mendoza’s skepticism. But of course we were quite unsuspecting, and the discussion proceeded quietly, some of us leaning back in our chairs, others with elbows on the table, all turning sympathetic eyes toward Mendoza, who was overwhelmed, we supposed, by Bathurst’s argument.


  “Let me say first of all,” said the Judge, unruffled, “that it is to be believed that the Earth in the old days had far fewer inhabitants than today, living in more isolated communities, so that one people could very well possess universal knowledge and keep it to themselves. And next, I see nothing absurd in admitting the possibility that the entire surface of the globe might be convulsed all in one moment.”


  “Oh, come now!” we all cried together.


  And it was at this precise instant that the cataclysm struck!


  We were uttering that “Oh, come now!” when a fearful uproar arose. The ground trembled and sank under our feet. The villa rocked on its foundations.


  Impelled by inexpressible terror, we collided and jostled as we rushed out into the garden.


  And just as we crossed the threshold, the house collapsed in a heap, burying in its ruins Judge Mendoza and my valet Germain, who were slower than the rest. After a few seconds of quite natural shock, we were about to attempt their rescue when we were interrupted by Raleigh, my gardener, who came running up, followed by his wife, from his cottage at the lower end of the garden.


  “The sea! The sea!” he was shouting at the top of his lungs.


  I turned toward the coast and stood without moving, frozen with stupor. Not that I had any clear grasp of what I was looking at in that twilight haze my only thought (and it hit me instantly, like a blow) was that the familiar face of things had changed. And my heart was chilled when I realized that a world I had considered essentially immutable had been strangely modified in a minute.


  But I was not slow in recovering my presence of mind. Despite our wild boasting of a moment ago, the true superiority of man lies not in dominating or vanquishing nature. Rather, for the reflective man, it lies in comprehending, in containing, the immense universe in the microcosm of his mind. And for the man of action, it lies in preserving a cool head in the presence of rebellious matter, as if to say: “Destroy me if you will! But unnerve me—never!”


  As soon as I had collected myself, I understood in what way the scene before my eyes differed from that to which I had grown accustomed. The simple fact was that the cliff had disappeared; my garden had fallen to the level of the sea, and the waves, having destroyed the gardener’s house, were now foaming over my lowest flower-beds.


  Since it was scarcely admissible that the water had risen, it followed necessarily that the land had settled. It had fallen more than a hundred meters, the previous height of the cliff; but the descent must have been accomplished with a certain smoothness, for, after the initial jolt, we had hardly noticed it. And yet there was no other way to account for the relative calm of the ocean.


  A brief examination convinced me not only that my hypothesis was correct, but that the descent had not stopped. The sea was continuing to gain, in fact, at a rate of perhaps two meters a second, or seven or eight kilometers an hour. As a consequence, given the distance between us and the first waves, if the speed of our descent remained uniform, we were going to be swallowed up in less than three minutes.


  My decision had to be quick:


  “The auto!” I cried.


  EVERYONE understood. We all ran to the garage, literally dragged out the car, and packed ourselves in without ceremony. Simonat, my chauffeur, slid under the wheel, started the motor, engaged the gears, and headed for the road in fourth speed. Raleigh, who had darted ahead to open the gate, leaped on as we passed and crouched on the rear bumper.


  Juist in time! When the car turned into the main road, a wave sloshed under us, wetting the wheels up to the axels. But no matter, now we could laugh at the sea’s pursuit! In spite of the excessive load, my automobile would carry us beyond its reach—unless the land should continue to sink indefinitely. In short, we had a clear field before us: two hours, at least, of ascent, and an available altitude of better than fifteen hundred meters.


  But I soon realized that we could not yet cry victory. Although the first leap of the car had carried us twenty or so meters beyond the fringe of foam, it was in vain that Simonat opened the throttle wide; our lead did not increase. Of course, the weight of twelve people was slowing the speed of the vehicle. Whatever our speed, it was exactly equalled by that of the invading water, and the distance between us remained constant.


  As soon as the others understood our disquieting predicament, they all (except Simonat, who was intent upon managing the car) turned round to watch the road behind. There was nothing but water to be seen. No sooner did we pass over a stretch of road than it would disappear beneath the advancing sea. The water was now smooth; scarcely a ripple rode in to die on a beach that was ever new. It was a tranquil lake that was swelling, always swelling, at a steady rate . . . and nothing was so grim as the pursuit of that tranquil water. It almost seemed useless to flee before it; the water was mounting, implacably with us.


  Keeping his eyes fixed on the road, Simonat said as we came to a turning:


  “Here we are at the halfway mark. An hour’s climb still ahead.”


  We shuddered—and why not! In an hour we were going to reach the summit, and then we should have to go down again, chased, then overtaken, regardless of our speed, by the masses of water that would tumble over us like an avalanche!


  The hour passed with no change in our situation. The crest of the mountain rose just ahead. But then came a violent shock, and the vehicle gave a lurch that almost crashed it against the roadside bank. At the same time, an enormous wave swelled behind us, rushed up the road, rose in a curve and broke against the auto. We were plowing through foam . . . were we at last to be engulfed?


  No! The frothing water receded, while the car. with sudden life in its motor, took on renewed speed.


  What could explain this unexpected acceleration? A cry from Anna told us: the poor woman had just discovered that her husband was no longer crouching on the rear bumper. Evidently the retreating wave had carried off the unfortunate man, and now the car, relieved of two hundred pounds, could make better time on the slope.


  But suddenly it came to a dead stop.


  “What’s the matter?” I asked Simonat. “A breakdown?”


  Even in our tragic circumstances, professional pride did not forget its rights; Simonat gave a shrug of disdain, intending me to understand that breakdowns were unknown to chauffeurs of his class. He silently pointed to the road ahead. The reason for our halt was then apparant.


  Less than ten meters in front of us, the road was cut off. “Cut” is the right word: you would have supposed it chopped by a giant cleaver. Beyond the sharp edge that abruptly terminated it was a void, a dark abyss, in the depths of which we could distinguish nothing.


  We looked behind us, aghast, certain that our last hour had come. The ocean, which had pursued us as far as these heights, would now overtake us in a few seconds.


  But, except for the unhappy Anna and her daughters, who were shaken by heartbreaking sobs, we all gave a shout. The water was no longer rising—or, more accurately speaking, the land had stopped sinking. Doubtless the shock that had nearly wrecked us had signified the end of the disturbance. The ocean, therefore, had stopped its advance, and in the gathering darkness we could see that its level stood nearly a hundred meters below where we were grouped about the auto which was still panting like an animal out of breath after a rapid race.


  Could we succeed in getting out of this bad spot? We should not know until daylight. Till then we must wait. One after another we stretched out on the ground, and I believe that I fell asleep. . . .


  IN THE NIGHT


  I HAVE been startled out of my sleep by a tremendous noise. What time is it? I do not know. But at least we are still plunged in the darkness of night.


  The noise is issuing from the unknown abyss into which the road ahead has fallen. What Is going on down there? I judge that masses of water are dashing violently together. Yes, that must be the answer, for the spray is raining on us.


  But the quietness is gradually returning . . . complete silence once more. The sky shows a pale light. . . . Day is breaking. . . .


  May 25.


  WHAT TORTURE worse than the slow revelation of our true predicament! A few moments ago we could make out only our immediate environment, but the circle has widened, ever widened, as if in desperation we were drawing aside curtain after curtain. And finally broad daylight destroys our last illusions.


  Our situation is quite simple and can be summed up in a few words. We are on an island. We are hemmed round by the sea. Only yesterday we would have been looking at a sea of mountain tops, several of them dominating the one on which we are standing those mountain tops have all disappeared, while, for reasons that will remain forever unknown, ours, though more humble, has been arrested in its descent; everywhere else spreads that boundless sheet of water. In every direction, nothing but the sea. We are occupying the only solid land within the immense circle of the horizon.


  A glance is sufficient to acquaint us with the whole extent of the islet that, by a. extraordinary stroke of luck, has given us refuge. For it is certainly small: a thousand meters long, at the most, and five hundred wide. On the north, west, and south sides, fairly easy slopes mount to its summit, about a hundred meters above the waves. But on the east, the islet ends in a cliff that falls vertically into the ocean.


  We keep turning our eyes in that direction. There we should have the mountains, tier upon tier, and beyond them should extend all Mexico. What a transformation in one brief spring night! The mountains have vanished, and Mexico has been engulfed! In their place is an infinite desert, the barren desert of the sea!


  We look at each other in cold terror. Marooned without food or water on this narrow, naked rock, we are left with no hope at all. Bitter but resigned, we might as well lie on the ground and await the coming of death.


  Aboard the Virginia, June 4.


  WHAT HAPPENED during the next few days? I have retained no memory of them. It is to be supposed that I finally lost consciousness, and I came to only on board the ship that picked us up. Only then did I learn that we had remained ten whole days on the islet, and that two of our party, Williamson and Rowling, had died there of hunger and thirst. Of the fourteen people that my villa was sheltering at the moment of the cataclysm, only nine are left: my son Jean and ward Helene, my chauffeur Simonat, inconsolable over the loss of his machine, Anna Raleigh and her two daughters, Doctors Bathurst and Moreno, and finally myself.


  The Virginia, the ship that has rescued us, is a hybrid vessel, a sailer with auxiliary motors, or, if you will, a motor ship with auxiliary sails, engaged in the transport of merchandise. She is a fairly old ship, of about two thousand tons, seaworthy but slow. Captain Morris has twenty men under his command. He and the crew are English.


  The Virginia left Melbourne under ballast a little over a month ago, bound for Rosario. No incident marked her crossing, except that on the eve of May 25 she encountered ground swells of a prodigious height but of a proportionate length that rendered them harmless. Singular though they were, they could give the Captain no warning of the cataclysm that was occurring at the same time. Therefore he had been highly astonished to find only the sea where he had expected to find Rosario and the Mexican coast. Of that coast, only one islet remained. A boat from the Virginia had accosted the islet, on which eleven inanimate bodies were discovered.


  Two were corpses; the nine others were taken aboard. And that is how we were saved.


  Ashore—January or February.


  AN INTERVAL of eight months separates the last lines of the preceding section from the present writing. I date this January or February, finding it impossible to be more precise, for I no longer have an exact notion of time.


  These eight months cover the crudest period of our ordeal, during which suffering ever-increasing hardship, we came to know the full extent of our misfortune.


  After picking us up, the Virginia continued on her way east at full speed. When I came to myself, the islet on which we had nearly died was long since under the horizon. According to bearings taken in a cloudless sky, we were then sailing exactly where Mexico City should have been. But of Mexico City there remained no trace; nor, during my unconsciousness. had any of the central mountains been sighted; nor could we now discern any land whatever, as far as our view extended: in every direction there was only the infinity of the sea.


  We could not help wondering if not the world, but we, had gone mad. Think of it! Mexico entirely swallowed up! We exchanged frightened glances and asked ourselves how far the ravages of the terrible cataclysm had been felt. . . .


  The Captain was determined to know the answer. Changing his course, he headed north: even if Mexico no longer existed, it was unthinkable that the same could be true of the entire North American continent.


  But it was the same! For twelve days we went north without meeting land. And we met none after putting about and sailing south for nearly a month. However fantastic the fact appeared, we were compelled to surrender to the evidence: both American continents had sunk under the waves!


  Had we been rescued, then, only to know for a second time the agony of death? We truly had every right to think so. Not to mention provisions, which sooner or later must be exhausted, a pressing danger was threatening us: what should become of us when exhaustion of our fuel shut down our engines? That is why, on July 14, when we found ourselves close to the former site of Buenos Aires, Captain Morris stopped the engines and hoisted sail. That done, be assembled everyone on board the Virginia, crewmen and passengers, and, having explained our situation in a few words, requested each of us to reflect upon it and to offer any solutions that occured to us at a council to be held on the following day.


  I do not know whether any of my companions in misfortune hit upon any more-or-less intelligent expedients. For my part, I was hesitating, I confess, being very uncertain of the best course to take, when a tempest arose in the night and decided the question: we had to run toward the west before a violent wind, at every instant on the point of foundering in the raging sea.


  The hurricane lasted thirty-five c. without a minute’s interruption, not even any slackening of its force. We were beginning to give up hope of its ever ending, when, on August 19, fine weather returned as abruptly as it had deserted us more than a month previously. The only good the storm had done was to provide us with a quantity of fresh water. The Captain profited by the return of the sun to take an observation; his calculations gave him forty degrees north latitude and a hundred and fourteen degrees east longitude. These were the coordinates of Peking!


  So, then, we had passed over Polynesia, and perhaps Australia, quite unawares, and were now sailing over what had been the capital of an empire of four hundred million souls!


  Had Asia, too, suffered the fate of the Americas?


  We were soon convinced that it had. The Kirgizia, following a southwest course, reached the latitude of Tibet and the Himalayas. Here should have soared the highest peaks on the globe, but nowhere was anything emerging from the surface of the ocean. It began to look as if no solid land, except the islet that had saved our lives, existed on earth—and that we were the only survivors of the cataclysm, the last inhabitants of a world buried in the shifting shroud of the sea!


  If this were true, we should not be slow to perish in our turn. In spite of strict rationing, the provisions on board were by now running low, and in our predicament we must abandon all hope of renewing them. These seas were yielding us no fish whatever.


  I WILL abridge my account of that frightening voyage. If I were to report it in detail, attempting to relive it day by day, the memory would drive me mad. For, however strange and terrible the events both before and since, and however dismal the prospects of the future (a future that I shall not witness), during that infernal voyage we knew the limit of human terror. That endless cruise on a sea without end! To expect every day to accost some coast, yet to find the term of our voyage ceaselessly deferred! To live crouching over maps upon which men had engraved sinuous shore lines, and to realize that nothing, absolutely nothing, was left of regions they had thought eternal! To tell ourselves that the earth had throbbed with innumerable living beings, that billions and billions of men and animals had pervaded its lands and flashed through the air, and that all at once everything was dead, that all lives had been extinguished together like a little flame in a gust of wind! To seek everywhere for our fellows, and to seek in vain! To acquire little by little the certitude that beyond our little company there existed no living thing, and to become gradually conscious of loneliness in the middle of an unmerciful universe!


  Have I found words capable of expressing our anguish? Probably not. In no language can there exist words adequate to cope with a situation without precedent.


  After having reconnoitered the waters covering the Indian penninsula, we sailed northward again for ten days and next turned west. Then, with no change in our desperate situation, we passed over the chain of the Urals, now become submarine mountains, and entered what had been Europe. We turned southward and sailed as far as twenty degrees below the equator; and then, wearily abandoning our unrewarded search in that direction, we resumed a northerly course over an expanse of water that had drowned Africa, Spain, and the Pyrenees. By this time our very terror had turned into a stale numbness. We had been marking our course on the chip’s charts, and as we advanced we would say: “Here was Moscow . . . Warsaw . . . Berlin . . . Vienna . . . Rome . . . Tunis . . . Timbuctu . . . Oran . . . Madrid . . .” But, with increasing unconcern, we found ourselves reciting these names without feeling.


  And yet I, at least, had not exhausted my capacity to suffer. I knew so on the day—it was perhaps December 11—when Captain Morris said to me: “‘Here was Paris. . . .” At these words, I felt that my soul had been snatched from me. Let the entire universe be inundated, yes! But France—my France!—and Paris that was her symbol . . .


  I heard a sob. I turned: Simonat, too, was weeping.


  Four days later, having reached the latitude of Edinburgh, we turned back toward the southwest, seeking Ireland, and then set a course due east. The truth is, we were wandering at random, for there was no more reason to go in one direction than in any other. . . .


  We passed over London, whose liquid tomb was saluted by the entire crew. Five days afterward, when in the neighborhood of Danzig, Captain Morris turned about and ordered a southwest course. The helmsman obeyed passively. What did it matter to him? Would it not be the same thing everywhere?


  It was on the ninth day of pursuing this course that we ate our last morsels of biscuit.


  As we were eyeing each other haggardly, Captain Morris suddenly ordered the engines started. Even now I ask myself what impulse he was obeying. The order was carried out: the speed of our ship was accelerated.


  TWO DAYS later we were already suffering cruelly from hunger. Two more days, and almost everyone stubbornly refused to leave his berth; only the Captain, Simonat, a few crewmen, and I had the energy to carry on the management of the ship.


  Next day—our fifth day of fasting—the number of volunteer crewmen was further decreased. In another twenty-four hours nobody would have the strength to remain on his feet.


  By then we had been cruising for more than seven months. For more than seven months we had persisted in seeking a goal that evidently had no existence. And as I was reflecting that this was perhaps the eighth of January, I realized that the calendar had lost all meaning.


  Now, it was on this day, while I was at the Wheel, straining to keep my feeble attention on the prescribed course, that I seemed to make out something in the west. Though certain that it was an illusion, I stared intently.


  No, I had not been deceived.


  I gave a wild shout and then, gripping the wheel, cried out: “Land ahead to starboard!”


  What magical words! The dying were all immediately revived, and their emaciated forms crowded along the starboard rail.


  “It is land, for a fact,” said Captain Morris, after having studied what might have been a cloud rising on the horizon.


  Within a half hour it was impossible to have the least doubt. Land it certainly was that we were meeting out in the middle of the Atlantic—after our failure to find any land where the former continents had been!


  Towards three o’clock in the afternoon, the details of the coast that was barring our way became clear, and we felt a rebirth of despair. For in truth this coast resembled no other, and none of us could recall ever having seen land as unlikely, as completely hostile to man, as this.


  On all land inhabited before the disaster, green had been an abounding color. We could recall no coast so disinherited, no country so barren, that it could not support some shrubs, or tufts of gorse, or at least traces of lichen and moss. But here, nothing at all. We could distinguish only a high, blackish cliff, with a chaos of fallen rocks along its base. Here was most utter, most absolute desolation.


  For two dreadful days we coasted along without discovering any break in that sheer cliff. But towards the evening of the second day we found an ample harbor, well sheltered from the winds of the open sea, at the head of which we dropped anchor.


  Our first thought as soon as we landed in the ship’s boats, was to collect food on the beach. There were turtles by the hundreds, and shellfish by the millions. Off the ledges we could see a fabulous quantity of crabs, lobsters, and crawfish, as well as innumerable fish. From all appearances, this teeming harbor would suffice, in default of other resources, to support us indefinitely.


  When we were restored, we were able, by way of a cut in the cliff, to reach the plateau, where we could look out over a broad expanse of country. The view from the water had not been deceptive: on all sides, in every direction, there were only arid rocks, covered with wrack and seaweed, mostly dried, without as much as a single blade of grass, nor any living thing, either on the ground or in the sky. Here and there, little lakes—pools, rather—glistened in the rays of the sun. But when we tried to slake our thirst, we found the water brackish.


  We were not surprised, to tell the truth. The fact confirmed what we had suspected from the first: namely, that this unknown continent had been born yesterday, that it had emerged, all of a piece, from the depths of the sea. This explained its barrenness and its complete lack of terrestrial life. It explained, too, the thick bed of slime, uniformly spread, which, owing to evaporation, was beginning to crack and to be reduced to dust.


  Our bearings, taken at noon on the following day, proved to be 17” 20’ north latitude and 23” 55’ west longitude. According to our map we were in the open sea at about the latitude of Cape Verde. But now as far as we could see land was extending to the west and water to the east.


  HOWEVER STERN and inhospitable was the territory upon which we had set foot, we were forced to be content with it. So the unloading of the Virginia was undertaken without delay. We dragged up to the plateau everything she carried, without discrimination. But first we had secured the vessel fast by head and stern with four anchors on a fifteen-fathom bottom. In this tranquil harbor she would be safe, and we ran no risk in leaving her to herself.


  As soon as the unloading was finished, our new life began. In the first place, it was expedient—


  AT THIS point in his translation, the Zartog Sofr had to break it off. He had come to the first gap in the recital (and one of great moment. probably, since there seemed a quantity of pages missing)—a gap followed by several others still more considerable, as far as could be judged. Evidently dampness had got to a great number of the outer sheets of the roll, notwithstanding the protection of the metal case: there remained, indeed, only a few fragments of varying length, with a context forever destroyed. They succeeded each other in the following order.


  HOW LONG has it been since we disembarked on this coast? I cannot say definitely. I asked Doctor Moreno, who has been keeping a calendar of the passing days. He said: “Six months . . . a few days . . . more or less.” So he, too, confesses to have lost count.


  Well, I saw it coming! In less than six months we have lost confidence in our reckoning of time. How very promising!


  But our negligence, after all, is not very astonishing. We are devoting all our attention, all our activity, to the task of keeping alive. Feeding ourselves is a problem, the solution of which requires the entire day. What do we eat? Fish, when we find any—but they grow more difficult to find every day. for our incessant pursuit is scaring them off. We eat turtle eggs, too, and certain edible seaweeds. By evening we are fed, but exhausted, and we think only of sleep.


  Tents have been improvised from the Virginia’s sails. I suppose that before long we must construct more substantial shelters.


  Sometimes we shoot a bird. The atmosphere is not so deserted as we had first thought; ten or twelve familiar species are represented on this new continent. These are exclusively birds capable of long flight: swallows, albatrosses, cordwainers, and a number of others. Apparently they do not find enough to eat in this barren land, for they wheel ceaselessly over our encampment, waiting for leavings from our miserable table. Sometimes we pick up one that has died of hunger, thus sparing our powder and shot.


  Happily, there is some chance that our situation will not always remain so unpleasant. We discovered a sack of wheat in the Virginia’s hold, and we have sown half of it. We shall be a lot better off when the grain is ripe. But will it germinate? The ground is covered with a thick bed of alluvium, sandy mud enriched by the decomposition of seaweed. However mediocre its quality, it is humus none the less. When we landed, it was impregnated with salt; but since then diluvial rains have copiously washed the surface, and all the hollows are now filled with sweet water.


  All the same, the alluvial bed is free of salt only to a very slight depth: the streams and rivers that are beginning to develop are all extremely brackish, proving that the subsoil is still saturated.


  To sow half the wheat and keep the other half as in reserve, we nearly had to fight: part of the crew of the Virginia wanted to make bread of it at once. We were forced to—


  . . . from the Virginia. The rats immediately scampered off into the interior, and we have not seen them again. We can only believe that they have found something to feed on. If so, the land, without our knowledge, must be yielding—


  . . . two years, at least, that we have been here! The wheat has succeeded wonderfully; we have almost all the bread we want, and our fields are ever gaining in extent. But what a struggle against the birds! They have strangely multiplied, and all around our tillage—


  IN SPITE of the deaths that I have related above, our little tribe has not diminished. On the contrary! My son and my ward have three children, and each of the three other families has as many. All the little rascals are radiant with health. It is as if the human species were possessed of a greater vigor, a more intense vitality, since it has been so reduced in number. But whatever the causes—


  WE HAD been here for ten years, and we knew nothing of this continent. We were acquainted only with the area contained within a radius of a few kilometers around the place where we disembarked. It was Doctor Bathurst who made us feel ashamed of our apathy; at his instigation we refitted the Virginia—a task that required almost six months—and went on a voyage of exploration.


  We returned only the day before yesterday. The voyage lasted longer than we had expected, but we were resolved that it should be complete.


  We have circumnavigated our continent, which, not counting the tiny islet, we have every reason to believe must be the only surviving land on the surface of the globe. Its shores appeared to be everywhere alike, that is to say, very harsh and wild.


  Our tour was interrupted by several excursions into the interior: we hoped especially to find traces of the Azo-res and of Madeira, for these islands, because of their location in the Atlantic, ought to have formed a part of this new continent. We found not the slightest vestige of them. All that we have been able to establish is that the ground was convulsed and buried under a thick layer of lava on the sites of the islands, which obviously were destroyed by violent volcanic activity.


  But if we did not discover what we were looking for, we did discover something we certainly were not looking for! Half buried in the lava, in the latitude of the Azores, we came upon evidence of human work—and not the work of the Azorians, our contemporaries of yesterday. There were remains of columns and pottery, of a kind we had never seen before. After examining them, Doctor Moreno expressed the opinion that those remains must have survived from ancient Atlantis, and that the volcanic eruption had brought them to the surface.


  Perhaps Doctor Moreno is right. If it ever existed, Atlantis would indeed have been located somewhere near the bearings of the new continent. Verification of the legend would reveal a singular thing: the development, in the same place, of three successive cultures not descending one from another.


  Whatever the answer, I confess that the problem leaves me cold. We have enough to do with the present, without troubling ourselves about the past.


  NOW THAT we have regained our home encampment, it strikes us that, compared with the rest of the country, ours seems a favored region. The reason is that the color green, formerly so abundant in nature, is here not entirely unknown, whereas it is completely absent from the rest of the continent. We had not noticed this fact up to now, but it is undeniable. Grasses, which did not exist when we first arrived, are now Springing up quite plentifully around us. They belong, however, only to a small number of the most common species, the seeds of which have doubtless been carried here by the birds.


  It must not be concluded from what I have said that there is no vegetation except for the few species carried over from the old days. As a result of an amazing adaptation, there exists, on the contrary, a vegetation in a rudimentary or promissory state, at least, over all the continent.


  The marine plants that covered it when it emerged from the sea died, for the most part, under the light of the sun. But a few persisted, in lakes, ponds, and pools that the heat progressively dried up. At the same time, rivens and streams were beginning to appear, temporarily quite suitable, in that the water was salty, to nourish the weeds and marsh grasses. When the surface, and then the depths, of the soil had been cleared of salt, and the water had turned fresh, most of the plants were destroyed. A small number of them, however, were capable of adapting themselves to new living conditions, and have been flourishing almost as well in the fresh water as they had when it was salty. And the phenomenon has not stopped there: some of the plants, endowed with still greater power of adaptation, having grown used to fresh water, are now growing used to fresh air, and, first up the river banks, and then moving inch by inch from one place to another, they have been creeping towards the interior.


  We have witnessed this adaptation in the act, and we can attest that these plants are showing not only biochemical but also structural modification. Already a few stalks are rising, as if timidly, toward the sky. We can foresee that one day a varied flora will thus be created from common roots, and that a violent struggle may be waged between the new species and those descending from the old order of things brought in by us and the birds.


  We are led to speculate that what is happening to the flora may also happen to the fauna. In the neighborhood of running water—


  THE LAST few sheets contained intact the end of the manuscript.


  I feel very old. Captain Morris is dead. Doctor Bathurst is about sixty-five; Doctor Moreno, sixty; I, sixty-eight. We three shall soon be done with life. But first we shall accomplish our elected task and, in so far as it may lie in our power, come to the aid of future generations in the struggle awaiting them.


  But will they see the light of day, those future generations?


  I am tempted to say yes if I take into account only the multiplication of my kind. Children are swarming all over the place, and in this healthful climate, in a country where wild beasts and most of the old diseases are unknown, longevity is common. Our colony has tripled in number.


  On the other hand, I am tempted to say no if I consider the profound intellectual decay of my companions in misfortune.


  It is ironic that our little group of castaways were well equipped to turn human knowledge to account: it included one particularly capable man of action—Captain Morris, now deceased; two men of better-than-average education—my son and myself; and two genuine scientists—Doctor Bathurst and Doctor Moreno. With such material, something could have been accomplished. But nothing has been accomplished. The preservation of our physical lives has from the very beginning been (and still is) our only care. As from the first, we devote our time to the search for food, and in the evening we sink exhausted into heavy sleep.


  Alas! it is only too certain that humanity, of which we are the sole representatives, is on the road to rapid regression leading to brutehood. Among the sailors from the Virginia, men originally of no refinement, the signs of animality are more conspicuous; but my son and I have forgotten much of what we once knew, and Doctor Bathurst and Doctor Moreno themselves have let their minds lie fallow. Our intellectual life has withered away.


  How fortunate it is that a good many years ago we managed the circumnavigation of this continent! Today we should not have the requisite courage. And moreover, Captain Morris, who commanded the expedition, is dead—and the Virginia dead, too, decayed beyond repair.


  We all sleep on the ground, in all seasons.


  For a long time there has been nothing left of the clothing that once covered us. We go about naked, like those we used to call savages.


  To eat, to eat—that is our perpetual end, our exclusive preoccupation.


  People of the future, born here, will never have known any other existence. Humanity will be reduced to illiterate adults (I have some before my eyes as I write) who cannot reckon, and can scarcely talk—and to sharp-toothed children who seem to be little more than insatiable stomachs.


  I seem to see them, those men of the future, ignorant of articulate language, intelligence extinguished, bodies covered with coarse hair, wandering in this dreary desert. . . .


  On the threshold of death.


  IT IS now almost fifteen years since the lines above were written. Doctor Bathurst and Doctor Moreno are no more. Of those who disembarked in this place, I, one of the oldest, remain almost alone. But death is overtaking me, in my turn. I feel it mounting from my cold feet to my flagging heart.


  When we first settled here, a few of us undertook to build some houses. The unfinished structures have fallen in ruins.


  Our work is finished. I have entrusted the manuscripts containing our summary of human knowledge to an iron chest brought off the Pirgiwa, which I have buried deep in the ground. Beside it, I shall bury these pages, rolled up and sealed in an aluminum tube.


  Will anyone ever find the deposit committed to the earth? Will anyone ever care?


  That is destiny’s affair. God’s will be done!


  AS THE Zartog Sofr took in the sense of this fantastic document, an awful dismay gripped his heart.


  Could it be true! Were the Andarti-Iten-Schu descended straight from those distant men who, after having wandered for long months over the empty seas, had chanced upon this point of the coast where now rose the towers of Basidra? And those miserable creatures were the fag-end of a proud human race, compared to which the present race was lisping as a child! And ponder this: what had been needed to abolish forever all the science of so mighty a people—and to erase even the memory of their existence? Less than nothing: simply an imperceptible shudder that ran through the crust of the globe.


  Man had one time, long ago, pushed farther ahead on the road of truth than men had ever done since. It was all here in the record: things that Sofr already knew, and other things that he should not have dared imagine—such as the explanation of the name Hedom, over which there had been such high dispute! Hedom was a corruption of Eddem, itself a corruption of Adam, and Adam was possibly only a corruption of some other name still more ancient.


  HEDOM, EDDEM, ADAM: here was the perpetual symbol of the first man—but it stood likewise for mankind’s successive reappearances on earth. Sofr had been wrong, then, to deny this ancestor, whose onetime existence was plainly attested by the document; and the unlearned folk had been right in claiming forbears as human as themselves. But here, too, as in everything else, the Andarti-Iten-Schu had invented nothing. They had done no more than to repeat what had already been said.


  But would a day ever come when the insatiable longing of man would be satisfied? Would a day ever come when, having won the crest of the slope, he could take his rest there, conqueror at last of the summit?


  Thus mused the Zartog Sofr as he leaned over that venerable document.


  A cool, gray dawn was approaching; but it was through this recital of a dawn long ago that he was contemplating the terrible drama perpetually unfolding in the universe, and his heart went out to the players. Bloodied by the innumerable hardships suffered by those who had gone before him, bending under the weight of the useless labors piled up during the infinite stretch of time, the Zartog Sofr-Ai-Sr was slowly, reluctantly, convincing himself of the dreadful secret: that the Truth, when found, would prove to be the endless ordeal of regeneration.


  THE END


  Visitors’ Book


  John Brunner


  ARNOLD stood on the balcony of the operations room, not really taking in the master plot his eyes were fixed on. Below him, the watch personnel, earphones clasped on their heads, moved with long rods like a croupier’s stick the little symbols that showed the monstrous network of watchers girdling the sun. Every now and again there would be a minuscule error, and Arnold would pick up his mike and code out orders to the swinging ships to correct their course.


  But nothing really happened.


  He sighed, and went back to the desk he had first taken over three short weeks ago. Already, he felt tired of it and the monotony of the task, and he wished achingly that the clock on the wall would hurry towards the end of his watch.


  As he settled behind the desk, a light glinted on the report panel, and he tripped the teleprinter switch beside it. Instantly, the busy keys rapped out a message.


  XQKD—GBDV. 1167.


  That was all. It was all there ever was from one of the robot orbital stations out beyond Pluto. Probably it was no more than a routine statement of mechanical efficiency. He yawned and reached for the black-bound Cypher Manual at his side.


  A moment later he stood up and knocked the manual skittering across the floor. One or two of the men on duty below glanced up incuriously as he strode over to the edge of the balcony again and looked for the position of Robot Monitoring Station 1167. As soon as that was fixed in his mind he went out of the operations room at a run.


  He was still running when he came to the door bearing the legend A. G. NWAKA, COLONEL COMMANDING, and went in without knocking.


  Nwaka raised his eyes from the file on his desk and was on the point of making a comment when he saw that Arnold was agitated. He demanded crisply, “Well?”


  “1167 picked up an alien ship, sir,” said Arnold breathlessly.


  Instantly, Nwaka came from behind his desk. “Right. I want to take a look at this.”


  He studied the layout of the operations table for a long time before he made his decision. Pointing with a long brown finger, he said, “Who’s that?”


  Arnold followed his eye and saw the symbol of a manned patrol ship lying on the board within a few hours’ flight of 1167. Hesitating only a moment, he said, “Galimov, sir.”


  “Good. Tell him to make course for the alien ship and report verbally on what he sees. Then notify Earth—use cryptest means. And then go down to the vault and open cabinet five. Inside you’ll find a sealed book. Bring it to me in my office. Here’s the key.”


  “Right, sir,” said Arnold unhappily, and took the key.


  INSIDE the alien ship a conference was in progress.


  “Now the question is,” said Harachmar, “what have we got?”


  Chweit reached across him and opened contacts which notified all stations in the big ship that they were on duty and alert. He said, “That was just about right, where you put us, Harachmar.”


  “I still don’t see why you wanted to break from hyperdrive twelve light hours from the star. I flatter myself we could have put you within ten minutes without any trouble.”


  “This system happens to be inhabited,” said Chweit. “It’s a strange custom of livable planets—they produce life. And this lot have space flight.”


  Harachmar considered the fact, nodding slowly. “What standard? Have they the faster-than-light drive?”


  “We haven’t found any sign of it yet. But we were picked up by a monitor as soon as we broke, and to judge from the number of detectable ships and stations in transit or orbit, this is a passably crowded traffic area.”


  “Trouble?”


  “Well, one ship can attract plenty. If we’d materialized as close to the inhabitated worlds as you wanted, we’d have had hydrogen mines knocking at our screens and asking to be let in as soon as the local soldiery got over their surprise.”


  “Hydrogen mines we can handle, surely,” said Harachmar.


  “Yes, but not too many of them, or too large. And besides, they may have something else as well. We’ve got a good ship here—but it’s on its own.”


  Harachmar reflected on the populated part of the ship—the quarter that wasn’t drive machinery—and the thought of all that armament was comforting. He said, “Well, if they haven’t got interstellar flight, they won’t bother us.”


  “You sound as if you want us to go in and take the planet over,” Chweit commented. “That’s all very well if the race on it is savage, or doesn’t exist. But our task in a case like this is to find out what it will take to conquer the locals—not to do it. I agree that if they’re only at the sub-light stage of space travel, they shouldn’t worry us, but we don’t want to be left with an unusuable radiodesert for our pains.”


  He pressed the report button. Observation was the first to come in.


  “This is Brach, sir,” said a soft voice. “Considerable activity on the electronic level. No gravitic communication has been found. We haven’t broken the language yet, since from the shortness of the messages all we are getting is pre-arranged code signals. I’d say they have trouble with their information transfer. But there’s a pile reaction headed our way. The inhabitants are coming out to take a look at us.


  “Let me know when you get a decent image to show me,” said Chweit. “Armaments, what about you?”


  “Ready and waiting sir,” said a different voice. “State of equipment—serviceable. State of personnel—on watch and ready.”


  “Fine,” said Chweit. “Cloust? What’s the situation at Engines?”


  “Drive cooling,” was the answer. “Serviceability of engines—estimately ninety per cent. We’re changing a thrust pole on number six, but it shouldn’t take more than an hour.”


  “Get it fixed fast,” said Chweit sharply. “Who ordered you to immobilize the ship like that?”


  “I did,” said Harachmar.


  “Well, anyway,” Chweit backed down. “Get it fixed.” He avoided Harachmar’s annoyed gaze and began to check the inship stations—personnel, administrative, medical, catering, discipline. All reports being favorable, he shut off the communicator and sat back with a sigh.


  ARNOLD found himself nervously shredding a sheet of paper into fragments, and threw it aside in annoyance. Beside him, Colonel Nwaka looked up from the thick, red-bound volume bearing the title Most Secret—Directive 957/09, which Arnold had earlier brought from the secret documents vault. His chocolate-colored face broke into a grin.


  “You look as if you were due to die at dawn,” he said.


  “It might be that way, sir,” answered Arnold miserably.


  At that moment a voice from the open communicator rang out, and they were all attention. The words had been scrambled in transit and there was a faint distortion, but they were comprehensible.


  “Galimov here. Do you read me, Titan?”


  Arnold passed the mike to Nwaka, who answered urgently, “Titan reading you. Nwaka here—what have you got?”


  “It’s alien all right. And it’s enormous. I estimate it at a mass of not less than five hundred thousand tons, and it’s at least a mile long. It must have faster-than-light drive, or it would have shown on my detectors before 1167 caught it. It’s covered in what look like long-range rocket launchers, and it’s coming in fast. I can’t extrapolate it’s course back—” There was the beginning of a rending crash, and then complete silence.


  “What—?” began Arnold. Nwaka put the mike down.


  “They blasted him,” he said. “You’ll see it on the table in a moment. You’d better get that through to Earth as fast as you can, but I think I know what their answer will be.”


  “But what the hell can we do against a race with faster-than-light drive?”


  “Do as I say,” said. Mwaka. “You might be surprised.”


  “BRACH, sir,” said Chweit’s speaker. “We’re tracking this ship that’s coming out to us. I’ll put it on your screen.” While they waited for the image to stabilize, Chweit mused, “I wonder if we’d be silly enough to walk into the lion’s jaws to count his teeth?”


  “Maybe they never met a lion before,” said Harachmar.


  “To judge from the thoroughness with which they monitor their perimeter, either they’ve met people from outside before, or they have over-developed and jumpy imaginations. In either case, our course is definitely one of care—for now, at any rate.”


  “Here it is, sir,” said the speaker again. “It’s tiny—a mere six or eight hundred tons. It must have been in orbit when we got here—it couldn’t have reached us from a planetary body in this space of time.”


  “That’s certainly not a menace,” observed Harachmar as he contemplated the miniature image of a rocket under full power that filled the screen before them.


  “You’re jumping to conclusions,” said Chweit thoughtfully. “There’s no reason why that shouldn’t be able to come up to this ship, drift through our screens as if they didn’t exist, and spread us across a rapidly expanding volume of space.”


  Harachmar looked at him sharply. “You’re joking,” he said, but he sounded uncomfortable.


  “Of course,” agreed Chweit. “I doubt if that ship could go through a planetary atmosphere, let alone our screens. It’s a primitive canoe. But you felt bad at the idea, didn’t you?”


  “Naturally.”


  “I think in some ways it’s a judgment on us that we should be perpetually afraid,” Chweit went on. “How many planets have we dispossessed?”


  “Over a hundred.”


  “I thought it was less. Still, that brings out my point. We’ve done it to so many people that we’re forever afraid of it happening to us.”


  Harachmar turned in his seat and gazed at the other with blank amazement. He said fiercely, “Chweit, do you realize what you’re saying?”


  “I have nightmares,” said Chweit calmly. “Nightmares in which this ship is followed home from one or another of the systems that we visit by a fleet of faster-than-light ships carrying weapons against which we have no defence and armor which we cannot pierce.”


  “It’ll never happen,” asserted Harachmar, but there was little conviction in his voice.


  “It has never happened,” Chweit corrected him. “It may—the odds are all in favor.”


  “Rubbish,” Harachmar all but shouted. “If that’s the way you feel, we might as well give up and go straight home.”


  “Oh. no. Not while there’s an inhabited planet here. I want to see that world taken and made one of ours. Not so much because we need it, but because that would be one less place for the threat to come from. We’re walking a tightrope over a sea of flame, and we shall never feel secure until we’ve conquered every system in the galaxy. Then, maybe we’ll be able to relax.”


  “But inter-galactic travel—” said Harachmar, in spite of himself.


  Chweit laughed, a little sadly. “You see?” he said. “We’ve chosen our way, and now we are embarked upon it there is no turning back.”


  He looked again at the tiny image on the viewscreen. “What’s it got, Brind?” he went on, keying open the line to Armaments.


  “Radioactive weapons, sir,” was the reply. “That’s all. No energy source big enough to load a beam. It’s not a match for us—we could go through its meteor screens as if they were paper.”


  “Blast it,” ordered Chweit.


  There was a hiss of indrawn breath from the speaker. “Would you repeat that, sir?” Brind asked hesitantly.


  “I said blast it. Knock it out of space. Use the smallest and least efficient weapon we have capable of doing the job. If I want to study the behavior of ants, I stir the heap with a stick. This will tell us what they have to fight with and if it offers any obstacles to us.”


  “Right, sir,” said Brind, but it was plain that he was unhappy about it.


  “You see?” Chweit commented a little grimly. “Brind is as afraid of some impersonal vengeance as you or I.”


  Harachmar said nothing, but kept his eyes on the screen.


  It was minutes only before the ship in it abruptly turned into a cloud of boiling gases and dissipated its mass among the interstellar dust.


  “Brach here, sir,” the speaker muttered after a while. “The ship Armaments just blasted—it was broadcasting, presumably to a home base somewhere not far from here. Also there is considerable noise from the robot station that reported our arrival. It seems to be some kind of alarm.”


  “Brind! Blast the robot station as well. Make them really unhappy while we’re about it. There’s a chance that if they don’t like the way we get rid of their best stuff, they may be too frightened to offer resistance.”


  A pause. Then, “Robot destroyed, sir,” Brind said. He sounded very nearly frightened.


  “Assessment from Armaments,” a new voice cut in, much, more assured than Brind’s. “No resistance was offered to the light weapon employed. No screens were detected except a minimum of meteor protection. Analysis of the resultant explosion shows no energy source except a space drive pile operating on a simple reaction principle and the suspected detonation of an atomic missile. Enemy weapons assessed as primitive.”


  Chweit noted the defense mechanism implicit in the use of the word enemy, and smiled faintly.


  “Right,” he said. “Now we await results.”


  FOR PERHAPS the twentieth time Arnold stood up and went across the balcony to look down at the operations table. In his hand was the last thing to come from the ’printer on the desk behind him. It was the final message from 1167, the monitor which had first found the alien, and consisted of two simple code groups as always. These, though, meant:


  “Alien known to be hostile. Station under attack.”


  But now there was a piece missing from the jigsaw on the table below, and an uncomfortable gap in the ring of watchers. There was a new symbol in the gap, too—one he had never expected to see. There was a ’brilliant red question mark which signified ALIEN.


  He could almost smell the sense of uneasiness which arose from the busy men below him. There were no words, but the glances they kept passing meaningfully every time their eyes fell on that red query made their anxiety plain enough.


  The door opened, and he turned to see that this had infected even the normally imperturbable Nwaka. His dark, strong face was lined and haggard.


  “Anything from Earth?” he demanded abruptly.


  “Nothing yet, sir,” said Arnold worriedly. “Unless—” He stepped back to the desk, and as if the transmitter far away had anticipated his arrival, the light on the panel began to blink. He tripped the switch, and read the message eagerly as it emerged from the ’printer.


  From: Minister for War.


  To: All units holding Directive 957/08, as amended.


  Most secret—encode by cryptest means.


  Priority—instantaneous immediate.


  I. Proceed in accordance with directive above-named. FOR THE PRESIDENT OF EARTH,


  Li Liang-Huen.


  Nwaka had come up behind him and was reading it over his shoulder. He said without glancing up, “High time.” He seemed satisfied.


  “What does that mean?” Arnold demanded. “I never heard of—oh! That book I fetched out of the operations table,” he said. “I think I could do with some sleep. Isn’t it about time Rattray came on?”


  Startled, Arnold looked at the wall-clock. It was more than an hour past the termination of his watch. He said, “Of course, sir. I’ll go and wake him—I promised to call him two hours ago. What shall I tell him?”


  “Tell him not to be surprised at the number of symbols he has to use this watch,” answered Nwaka cryptically, and went out.


  THE RESULTS were a long time coming. And when they did arrive, they were not what had been expected.


  Chweit was almost out of patience, and ready to order another show of force, when Brach’s voice from Observation heralded the long-awaited answer. He said, “Sir, there’s a ship coming. A big one.”


  “Put it on the screen,” said Chweit.


  Shortly, the image of a ship so big that at the standard magnification for its distance it filled the screen from edge to edge, appeared before them.


  Harachmar sat forward on his chair as if jolted by an electric shock.


  “What is it?” he demanded.


  “That,” said Chweit, choosing his words with care, “is the biggest ship either of us has ever seen in space.”


  “Sir—” there was a note of alarm in Brach’s voice, “—our radar doesn’t register this thing properly. It won’t hold the image. We can’t get a distancefix on it, and the mass-register won’t stop still!”


  Slowly whitening, Harachmar sat back again. Chweit rapped out, “Find out why! Armaments, get every gun and beam we have focused on that ship. Stand by to blast!”


  “What if we can’t hurt it?” said Harachmar. His forehead was beaded with sweat.


  “That’s exactly the point,” said Chweit. “We aren’t up against a primitive rocket this time. We daren’t fire, for fear of not achieving anything.”


  They sat in silence for a while, as the ship loomed larger and larger. They had to step down the magnification twice to keep it in sight.


  “This is it,” Harachmar kept whispering. “This is it.” He wished he was a peasant with a god to whom to pray.


  But nothing happened. No bolts of intolerable lightning flashed out to exact a revenge for the loss of the other ship and the orbital station, and at length Brach voiced what they were slowly coming to suspect.


  “Sir, that’s a dead ship! She isn’t under drive—she’s drifting!”


  And indeed it was true. The mighty stern tubes, that looked capable of lowering the ship’s vast bulk to the surface of a sun with less force than would crack an eggshell, were cold and quiet. The ship was on a derelict’s course.


  “Where’s she from?” Chweit demanded.


  “She must have been lying inert in orbit somewhere. We didn’t notice her before a few minutes ago. It looks as if she blasted off and something went wrong.” A note of cautious jubilation crept into his voice. “Maybe their big bang was a misfire.”


  “No!” said Chweit decisively. “There must be a reason for this. A people who could build a ship like that wouldn’t design it so that it went wrong the very first time it was used.”


  “The first time?” said Harachmar involuntarily.


  “You don’t fight interplanetary wars with battlewagons like that,” said Chweit. “You’d lose half your planets. No, that must be their major defensive weapon. A ship packed as full as possible with everything technology can devise for the inevitable attack from outside their system.”


  “Why do you say it is their major defensive weapon?” Harachmar wondered. “Would they send out their only one—like this? Dead? I don’t think so. It would come out fighting. They must have more than one.”


  “Sir,” said Cloust from engines, “do you want the drive warmed?”


  “Warm it,” said Harachmar. “We’ll probably need to get out of here in a hurry.”


  “No!” said Chweit decisively. “We won’t be going. We stay here—until something happens.”


  “Are you out of your mind?” said Harachmar incredulously. “You mean we’re going to stay here right under the nose of that thing? Don’t be more stupid than you can help.”


  “Remember what I said about an alien following us home?” Chweit answered quietly. “The drive stays cold.”


  Harachmar remained silent, but his face went grey.


  IT WAS like a game of chess, thought Arnold. Unfortunately, there was no time limit on the moves. It was more than three days since the new piece—this time, the symbol was a black cross—had moved out of nowhere and begun its leisurely drift towards the red query. In that time, he had found himself almost incapable of sleep, and had taken to spending his time in the operations room “in case he was needed.”


  Nwaka too was spending much of his spare hours here, and the contrast between them grew minutely more pronounced. With the enigmatic message from Earth, his worry seemed to have sloughed at least partly off him. It isn’t fair, Arnold thought dispiritedly. He knows what’s going on.


  Below, the man in charge of that sector moved the black cross one step further on its journey.


  FOR THE ten-thousandth time Chweit raised red-rimmed eyes from the viewscreen, which still held that same awe-inspiring image, and repeated, “There’s got to be a reason for this!”


  Harachmar leapt out of his seat and began to pace the length of the cabin. After a couple of circuits, he wheeled suddenly and asked, “Must there be a reason? Why can’t you accept that it’s within the bounds of possibility the enemy ship should have gone wrong—is simply lying there, drifting? Why not let’s settle that once and for all? If it’s booby-trapped, there’s no need to go close to it to find out. Just send a life-boat, manned by a crew of volunteers, to draw its teeth. Or at least to find out if it has any.”


  Chweit nodded reluctantly. “That’s right,” he admitted. “We don’t have to endanger the ship—we might even get something out of it we can use ourselves. Attention!”


  He snapped open the general address circuits.


  “Attention! Since the enemy ship has lain dormant for so long, it has been decided that it cannot intend to attack. There.is a high probability that it has failed and is incapable of so doing. Volunteers are called for, one from each of the following sections: Armaments, Observation, Navigation, Engines. These men will have the task of investigating the alien ship.


  “The alien ship is to be considered a derelict.”


  It took some time, but after a while the names of volunteers began to trickle in, and Chweit picked those whom he knew to be most stable and competent. Nonetheless, it was with misgivings so great as to approach terror that he watched the image of the little life-boat leave their ship and cautiously move on to a collision course with the alien. They all waited, in the ship, for the life-boat to vanish—or flare into nothing—or turn into a manned bomb and attack its own ship.


  Nothing of the sort happened.


  Instead, the small and the big spacecraft converged, and the first hesitant report to come in was full of jubiliation. The voice was that of Brind, from Armaments, the senior member of the four-man crew.


  “The locks are open to space,” he reported baldly.


  Harachmar turned to Chweit, starting to say, “What did I tell you?” but Chweit motioned him to silence. His teeth had closed so firmly on his lower lip that the blood had begun to flow.


  The boat touched. One man in a spacesuit entered the vast lock of the alien, and disappeared. Brind’s voice announced that radio contact had been lost, owing to the intervention of the hull and a peculiar sourceless static which the listeners could hear crackling in their own speakers. An hour elapsed. Another, and a second man followed the first. It must have been Brind, for a different voice made the third report—a non-commital statement of absence of progress.


  In all, more than six hours had elapsed before the two men returned from searching that colossal hulk. Even before the official announcement, there was something in their very movements which indicated success, and indeed the word came shortly after.


  “Captain Chweit! The ship is empty!”


  Slowly, Chweit and Harachmar relaxed. Chweit felt for a handkerchief, becoming conscious of his bitten lip for the first time, and said thickly, “Congratulations: Right, leave it. I want all the members of the search party to report to me right away. In person.”


  Harachmar, this time, could not be stopped from saying, “I told you so.”


  Even so, it was a worried captain who acknowledged the salutes of the reconnoitring party when they entered the cabin on their return. He said immediately, “Well? What’s it got?”


  The four men looked hesitantly at one another. It was Brind who finally had the courage to break the silence. He said, “Everything, sir.”


  “What do you mean? Explain.”


  “Just that, sir. There’s hardly anything there which we could understand. I managed to get a look at the armament while I was on board, and though that’s my job I never saw anything like it. As far as I can see, they pipe some kind of energy—fusion, at a guess—into a beam. At least, there are some blackened cradles which lead off to output antennae. That’s the only thing I could even remotely guess at. The controls are fantastic. It looks as if five or six hundred men would be needed to run the ship—and there’s absolutely nobody on board.”


  “As far as the engines go, sir,” one of the other three chipped in, “they work on no principle I ever heard of. It looks as if they use raw energy. And I mean raw. It could even be neutrino stuff. They draw it off into some kind of metal frame running around the hull. It’s probably faster-than-light drive of a kind we don’t know about.”


  “I see,” said Chweit. “And you’re sure there’s nobody on board?”


  “Certain, sir. There just isn’t anywhere for them to be.”


  “Then we are going to find out what makes that ship tick. And when we’ve done that, we’ll know exactly what we’re up against. Harachmar, would you organize the necessary teams? This is the best break we’ve ever had.”


  THE RED question mark and the black cross had finally come so close that the scale on the board was too small to show the gap between them. Arnold gazed at them with tired eyes, wondering what was supposed to happen now.


  A manned patrol ship, watching from the absolute limit of detector range with positively the best radar ever taken into space from Earth, reported that something had left the alien and touched with the mystery ship represented by the black cross. Arnold notified Nwaka when the latter came in.


  For some reason, it seemed to make him overjoyed. He took from his pocket a signal form on which a message was already written, and said. “Send that to Earth. Right away.”


  In astonishment, Arnold took it and read it. He was no better off when he had done so, for it ran, simply:


  Dog has seen rabbit.


  IT WASN’T quite the break he had thought it was.


  They put in a complete team of technicians, all very highly skilled tradesmen, for their fighting service had access to all the latest technical and scientific knowledge. And conversations ensued . . .


  “What are you so worried about, Grad?”


  “It’s this thing here.”


  “What about it? It’s a guided missile, isn’t it? In fact, it’s about the only recognizable thing we’ve dug out of this department.”


  “Yes, it’s a guided missile, all right, with an ordinary fusion warhead. But it’s got nothing to guide it! This circuit is set up as if the informations loss was nil. Chief, that’s impossible!”


  And again:


  “Well, it’s plain that you pipe the heavy hydrogen in here and initiate a fusion reaction in it with the pocket-size atom bombs they store in these lockers over here. The power is somehow drained off into this tube here and fed into a square frame aerial about six feet long somewhere the other side of that hull. That much is clear. But how the hell can you have a dozen hydrogen bombs going off in little metal cups right in the middle of your ship?”


  “It must have something to do with this doolally here.”


  “Yes, that’s what I think. It’s focused right slap in the middle of the cup. But we’ve tried putting power into it, and all it does is create a magnetic field. And nobody is going to tell me we dare try this thing out before we find how a magnetic field can control a fusion reaction.”


  And again:


  “Well, we know exactly what this is. It’s the Nurald effect. We discovered it fifty or sixty years ago, and we never found a practical use for it. But these people seem to be able to make it do tricks—though what kind of tricks is strictly beyond me.”


  “It doesn’t make sense.”


  THAT WAS exactly it. It didn’t make sense.


  They solved the problem of why they had so much trouble with the radar. In addition to—warping space, they decided to call it—the silver and copper frame around the hull shifted all radiation falling on it half an octave down the spectrum. That was aside from the fact that the whole skin was spaceblack and absorbed light in the visible range as if it hadn’t been there. Chweit sat and marveled for an hour at that, asking why his own people had never thought of it.


  They solved the problem of the mass-register. It had something to do with a meaningless alloy of rare minerals in a steel ball machined to an incredible tolerance which hung judiciously balanced between giant alnico magnets at the exact center of gravity of the ship. But they couldn’t see the point of it.


  It was on the twentieth day that Observation reported, “Sir, we’re being watched.”


  “Who by?”


  “There are about four hundred enemy ships of all sizes ringed in a semi-circle at the limit of detector range. Two or three of them are ships as big as the one they sent before.”


  “Are they doing anything?”


  “No, sir. They’re just—waiting for us to go away.”


  Chweit sat bolt upright. For a moment he was speechless. Harachmar demanded, “Are you all right?”


  “Yes,” said Chweit with difficulty. “Yes, I’m all right. And so, by the grace of a very kind and wise people, are all of us.”


  Harachmar looked as if he suspected insanity, but Chweit went on, the words tumbling from his mouth. “Don’t you see? Here, we’ve run up against what we’ve always feared—a science which we can’t understand, which is so superior to ours that we couldn’t last against it for a moment. We came here, and the first thing we did was to destroy one of their ships—probably a sort of one-man go-cart. But instead of retaliating, as we expected them to do, they must have looked us over and discovered how primitive we are. So, rather than attack us and wipe us out, they simply sent us a sample of what was waiting for us. We’ve looked at it and we know we’re beaten. Now they’re waiting for us to admit it.”


  “But surely they wouldn’t have sent us their best weapons? Supposing we’d turned them back on them?”


  “They won’t have sent us anything they haven’t got a defense for. But the fact remains, we can’t understand them. Why, those crazy atomic fusion beams of theirs could go through our screens and we’d never know any more. No, Harachmar, let’s go. Let’s get out before they run out of patience, and we suffer that long-ago vengeance we’re all so afraid of.”


  THERE was a sudden ripple of excitement in the operations room, and, unbelievingly, the man in charge of the sector where the visitor was located reached out his croupier’s stick and moved the red question mark—away from the sun.


  Arnold caught the motion and whirled on Nwaka. “Look at that!” he exploded. “What in God’s name did we do, sir?”


  He picked up the thick volume labelled Directive 957/08 and weighed it meditatively in his hand. He said, “Well, I can tell you now, I suppose. It’ll be released to the public soon enough.


  “We just pulled the biggest bluff in the history of man. This book started out as a minute from the Minister for War back in ’08. Came up at a cabinet meeting. They’d decided that we couldn’t expect to dodge interstellar contact much longer, once we were in space ourselves, so the psychologists set up a kind of defense.


  “So they built about a dozen ships—bigger than anything else we’d ever dreamed of. Ten, even fifteen miles long. Then they turned loose the backroom boys to dream up the wildest inventions they could, things that looked as if they did the impossible. Those ships look as if they go faster than light, and they’re stuffed chock-full of every inexplicable scientific effect that has ever been discovered.


  He put the volume down on the desk and gazed at it. “You’ll get to read this some time,” he said. “Now that it’s been proved to work, they may even declassify it. It’s fascinating, really.”


  He glanced up at Arnold with a faint smile, the first in many days.


  “We call it the Visitors’ Book,” he said.


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


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


  He remained lying on his back, gazing moodily out through the bedroom window, while he wondered how one went about getting back to Earth from here—specifically, to the Nieheim farm twenty-two miles south of Richardsville, Pennsylvania, U.S.A. It wasn’t apparently just a matter of finding a way out through the very odd sort of barriers that fenced in the area. According to the Cobrisol, a local creature which appeared to be well-informed, they would then simply be in something known as “Outside,” which was nowhere near Earth. At least, the Cobrisol had never heard of Earth, and still wasn’t entirely convinced that it existed.


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


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


  Ruby went, “Chuck-chuck!” sharply from the corner of the bedroom, where she slept in a basket. She was a middle-aged hen pheasant of belligerent nature, who regarded herself as the watchdog of the Nieheim farm. Basket and all, she’d been transferred along with them ‘n the Little Place.


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


  Unfortunately, there was also Howard Cooney . . .


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


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


  Fred felt he couldn’t reasonably object to the arrangement under the circumstances, but he suspected that Howard was an untrustworthy character. He’d already begun to ogle Wilma when he thought nobody was noticing—and there was the disturbing fact that he was considerably bigger and huskier than Fred . . .


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


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


  Fred said Wilma was still sleeping.


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


  Fred doubted Howard would have any success with his dubious project, but he didn’t comment on it. The piping wouldn’t be missed. The duplicated house functioned just as well as the house back on Earth had; but it was operated on different and—so far—incomprehensible principles. Hot and cold water ran out of the proper faucets and vanished down the drains, but neither faucets nor drains appeared to be connected to anything but the solid walls! Similarly, the replicas of the electric stove and refrigerator performed their normal duties—but Fred had discovered by accident that they worked just as well when they weren’t plugged into the electric outlets. It was all a little uncanny, and he preferred not to think about it too much.


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


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


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


  “You are?” Howard looked startled and then frowned. “Look, Buster,” he said in a confidential tone, leaning across the table, “let’s face it. We got it soft here! Once I get the liquor situation straightened out, we’ll have everything we need!”


  Fred’s mouth opened in surprise. “You don’t mean you want to stay here all your life, do you?”


  Howard eyed him speculatively. “You ought to wise up! You never been in stir, have you? Well, that’s where you are now!”


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


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


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


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


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


  GOING IN search of the Cobrisol after breakfast, Fred admitted to himself that he couldn’t quite make out what Howard Cooney was after. The tramp seemed to have something definite in mind, but apparently he wasn’t willing to reveal it at this time.


  At any rate, he’d made it clear that he didn’t intend to be helpful about getting them back to Earth.


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


  “Nice day, isn’t it?” he remarked, coming up.


  “If you’re speaking of the weather, yes!” said the Cobrisol. “Otherwise, I’ll reserve my opinion.”


  Fred sat down beside it.


  “Something wrong?”


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


  Fred gazed about. There was the usual, vague sort of sun-disk shining through the overhead haze, and the morning was pleasantly warm. At the end of the meadow was a huge, vertical something with indefinite borders called a “mirror-barrier,” inside which he could see the Cobrisol and himself sitting in the grass, apparently a long distance away, and the duplicated farm-house behind them. To the left was a rather accurate reproduction of the Nieheim apple orchard—though the trees were constructed more like firs—complete with a copy of the orchard section of the Nieheim trout stream. Unfortunately, no trout appeared to have been transferred.


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


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


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


  “Everything?” repeated the Cobrisol.


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


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


  “Well, there aren’t any hoots in sight this morning,” he acknowledged. “Or robols either!” he added, after a brief search of the meadow grass. “Howard Cooney mentioned the hoots were gone at breakfast.”


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


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


  The Cobrisol darted its head about in a series of rapid, snaky motions, surveying the area.


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


  “I see,” said Fred, wondering what it was driving at.


  “The One who maintains this Place is showing a remarkable degree of interest in us today!” the Cobrisol concluded.


  Fred nodded.


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


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


  “There are indications that this Place is being maintained, shall we say, carelessly? Nothing conclusive, as yet, you understand. But indications!” The Cobrisol jerked its head in the direction of the mirror-barrier. “That barrier, for instance, Fred, and one or two others have been permitted to go soft overnight!”


  “Go soft?” Fred repeated. “They’re no longer operating as barriers. If we chose to, we could go right through them now—and be Outside! An almost unheard-of example of slip-shod maintenance—”


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


  The Cobrisol hadn’t moved. “I’m afraid you don’t have the picture,” it remarked. “You assume that once you’re Outside you’ll be able to find your way back to the place you call Earth?”


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


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


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


  “Forget it, Fred!” the creature advised him earnestly. “Unless you knew exactly what to do to get back into the Little Place, you’d be worse than dead as soon as you stepped out there! And you don’t.”


  “Do you?” Fred challenged it.


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


  Fred sat down thoughtfully. At least, he’d learned a few new facts, and the knowledge might come in handy.


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


  Fred glanced at it in surprise. “No,” he said shortly, “I don’t.”


  THE COBRISOL hesitated.


  “I don’t wish to be tactless,” it remarked. “I understand many species have extremely rigid taboos on the subject—but might this have something to do with the process of procreation?”


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


  The Cobrisol regarded him judiciously. “Wilma is a charming life-form,” it stated then, somewhat to Fred’s surprise, “whereas the Cooney is as offensive as he is ignorant. I approve of your attitude, Fred! How do you intend to kill him?”


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


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


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


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


  Fred considered. “They got sick and died?”


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


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


  “Correct! Something,” added the Cobrisol, “with a very large appetite—or else a number of perhaps less voracious somethings. Something, further, that was transferred here during the night, since there was no shortage in the food supplies previous to this morning. And, finally—since it’s given no other indications of its presence—something with secretive habits!”


  Fred looked around uneasily. “What do you think it is?”


  “Who knows?” The Cobrisol had no shoulders to shrug with, but it employed an odd, jerky motion now which gave the same impression. “A Gramoose? An Icien? Perhaps even a pack of Bokans . . .” It indicated the observing Eyes above the house with a flick of its snout. “The point is, Fred, that the One appears curious to see what we shall do in the situation! Taken together with the softening of the barriers, this suggests a deplorable—and, for us, perhaps very unfortunate—degree of immaturity in our particular hobbyist!”


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


  “A wise precaution!” The Cobrisol uncoiled and came slithering along beside him as he strode rapidly towards the house. “The situation, incidentally, does have one slight advantage for you personally.”


  “What’s that?” Fred inquired.


  “I have noticed that the Cooney individual is considerably larger and more powerful than you. But you can emphasize to him now that, since we are in a state of common danger, this is no time to indulge in procreational dispikes . . .”


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


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


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


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


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


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


  The Cobrisol coiled up on Fred’s left.


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


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


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


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


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


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


  It marched on to the end of the porch and advanced towards the stairs, where it stopped.


  “Are all the intelligent inhabitants of the Place assembled here?” the inhuman voice inquired.


  Fred discovered that his knees were shaking uncontrollably. But nobody else seemed willing to answer.


  “We’re all here!” he stated, in as steady a voice as he could manage. “What do you want?” The Icien stared directly at him for a long moment. Then it addressed the group in general.


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


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


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


  UNCONSCIOUSLY, the humans on the porch had drawn a little closer together.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  And then Ruby burst into a series of raucous, derisive sounds that made everyone start nervously, including the Icien. The Cobrisol closed its long jaws with a snap. The Icien snorted, wrapped its flipper-arms back about itself, turned and stalked off toward the apple orchard. Its feet were huge and flat like the flippers of a seal, Fred noticed, which seemed to account for the odd, sloppy sounds it made with each step.


  At the edge of the trees, it turned again.


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


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


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


  They began to revive Howard Cooney . . .


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


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


  “An excellent suggestion,” the Cobrisol remarked approvingly. “You’ll find it sitting in the trout stream, Cooney . . .”


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


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


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


  But he wished they were all safely back home again.


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


  Twice, on its way to the house, the Cobrisol reached up languidly to snap a low-fluttering hoot out of the air; and each time, Fred winced. He’d convinced Wilma—and nearly convinced himself—that the olive-brown hoots and the pinkish, hopping robols were merely mobile vegetables; but he still didn’t like the way they wriggled about hopefully inside the Cobrisol’s elastic gullet, as if they were trying to poke their way out again.


  “WILMA’S sleeping,” he cautioned the creature, as it came sliding up to the foot of the stairs.


  “Fine,” said the Cobrisol in a low, pensive voice. “I don’t imagine you’ve made any progress in your plans to return to Earth?”


  “Well, no . . . Why?”


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


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


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


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


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


  There’s fresh trouble coming up, Fred!”


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


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


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


  “Ah?” said the Cobrisol. “A pass?”


  Fred explained about passes.


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


  It paused, significantly.


  “What are you driving at?” Fred inquired.


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


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


  “I believe that fear of it was one of his motivations,” the Cobrisol agreed. “His attitude was a propitiating one. Nevertheless, they have formed an alliance! The Cooney is to rule over all humans that are now in this Place or that may be transferred to it eventually, while he acknowledges the Icien as the supreme ruler of all beings here, and as his own superior . . . It was decided that, as the first step in this program, Cooney is to devise a means whereby the Icien can come upon you unawares, Fred, and eat you!”


  FRED DIDN’T tell Wilma of Howard’s gruesome plotting with the Icien. She wouldn’t be able to conceal her feelings well enough; and the conclusion he’d come to with the Cobrisol was that Howard must not suspect that they knew what he had done. Now and then, looking at the man—who, since his meeting with the Icien, had assumed a conciliatory and even mildly jovial attitude with the Nieheims—he had to suppress twinges of a feeling akin to horror. It was like living under the same roof with a ghoul!


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


  After another two days, the meadow and orchard looked as if they had passed through an extreme summer’s drought on Earth. It didn’t get much hotter; it simply wouldn’t cool down again at all, and the Little Place seemed to have forgotten how to produce rain. In the middle of the third night, Fred was lying awake when the Cobrisol slid its rubbery snout up on the pillow, next to his ear, and murmured, “Awake, Fred?”


  “Yes,” he whispered. It must have come sliding in by the window, though he hadn’t heard a sound.


  “The kitchen,” it muttered. Then it was gone again. Moving cautiously, Fred managed to get out of the bedroom without rousing either Wilma or Ruby and locked the door quietly behind him. He stood a moment in the almost pitch-black little hallway, grasping the larger of the two Icien spears. In the living room, Howard snored loudly and normally, as if he hadn’t a thing on his conscience.


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


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


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


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


  “GOING to wake up Cooney now!” The Cobrisol’s voice was hardly more than a breath of sound in the dark.


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


  There came two faint thumps—presumably the Icien’s flipper slapping cautiously against the frame of the living room window. Howard’s snoring was cut off by a startled exclamation. Then there was dead silence. After what seemed a long time, Fred heard the Icien return along the outside of the house. It stopped in front of the back door and stayed there.


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


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


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


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


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


  In the bedroom, Ruby started clucking concernedly . . .


  “NOW THAT his criminal purpose has been amply demonstrated,” the Cobrisol argued, “the neat and reasonable solution would be for me to swallow Cooney.” It eyed Howard appraisingly. “I’m quite distensible enough for the purpose, I think! If we stun him first, the whole affair will be over in less than ten minutes—”


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


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


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


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


  “The jest was in bad taste!” the Cobrisol admitted penitently. It winked a green, unrepentant eye at Fred. “Almost a pun, eh, Fred?”


  In the end, they tied Howard up a little more comfortably and took turns watching him till morning. Then Fred cleared out the bedroom, nailed heavy boards across the window, leaving slits for air and light, and locked the prisoner inside.


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


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


  “Digging holes?” Fred hesitated. “It doesn’t sound dangerous,” he pointed out.


  “Anything you don’t understand can be dangerous!” the Cobrisol remarked sententiously. “Better come along, Fred.”


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


  “Iciens,” whispered the Cobrisol, “are so rarely brought into contact with more civilized species that not much is known of their habits. Can you suggest a purpose for this activity, Fred?”


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


  “No. It’s not that stupid!”


  “Well,” Fred whispered, “I read about fish once, or it could have been frogs—those are Earth animals—that dig themselves into the mud of a creek that’s drying out, and sleep there until it fills up with water again.”


  The Cobrisol agreed that it was a possibility. “Though it’s already dug a number of holes and covered them again . . .”


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


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


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


  “Slow to a walk!” he shouted in a hoarse, ragged voice, as they came in sight.


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


  “I’m sorry, Fred!” she gasped suddenly. “I let him trick me!”


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


  “I’m in charge now, Buster!” he announced. “See how you like it!”


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


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


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


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


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


  Wilma’s eyes shifted suddenly past him. “Ruby!” she screamed. “Sic him!”


  Fred was almost as shocked as Howard, as the pheasant, her feathers on end, came halfrunning, half-flying past him, went up like a rocket and whirred straight at Howard’s face.


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


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


  BY THE time they got around to the front of the house, Cooney was racing down the meadow like a rabbit, heading for the orchard. He dodged in among the trees and turned toward the trout stream.


  Fred stopped. “We’re not going to follow him there just now!” he panted. He glanced down at the spear he’d grabbed up before charging off in pursuit, and wondered briefly what he would have done with it if they’d caught up with Howard! The Little Place seemed to bring out the more violent side in everybody’s nature.


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


  “A moment, Fred!” The Cobrisol had lifted its head off the ground, peering after Howard. “Ah!”


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


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


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


  Everything happened very quickly then.


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


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


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


  The Cobrisol turned and came gliding back to Fred.


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


  Fred stared down at it, a little dazed. He was almost certain now that it had deliberately chased Howard into the barrier! “Is there anything we can do?”


  The Cobrisol curled up comfortably in the rustling dead grass. The green eyes stared blandly up at him for a moment.


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


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


  He turned round and went back to Wilma.


  WHAT HAD occurred, according to Wilma, was that, shortly after Fred left the house, Howard Cooney began to groan loudly behind the bedroom door. When Wilma asked him what was wrong, he gasped something about his heart and groaned some more. Then there was a heavy thump inside the room, as if he’d fallen down: and, after that, silence.


  Remembering he’d said he had a bad heart, Wilma hurriedly unlocked the door, without stopping to think. And Howard, of course, was waiting behind the door and simply grabbed her.


  Wilma looked too remorseful for Fred to make any obvious comments. After all, he thought, he hadn’t married her because of anything very remarkable about her brains, and Howard was—or had been—a pretty good actor! He decided not to tell her just yet what had happened to Howard; and when he heard the Cobrisol call him. He went out alone.


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


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


  “He’s got everything aroused out there,” said the Cobrisol, “and he’s begun to realize it . . .”


  Fred’s mouth felt suddenly dry. “Listen,” he began, “couldn’t we—that is, couldn’t I—”


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


  Fred swallowed. “Who are they?”


  “Nobody knows,” said the Cobrisol. “There are a number of theories—rank superstition, for the most part—Watch it, Fred! I think they’ve found him . . .”


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


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


  Then he was no longer scampering, but crawling on hands and knees.


  “They have him now!” the Cobrisol whispered.


  There was only a single large figure left, lying face down inside the barrier, and to Fred it seemed to be slowing melting away. As it dwindled, the odd inner light of the barrier also dimmed, until it suddenly went out. A few seconds later, the milkiness vanished from it, and it had become a mirror-barrier again.


  That appeared to be the end of it.


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


  THE MORNING the kitchen faucets stopped delivering water from their unknown source of supply wasn’t noticeably hotter than the preceding few mornings had been. But when Wilma called from the kitchen to complain of the trouble, Fred was appalled. He didn’t dare finish the thought that leaped into his mind; he shut it away, and went hurriedly into the bathroom without replying to Wilma.


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


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


  “Fred,” she repeated, “the water—”


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


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


  She reached out suddenly and squeezed his hand. “It’s too hot to kiss you, but I love you, Freddy! Yes, let’s fill the pots and pans—”


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


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


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


  He stopped short in surprise. So far as he could see at that distance, the two creatures were engaged in a serious but not unfriendly discussion. There was about twenty-five feet of space between them, which was probably as close as the Cobrisol, fast as it was, cared to get to the Icien. But it was coiled up in apparent unconcern.


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


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


  The Icien stared balefully at Fred and said nothing; but he realized a truce had been declared to cope with the emergency. Somewhat self-consciously, he grounded the spear—it was useless now—and told them about the kitchen faucets. “What can we do about it? In this heat—”


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


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


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


  “The—bathtub—just—quit!” Her distant, small face looked white and strained.


  Suddenly, Fred was extraordinarily thirsty. “It’s all right, honey!” he shouted back. “We’re going to fix it!” She hesitated a moment, and then went back into the house. He turned to the other two. “We can fix it, can’t we?” he pleaded.


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


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


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


  The two creatures stared at him.


  “That’s it!” the Cobrisol agreed reluctantly. “I can’t explain, just now, why it would be impossible for either of us to go Outside—but between us we can tell you exactly what to do there! The risk, of course, is that what happened to Cooney will also happen to you. But if you make no mistakes—”


  “He’ll panic!” the Icien growled darkly. “They all do!”


  “No,” said the Cobrisol. “It’s been done before, Fred. But not very often.”


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


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


  AS SOON as he’d stepped Outside, he realized that, though the Cobrisol and the Icien had warned him of this particular problem, his real difficulty would be to remember exactly what he was supposed to do.


  Basically, it was very simple—but he didn’t want to do it!


  Irrelevant thought-pictures were streaming through his mind. Wilma’s white, tear-stained face as he’d seen it last, just a moment ago—but that moment was darting off into the past behind him as if a week passed with every heartbeat here! Clusters of bright, flickering memory-scenes of their farm back home on Earth, swirled next through his head . . . The reason for this kind of disturbance, the two creatures had told him, was that he didn’t want to know what was going on Outside!


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


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


  He looked around.


  It wasn’t, he thought, really as bad as he’d expected! He got the instant impression—partly, at least, because of what he’d been told—that he was standing in the middle of the audible thought-currents of a huge mechanical mind. Not audible, exactly; the currents seemed to be tugging at him or pulsing rhythmically through and about him, in all directions. Most of them, as the Cobrisol had explained, appeared to be connected in some way or another with the up-keep of the Little Place. But there were others, darkly drifting things or very deep sounds—it was hard to distinguish really just what they were most like—that were completely and terrifyingly incomprehensible to Fred . . .


  Some of those were the dangerous ones! He wasn’t to give them any attention. He waited.


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


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


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


  Hurriedly, he formed the second thought:


  “The temperature has become too high for the life-forms in the Little Place! The temperature must be adjusted to their normal living requirements!”


  This time, he’d barely finished the thought before it seemed to be plucked out of his mind by a sudden agitated swirling in the living currents about him. Then he had a sense of darkening, and something huge and deadly and invisible went flowing closely past, trailing behind it a fluttering apparition that brought a soundless scream of terror into Fred’s throat. It was a shape that looked exactly as Howard Cooney bad looked in life, except that it was no thicker than a sheet of paper! For an instant, as Howard’s eyes glared sightlessly. in his direction, he had the impression that somewhere far overhead Howard had called his name. Then the thing that brought darkness with it and the fluttering shape were gone.


  The other disturbances continued. In some way, the Outside was growing aware of his presence and beginning to look for him!


  The next order he hadn’t discussed with the others, since he was certain they would have tried to talk him out of giving.


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


  Hastily, thinking of the Cobrisol, he added:


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


  Something like a long crash of thunder went shaking all through him—apparently, that last set of instructions had upset the entire Outside!


  Fred didn’t bother to think out the final thought. He shouted with all his strength: “And I should n be standing on the other side of the mirror-barrier inside the Little Place!” Instantly, he was there. Rain was slamming down in sheets all about him, like an Earthly cloud-burst, as Wilma, laughing and crying, grabbed him by an arm. Hand in hand, they ran through the soaking meadow toward the house, the Cobrisol streaking ahead of them. The Icien was nowhere in sight.


  “I DIDN’T say exactly how much rain and water!” Fred admitted. They had discovered they couldn’t turn the faucets off now! It didn’t matter much, since the surplus water vanished down through the drains as usual. But, two hours after Fred’s return to the Little Place, the cloud-burst outdoors was continuing in full strength.


  The Cobrisol lay in a corner of the kitchen, its teeth chattering, as if it were chilled. Wilma had shoved blankets under it and piled more blankets on top, and they had lit the stove. Actually the temperature had dropped only to the equivalent of a rather warm, rainy spring day on Earth.


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


  “This capsulating you mentioned,” Wilma inquired concernedly, “does it hurt?”


  “Not at all, Wilma!” the Cobrisol assured her. “I shall simply shrivel up rather suddenly—it’s a completely automatic process, you see, and not under my control—and form a hard shell around myself. As soon as things dry out sufficiently, the shell splits, and there I am again!”


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


  From time to time, strange lights went gliding about erratically inside the mirror-barrier, as if the Little Place’s mechanical wardens were persisting in their search for the intruder. Occasional faint tremors passed through the foundations of the house, and there were intermittent rumblings in the air, which might have been simulated Earth-thunder, to accompany the rain.


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


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


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


  Just as he went to sleep that night, Fred almost managed to convince himself that when he next woke up, he would discover they were all safely back on Earth. However, when he did awaken, he knew instantly the Outside hadn’t acted upon that order. They were still in the Little Place—and it was raining harder than ever!


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


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


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


  “I’ll watch her,” Wilma promised, big-eyed. From the way she kept staring at the shell, Fred gathered that Wilma, too, felt as if the Cobrisol somehow had passed away, even if it was only a temporary arrangement.


  “He’ll probably be hatching again pretty soon,” he said briskly. “I’ll go check on the weather now . . .”


  He opened the front porch door and stopped there, appalled. A sheet of water covered the entire meadow and lapped up to within forty feet of the house! In the orchard, half the trees were submerged. Considering the slope of the ground, the water would be at least ten yards deep where it stood against the mirror-barrier. And the rain still drummed down furiously upon it!


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


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


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


  And if he did it immediately, Wilma wouldn’t have a chance to get all upset about it.


  Of course, if he got caught Outside this time—


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


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


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


  He turned, slipping and almost stumbling on the submerged grass, and plunged back toward the higher ground. There was a sudden tremendous splash just behind him and a surge of water round his knees. Then he was on solid ground; he ran on a few yards and slowed, looking back.


  The Icien hadn’t tried to follow him out of the water. It stood upright, black and dripping, in the rain-whipped shallows, probably furious at having missed its chance at him.


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


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


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


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


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


  LESS THAN three minutes later, Fred stepped quietly out the back door, carrying his spear. He heard Wilma lock and bolt the door behind him as he splashed carefully through the big puddles in the garden. Then he was trotting up the rain-drenched rising ground behind the house towards a wall of misty nothingness a few hundred yards away.


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


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


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


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


  He thought: It’s a young one!


  The Icien had started to breed . . .


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


  At the last moment, with a hiss of fury, the Icien cub waddled aside. Fred stepped cautiously past it—and stopped again.


  AN ARMY of the little horrors seemed to be rising up in front of him! They sprouted into view behind boulders and bushes, and came hurrying in from right and left. There was a burst of ugly, hoarse Icien voices, which sounded very much like a summons to their awesome parent.


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


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


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


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


  He turned back.


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


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


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


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


  More than a dozen of the odd shiny gadgets drifted there in the air. As Fred stared, a huge one—almost ten feet across—sailed slowly and majestically past the window. The roaring outside the house stopped suddenly, and there were splashing sounds everywhere from the garden, as it the Icien and its brood were departing in great haste.


  But the thundering racket in the upper air was growing louder by the second—and changing now in a manner Fred couldn’t immediately define. He stood listening, and suddenly a wild notion came to him. He turned to Wilma.


  “Quick! Get into the bedroom!”


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


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


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


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


  “What do we do now, Fred?”


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


  “Those noises—” she said.


  “Yes?”


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


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


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


  “I’m not sure,” Fred admitted. “But I think in a minute or two—”


  The world suddenly went black.


  IT WAS still black when Fred found he was thinking again. He decided he must have been unconscious for some while, because he felt stiff all over. Now he was lying on his back on something hard and lumpy and warm. Wilma’s head, he discovered next, was pillowed on his arm, and she was breathing normally. Somewhere near the top of his head, Ruby clucked away irritably as she tended to do when she was half awake.


  “Wilma?” he whispered.


  “Yes, Fred?” she said sleepily. And then, “Where are we? It’s awfully dark here!”


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


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


  “It was magnificently done!” another voice remarked, startlingly close to Fred’s ear. It was a small, rather squeaky voice, but it seemed familiar.


  “Who was that?” Wilma inquired nervously.


  “I think,” said Fred, “it’s the Cobrisol!” He groped about cautiously and found the shell lying next to his head. It appeared to be cracked down the long side, and something was stirring inside it. “Are you uncapsulating again?” he inquired.


  “Correct!” said the Cobrisol. “But allow me to continue my congratulations, Fred. You appear to have resolved successfully a situation that had baffled even a Cobrisol! Need I say more?”


  “I guess not,” said Fred. “Thanks—”


  “Wilma,” the Cobrisol resumed, “you seem concerned about this darkness—”


  “I’m glad you’re back, Cobrisol!” she told it.


  “Thank you,” said the creature. “As I was about to explain, the appearance of darkness about us is a common phenomenon of transfer. Nothing to worry about! And—ah!”


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


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


  “Why!” Wilma said, in a small, awed voice. “Why, Fred! We’re home!”


  Then she burst into tears.


  SOME HOURS later, sitting on the front porch of the farm house—the real front porch of the real farm house—Fred remarked, “There’s one thing I just don’t get!”


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


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


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


  It paused. “Otherwise, everything seems clear enough now. The One who collected you and Wilma and Ruby and the Cooney was obviously as immature as I suspected. He had no right to do it. Your interference with the mechanisms of the Outside created enough disturbance to attract the attention of a mature One, who then chastised the offender and returned you to Earth where you belonged—”


  THE COBRISOL sniffed the air greedily. “That’s another bacon-and-egg sandwich Wilma is fixing!” it remarked with appreciation. “Yes, I’m sure I’ll like it on Earth, Fred. But your hypothesis that my shell came along by accident is highly debatable. For one thing, you’ve noticed, of course, that we have retained the ability to understand each other’s speech-forms—which, I gather, is not the rule among different species on Earth!”


  “Well—” The fact had escaped Fred’s attention till now. “That could be an accident,” he pointed out. “They just forgot to switch it off, or whatever they do.”


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


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


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


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


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


  “A flying saucer!” he muttered.


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


  THE END


  The Earthman


  Milton Lesser


  Nobody on Tolliver’s Planet liked a freak!


  WHEN AUGIE HALLER trudged inside the ship from the south acres, he went straight to where his father was sitting in what, two generations before, had been the control cabin.


  “Pop,” he said, “I plan to walk over to Space City and get myself fashioned. I ain’t fooling.”


  “You can’t do that, Augie,” Haller said, putting down the newspaper which came by pneumotube every second day from Space City. Haller was a big, lethargic, raw-boned man with a complete lack of nervous energy. He stood as if at parade rest with his hands behind his back, looking at his son. He could stand that way for hours without moving a muscle. Augie had seen him do it.


  “Anyhow,” Augie said stubbornly, “I aim to.”


  “Augie, listen to me. You’re crew, not colonist.”


  “Pop, it’s the way they look at me. The way I know they laugh behind my back. The girls over at Space City—they were looking and laughing like that all the time we went to Services at Space City last Sunday. I been thinking.”


  “Sure you’re different,” Haller said, still standing at parade rest. “It ain’t like it will be permanent, though. We’re crew. We’re not staying on here at Tolliver’s Planet.”


  But Augie shook his head. “That’s just what grandpop used to say when I was little. Besides, almost all the crew people have gone and got themselves fashioned. And grand-pop is dead now. He never got to leave Tolliver’s Planet, did he?”


  “Augie, I don’t like you talking like that. He figured it was some kind of mistake, your grandpop. He always figured the ship from Earth would come soon and take us back. Mark me, Augie. They will. But even if they don’t, no Haller is going to get himself fashioned.”


  “We Hallers got the poorest farmland in the region,” Augie said, licking his dry lips and tasting the saltiness of caked sweat on his face.


  “What has that got to do with it?” Haller asked. “This ain’t farmland. It’s spaceship landing land. It’s where the first colonist ship to Tolliver’s came down. It’s where we stay until they come to take us back to Earth.”


  “Pop, they ain’t never coming. I just know it.”


  “Don’t talk like that, Augie.”


  “Don’t people back on Earth get themselves fashioned, too?” Augie wanted to know.


  “ ’Course not. They got no reason to.”


  “Well, I have.”


  Without changing expression Haller said, “I’ll take a strap to you if you carry on like that in front of your mom.”


  Augie could hear his mother bustling about in the galley half a hundred yards arearships. Even this had become a sore spot with him. Even before he was born, most of the families had gone and built themselves cabins and houses, but the Hallers still lived in the ruins of the first of the colonizing spaceships, which Grandpop Haller, now dead, had brought down on Tolliver’s Planet himself. It was all temporary, Grandpop Haller had always said. Why build a cabin if it’s only temporary? Augie was eighteen years old. It had been temporary going on into the third generation.


  “No more crazy talk about getting fashioned,” Haller said, Augie nodded. “All right. I won’t talk about it.”


  THAT NIGHT, Augie waited until his folks were asleep, then crammed a field pack full of salted pork so mean it tasted like dry, flakey brine. He filled three canteens with water, knowing that the brackish water found in the lowlands between the ship and Space City couldn’t be trusted. He figured if he kept on walking all night, he could reach Space City, nearly thirty miles away, by sunrise. Twinrise, they called it on Tolliver’s Planet, remembering that Earth had but one sun.


  It was a hard, masculine country, the gnarled rock-heaped cliffs and buttresses falling off steep and sudden to the swampy lowlands. On the other side of Space City, the south side, was the good farmland, the rich black earth, the soft-curving, lushly green feminine hills. It was there that most of the fashioned people lived and worked. Though, come to think of it, Augie could recall only two other families here on the north side of the city who were still unfashioned. The Jacksons and the Muldoons, holders on Pape Svenson’s farm. Unfashioned trash, like the Hallers.


  By midnight, Augie reached the edge of the escarpment which looked, in daylight, as if it had been hacked away by. a giant’s knife, leaving a sheer drop of five hundred feet and more to the lowlands. Augie’s feet trod surely upon the one safe ledge snaking its way down the escarpment. The fashioned mountain people never had this trouble, of course. They could negotiate the steepest upcountry passes like the families of goats which had been brought, fifty some years ago, from Earth.


  The fashioned swamp people swam with natural flippers.


  You never heard of a fashioned swamper drowning, but only last year one of the unfashioned Muldoons had been lost in the bitter waters of the swamps. It had been on the way back from Sunday Services, and the Muldoons had not gone since. It’s unfair, Augie thought. They don’t ever bring the Services up here to the hilt country. If we want anything, we unfashioneds have got to go down to Space City and claim it.


  Insects humming and droning about his head, Augie cut out across the sponge-soft swamp path. The insects were hissing, shrilling, biting, invisible devils. Naturally, the fashioned swampers secreted in their sweat a hormone which the insects found distasteful. Well, Augie wouldn’t return to the ship without being fashioned.


  AUGIE REMAINED in an alley between the Fashioning Center and a grain elevator until it was time for the Center to open. While he was free to walk the streets of Space City like any other citizen of Tolliver’s Planet, Augie preferred to remain hidden. He loved the city. He wanted to see it. But he would strike someone down if the looks and secret little laughs followed him through the streets.


  At last a bent old man, a fashioned city dweller with roller feet, came gliding down the street to the door of the Fashioning Center. Once this had been the very heart of Space City, Augie knew, but years ago the bulk of fashioning had been completed. Since a boy had to follow in his fashioned father’s footsteps because somatoplasm and germ-plasm were fashioned in the same operation, the city had developed south away from the Fashioning Center, leaving it in a rundown area for upland grain storage.


  Augie waited until the old man disappeared inside the building, then hurried out of the alley and walked up to the entrance. Two swampers came by, their flipper feet cased in metal walking boots. The younger one looked like he was going to make some snide remark about Augie, but just then a fashioned city dweller came rolling by swiftly. The swampers clomped awkwardly out of his way, cursing as he streaked by.


  The older one said, “The lousy roller would sink like a stone in the swamps.”


  “He ain’t in the swamps, Pa.”


  Forgetting Augie, they walked down the street. Augie went swiftly to the entrance of the Fashioning Center. He was about to open the door when he saw the faded sign on the wooden planking.


  STOP!


  Are You Sure?


  Fashioning is Permanent


  Decide Upon Your Proper


  Orientation


  Brochure on Request


  Yes, Augie was sure. There would be hell to pay with pop, but Augie would have to drift away from the Haller family anyway. A fashioned city dweller didn’t hobnob with the few remaining unfashioned people. And Augie would be that: a premature sense of pride in his new station had engulfed him unexpectedly as he saw the roller flash by, leaving the two awkward swampers in his wake. Augie would be a fashioned City dweller. He pushed the door in and sought out the bent old man.


  THE SMALL man looked up from his desk in surprise as Augie approached him. “Well now,” he said. “You’re unfashioned, aren’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then your name would be Jackson, Haller or Muldoon. Which is it, son?”


  “It’s Haller, sir,” Augie said timidly.


  “These days, I’m mostly a watchman. It’s been better than three years—no, more like four years—since anyone wanted to get fashioned. Guess I still remember the routine, though. How old are you, son?”


  “Eighteen,” Augie said. The old man looked like he was in his sixties. He had probably been a boy somewhat younger than Augie on the spaceships.


  “You’ve got parental consent in writing?”


  “You mean from my father?”


  “Yes. You’ll need it, by law.”


  No one had told Augie about this. But then, most people were already fashioned and had been so from birth. They didn’t mix socially with the few who weren’t. “Please,” Augie said desperately. “My father is Jake Haller. Maybe you knew his father, Sam Haller, on the spaceships?”


  “Captain Sam?” the old man’s faded eyes gleamed momentarily. “You bet I knew him. Never met your father, though, young fellow. Captain Sam was a cantankerous guy, but what a sweet astrogator.” The faded eyes grew misty as remembrance crowded the brain behind them.


  Augie said, “My Pop is like that, too. Stubborn. He won’t give permission, but I’m eighteen—”


  “You’ve got to be twenty without parental consent. Why don’t you run along home, son, and either get that permission in writing or wait two years. Maybe by then you’ll change your mind, anyway.”


  “I can’t go home,” Augie said. “I don’t want to go back there. I belong in the city. I want to be a roller like you.”


  “Roller, huh?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Son, I wish I could help you. But you know, sometimes an old roller like me gets to wish he had normal feet like normal people are supposed to have.”


  “You mean me? I’m normal? I’m a freak,” Augie said hotly. “Here on Tolliver’s Planet, maybe. Not home on Earth.”


  “This is home, right here.” The old man smiled. “Well, don’t mind the older generation, son. I guess you’re right.”


  “At least show me what it’s like,” Augie said. His eyes were suddenly wet and hot. He had to see the fashioning machinery. Maybe then he could wait two years, but not otherwise. He needed something concrete he could look forward to.


  “I don’t see any harm in that,” the old man said. “Come along with me.”


  Augie nodded eagerly, following the old man across the floor toward a doorway. On the doorsill, dust was piled thickly. Augie knew it was a long time since someone had walked this way. His heart pounding up in his throat, Augie watched the old man open the door.


  Just then, there was the sound of a high, piercing whistle outside. The old man cocked an ear as if the sound were as strange and as rare as Augie’s presence here at the Fashioning Center.


  “Hey, now!” the old man called, rolling toward the front door. “That’s the general alarm. Haven’t heard that since three drunk swampers shot up Space City one night four-five years ago!”


  AUGIE FOLLOWED the old man out into the street. An electric truck which ran on an underground cable rolled by. A microphone blared:


  “Attention! Attention! The Uplands Observatory sighted a spaceship coming in towards Tolliver’s Planet.” The voice, oddly metallic, became tremulous. “A ship from Earth will be landing here soon, folks. A ship with real honest to goodness Earth people on it.”


  Upland-swamper-roller enmity was forgotten in the excitement of the moment. Augie saw swampers clomp out of the way as rollers rushed by, the swampers not resentful, the rollers not haughty; uplanders on ungainly three-jointed stiltlike legs talked to swampers, to rollers.


  “She’s coming in over the city now!” the metallic voice cried.


  A rushing sound could be heard, a far roaring of thunder. In the reddish sky, twenty degrees from where the small white sun of Tolliver’s Planet followed the swollen red sun across the heavens, a black speck appeared. It circled and grew like a fly homing in on a vat of molasses.


  “Someone better let them know they can’t land in the swamps near the city,” Augie told the old man. “Maybe it looks solid from up there.”


  “They know what they’re doing,” the old man said, his eyes misty again. “They’re Earthmen.”


  But Augie went on: “The only place they can land safely is in the uplands where my folks and the Muldoons and the Jacksons live. Unless they want to land halfway around the planet somewhere.”


  “You’d say that,” the old man said bitterly. “You’re unfashioned. For you it doesn’t matter where they land. You can go just anyplace. We rollers couldn’t go off into the uplands if we wanted to. We couldn’t cross the swamps, either. You think we don’t want to see the people from Earth? We’re human too, aren’t we?”


  The old man’s outburst disturbed Augie strangely. It was totally unexpected. He always thought the rollers lorded it all over the swampers, uplanders and few remaining unfashioned people. He thought the uplanders and swampers, in their turn, lorded it over the unfashioned. On the bottom of the social scale, the unfashioned could do nothing but sulk, like most of the Muldoons, or remain in stolid stoicism, like his father, Jake Haller, on the mean farms, or squat in dumb, animal-like stupor on their small holdings on the good Svenson land, like the Jacksons.


  The roaring black dot overhead had now assumed spherical shape and was flecked with hints of brilliant silver. The sound it made increased in volume and rose in pitch until it threatened to burst Augie’s ear-drums. From the bottom of the silver-black sphere appeared a tentative jet of flame, licking out like a probing, questioning finger. Soon it became long and steady, like a great column of red-hot metal. Down its length, as if enveloping what it had spawned, came the spaceship.


  “They’re going to miss the city!” Augie cried.


  “They couldn’t land in the city,” the old man told him.


  “They’re heading for the swamps. That spaceship will sink in the swamps.”


  “Just calm down, young fellow. You’re not thinking straight because you wanted them to land in the uplands.”


  The spaceship, dropping slowly now, disappeared a mile or so beyond a row of grain elevators on the edge of the city. Seconds later, there was a great splashing sound, then complete silence.


  The metallic voice said: “The spaceship has landed.”


  It was unnecessary. Rollers, uplanders and swampers were moving toward the edge of the city in a great surge of fashioned humanity. Augie forgot his feelings of inferiority and ran with them.


  Five hundred yards in from the edge of the swamps, on a small island of solid earth, the spaceship was burning.


  A WAILING arose from the ranks of fashioned people on the edge of the swamps. “Get the swampers in after them,” someone shouted. “They’re in trouble.”


  Tongues of bright red flame were licking up around the spherical spaceship. Several swampers began unfastening their cumbersome metal boots. The boots would have to be laced and carried around their necks, though, for they couldn’t manage their flippers on the small island without them. It would be slow going, and unless someone reached the spaceship soon and found out why the Earthmen didn’t leave it, the ship might become their funeral pyre. Augie knew instinctively that the hungrily licking flames had nothing to do with the pillar of fire on which the ship had descended. It was something else, it was wrong, and it meant trouble.


  Augie floundered into the muddy swamp while the swampers were still unfastening their boots. Seeking out and finding the water channel which flowed sluggishly from north to south and quite close to the island on which the burning spaceship rested, Augie began to swim, exhaling the brackish water from his nose and mouth in sneezes and coughs.


  It was a long, tiring five hundred yards to the small island. Yesterday, or even an hour ago, Augie would not have struck out on his own so boldly across swamper country. It was not that the swampers would stop him; instead, they Would make fun of his awkward efforts to swim. Now, though, they had to unfasten their boots on the edge of the city and carry them along as they struck out for the island.


  As Augie waded up on dry land, he saw the swampers treading water behind him, their boots draped across their necks, their broad flippers churning the muddy waters and keeping them afloat.


  “Hurry,” one of them said to Augie. “If you don’t get them out of there soon, there won’t be anything left to get out. We’re right behind you, boy. But hurry!”


  AUGIE RAN across the island toward the spaceship. This close, he expected it to be much larger. One side of the sphere, which was some fifty feet in diameter, was already enveloped in flames. Augie could feel the intense heat as he came closer. He realized that even at this distance, too much exposure to it would blister his skin. And he still had to get closer, assuming he could do anything to help the men who were evidently trapped inside.


  The ship had not landed on its bottom. Augie could see half of the cylindrical rocket tubes exposed, covered with mud as if the ship had come down properly and then fallen over on its side. Also covered with mud, half a dozen, feet from the tube ends, was the airlock. The flames, which seemed to come from the very surface of the ship’s hull, had begun to eat around to this side.


  Augie recoiled from the terrible heat. His hands felt hot and clammy as if the fire was summoning the moisture from his body. If the people inside the ship hadn’t come out, they were probably dead now anyway. Why should Augie risk his life in a futile attempt to save them?


  Because they’re my kind, Augie thought. Because they’re plain, unfashioned Earthmen.


  Because maybe—just maybe—they can take me back to Earth with them. The idea came to him now, unbidden. Although it surfaced to his awareness for the first time, he realized that it had been in the back of his mind ever since the announcement of the spaceship’s coming.


  The metal of the spaceship hull was so hot it shriveled Augie’s skin on contact. He half-expected the airlock door to be stuck, but when he forced the huge bolt back, he heard the inner bolt slide with it.


  The door opened toward him, shedding hot, gummy, rubberoid insulation.


  The corridor inside the ship was like a furnace. There was air inside, but Augie couldn’t breathe in the fierce heat. He saw no smoke; apparently the fire, was burning somehow on the outside of the ship only.


  Augie staggered down the corridor toward the front of the ship, his feet painfully hot through the thin shoes he wore. He found the Earth people in the control cabin of the spaceship. There were three ot them: a man, a woman and a girl of about fifteen. They were strapped to crash-hammocks and all three were unconscious.


  Augie unstrapped the girl first, draped her limply across his shoulder and carried her unconscious form to the very edge of the island, as far from the burning ship as possible. One of the swampers, wearing partially fastened boots over his flippers, stumbled across the dry land to her. Augie ran back to the spaceship for the others. Unconscious, he had thought. He assumed they were unconscious. They could have been dead for all he knew.


  The woman was somewhat heavier than the girl, but Augie could manage her. His arms and legs trembled with the heat and the loss of salt and moisture from his body. When he went back a third time, he found he was too weak to carry the man. Instead, Augie dragged him from the burning ship. When he reached the airlock with his burden, swampers were standing there to help him. He remembered letting them take the man. He remembered—but vaguely—lurching outside the oven of the ship. Then he remembered nothing until much later.


  “THE FIRE was in the temperature unit of the ship,” Dr. Jack Peters explained to Augie the next day. Dr. Peters spoke strangely, the words more hurried but paradoxically less slurred than those with which Augie was familiar. “Refrigeration and heating, you know. A safety device will let the fire burn only one way, outside. Ordinarily, in space, that means no fire.”


  “Are you going back to Earth soon?” Augie asked. His hands were swathed in bandages and a soothing ointment had been applied to his feet at the Space City hospital. He was feeling fine.


  Dr. Peters laughed. “Not in that ship. Not for a long time, if at all.”


  Just then Mrs. Peters and her daughter Nancy came into the room. “We heard what you did, young man,” Mrs. Peters said. “We want to thank you.” Nancy smiled. “You’d think he were the Earthman, not us. They’re all calling for him outside. They know he saved us. He’s a regular hero.”


  “You mean the rollers?” Augie asked in surprise. “The rollers are saying that?”


  “The city people, yes. Father will have years of work ahead of him here on Tolliver’s Planet.”


  “It hardly matters if the ship can’t be salvaged,” Mrs. Peters said.


  “Just what kind of doctor are you, Dr. Peters?” Augie wanted to know.


  “I’m a social anthropologist, Augie.”


  “A what?”


  “I study how people live together in different groupings. That’s why Earth sent me out here to Tolliver’s Planet. This experiment is unique, you know. I mean, the adapted, fashioned people.”


  “They don’t like us unfashioned,” Augie said. “They look down at us and make fun of us.”


  Dr. Peters nodded. “You’re different. You’re peculiar. But deep down inside, Augie, they’re envious. It’s harmless enough if you don’t let it get you down.”


  “Envious? Of the Hallers? The Muldoons? The Jacksons?”


  “Envious, yes. You don’t conform in adapted variations. What few of you people are left are real Earthmen. Who besides an unfashioned can live in your uplands, your swamps and your cities, wherever he chooses?”


  “But the swampers can swim better than I can and the city folks, the rollers, can glide around their sidewalks all day without getting tired. And the uplanders—”


  “They’re all over-specialized. The experiment was tried here on Tolliver’s Planet. No place else. Eventually, when another Earth ship picks me up, I’m going to recommend that the damage be undone in future generations. Of course, I may be jumping to conclusions, but there’s plenty of time to verify or refute my judgment.”


  “He was the only one able to rescue us,” Mrs. Peters said.


  “That’s good enough for me.”


  At that moment, the door to the hospital room opened. Mayor Tompkins of Space City rolled into the room with two or three other men. The Mayor smiled at the Earth people and said polite things. Obviously, he was nervous and ill at ease.


  “They’ll all want to hear about Earth,” he said finally. “All of our people.”


  “My wife should help in that,” Dr. Peters said.


  “You there, Haller,” the Mayor said, turning to Augie. “On behalf of all Tolliver’s Planet, I want to thank you for what you did yesterday. I guess you Hallers are a different breed from the Jacksons and Muldoons.”


  “No, sir,” Augie answered. “We’re the same. We’re all Earthmen.”


  Mayor Tompkins frowned. “You are. You sure are. But what about the rest of us? Aren’t we Earthmen, too?” There was a difference, Augie sensed. He was asked for approval, not asking for it himself. He swelled his chest and said, “We’re all Earthmen here.”


  Nancy said, “Someday maybe you can go back to Earth with us, Augie. If you want.” But Mayor Tompkins shook his head. “He’s an Earthman, but he’s a Tolliver’s man too. Aren’t you, boy?”


  “I guess so.”


  “Just why are your people living on that bad north land, anyway?”


  “We thought we’d be intruders any place else.”


  The door opened, admitting another group of people. They were mostly rollers, but a few swampers came in too, and a pair of stilt-legged uplanders. They all shook Augie’s hand as if they had met him—or one of his kind—for the first time.


  “It would seem to me that if Mrs. Peters teaches us some ot the Earth ways we’ve forgotten,” the Mayor said, “it’s Haller here and his people who can best get us started in the old ways again. Isn’t that so, Haller?”


  Augie nodded. His eyes were smarting. Suddenly, he saw the bent old man from the Fashioning Center in one corner of the room. The old man looked at him questioningly. The look said: I know it isn’t legal, but if you still want to be fashioned, I think in this one case we can forget about your age.


  But Augie was thinking of his father, another one of the unfashioned Earthmen on Tolliver’s Planet, and of how his father’s face would change with the feel of good south soil between his work-hardened fingers.


  Augie looked steadily at the bent old man and shook his head.


  THE END


  Tunnel 1971


  Charles Einstein


  A short-short story


  FROM THE Secret Log-Book of Professor Eustis Quinby, B.S., AAAS, A.H.S.T.F.:


  March 7, 1970:


  Professor Hilgud called. Very excited. Wants to see me right away. Tried to get him interested in my new philosophical thesis, “The Universality of Scientific Discovery,” but he says his matter is much more pressing.


  March 8, 1970:


  Professor Hilgud has discovered brontium!!


  March 10, 1970:


  Brontium is a metallic element which can be mined economically in great quantities from shoreline deposits bordering any body of salt water. It is completely insensitive to heat!


  March 22, 1970:


  Cold war with Russia continues. Brontium discovery classified top secret.


  March 29, 1970:


  Great excitement in Washington. Discovery of brontium will enable man to travel as he has never traveled before . . . through the earth!


  Professor Hilgud envisions rocket-propelled, cylindrical, three-rail “trains” traveling at six hundred miles per hour.


  Can reduce point-to-point traveling distances by as much as thirty-three percent!


  Once tunnels are built, only cost for upkeep will be maintenance of vehicles and price of fuel.


  Airport-traffic, radio-control, personnel factors of air travel all eliminated, so no trouble—really no real competition in distance travel there. (Greatcircle air route from New York to London nearly three thousand miles—down to about two thousand by tunneling under the Atlantic Ocean.)


  Can be all-weather traffic of course!


  Great heat as one nears the center of the earth no factor, since brontium not only insensitive to heat but insulates as well!


  Ventiliation to be a problem only in construction of tunnels, since all trains will be seal-ventilated.


  March 31, 1970:


  Big conference in Washington. Administration brass favors building first tunnel directly through center of earth, using brontium both as construction material and shield.


  Idea is to tunnel through to Russia, coming out on vacant lot in Siberia, for movement of men and materials in case Reds start war. Cabinet members point out that Red radar is aimed at sky, not at ground, and therefore, inasmuch as tunnel will come out in unoccupied portion of Siberia, entire tunnel can be constructed without Soviets being aware.


  April 9, 1970:


  Professor Hilgud pointed out that any tunnel directed through center of earth from any point in U.S.A, would not come out in Russia, but in Pacific Ocean or Australia.


  Also points out prevailing differences between pulls of actual gravity and magnetic gravity, which could pull men one way and metal another and make travelers on proposed routes sick as blazes.


  Also points out possibility of unknown factors, such as what happens to a man traveling through the center of the earth where gravity is greatest, then going past it where gravity pulls directly opposite to way it pulled him toward earth’s center.


  April 11, 1970:


  Possibility human being would turn inside out?


  June 14, 1970:


  Proposed tunnel to Russia will lie north (if that’s the word), of the earth’s center throughout. Will come out other side just north of Outer Mongolia line.


  Entrance point in U.S. will be a place in eastern Pennsylvania.


  September 4, 1970:


  Secret construction work begins tomorrow. Perfected drilling equipment and abundance of brontium makes completion within a year almost certain.


  September 9, 1970:


  Code name is Tunnel 1971, designating year of completion.


  December 18, 1970:


  Sandhogs’ union wants to know what will happen to man who falls into tunnel?


  Government experts say this mainly a problem for future tunnel directly through earth’s center, in which conceivably man could fall, go past center till gravity pulls him back the other way, and continue like a yo-yo.


  But excavation will illustrate whether, using brontium, interior of earth can be made habitable.


  Professor Hilgud envisions a day when local trains as well as expresses may be feasible.


  January 9, 1971:


  They’re off! Actual tunneling began today.


  February 20, 1971:


  Under Brooklyn Heights. All well.


  May 6, 1971:


  More than half way across the Atlantic.


  June 4, 1971:


  Cryptic message from Dr. Hilgud. All work stopped.


  June 6, 1971:


  The tunnel was about halfway completed when work was stopped. Seeking details.


  June 9, 1971:


  What happened was that a work crew of 50 men entered tunnel from Pennsylvania entrance on June first. On June third they returned, but of fifty workers, only forty-nine spoke English. Remaining man was someone none had ever seen before, and he talked nothing but Russian. Meanwhile, one of our own men was missing.


  June 16, 1971:


  Some incoherent babbling about meeting the Russians coming the other way, but nothing concrete. Professor Hilgud in seclusion.


  July 2, 1971:


  My philosophical thesis, “The Universality of Scientific Discovery,” has become popular. Sales are up forty-three percent, and reports still coming in suggest that this is . . .


  THE END


  The Night Express


  Damon Knight


  Time-tables were taboo on that streamlined special.


  DUVEEN halted beside a railroad coach that looked newer than the rest. Its grooved sides were of aluminum, mirror-polished. Like a big house trailer, it hung low over the platform, promising stability and comfort. A steady hum came from the idling motors. The platform was empty and silent.


  His luggage had been checked ahead. He carried only the dark leather briefcase. There was no one waiting to see him off; Duveen had said all his good-bys a long time ago. He stepped up into the vestibule.


  Inside, the coach was even roomier than it had seemed. Broad, disk-shaped ceiling lights illumined a row of tables and divans in the center of the car. Here and there, smaller, yellower seat lights glowed beneath green shades. The curved windows, which had seemed opaque from outside, were now perfectly transparent and without reflections. The seats were of ample size and well spaced. Duveen was not tired, but he noted with approval that by adjusting the footrests one could relax or even sleep in comfort.


  He had barely settled himself with his briefcase and overcoat covering the other half of the seat when the coach began to fill. First came two soldiers in heavy-looking winter uniforms; they were fox-faced and slim, and carried barracks bags under their arms. Then a gray, haggard man, without a necktie but with his shirt collar turned up high around his throat. Then a studious-looking man with steel-rimmed glasses. He carried. a huge, oblong case, covered with leatheroid or plastic, which was awkward to handle although it seemed light. Then a slovenly woman just out of her youth; the incongruous glint of a blue eye as she passed made Duveen aware that only a year ago she might have been pretty. Then three round, brown, bald men, as stout and hard as handballs, each with a briefcase, each with a scowl and a cigar. They appropriated one of the center tables at once; took off their hats and overcoats, loosened their ties, and began to play cards.


  The lights dimmed for an instant. Duveen heard the whine of compressors up ahead, then the faint throb of idling motors. The doors sighed shut. There was a slight jolt, then another as the car picked up speed; then they were rolling smoothly, faster and faster under the platform lights, then the tunnel lights, into darkness. Duveen looked at his watch: 11:21. Not bad.


  The windows were set higher than in an ordinary railway coach, and on the wall beneath each window there was a magazine rack, an ashtray and a second small rack containing sample packs of cigarettes, a timetable and a new deck of cards. Duveen thumbed up the magazines and let them drop again—Time, Fortune, the Geographic. He had seen them all, or, if not, magazines just like them. Besides, they reminded him too much of a doctor’s waiting room.


  The coach rushed on, with a steady and irresistible motion. It was a cloudy night; Duveen couldn’t see much through the high windows. Once or twice some distant lights came into view, strung in mysterious beauty across the dark (but Duveen knew what tawdry streets and defeated people he would find there), and later they roared past the blank, ruddy-lighted wall of a factory into darkness again.


  Inside, all the ceiling lights had gone out except that over the cardplayers’ table. The soldiers across the aisle were talking in low voices. From the opposite corner the woman’s pale eyes gleamed, fixed on the soldiers with a resentful appeal: an expression that seemed to say, Talk to me so that I can put you in your place.


  The sounds of the car’s motion had muffled themselves into a kind of throbbing silence. Duveen heard the sharp tac of cards being rapped on the tabletop, then the slithering sounds as they were dealt, and an occasional short word from one of the players.


  He extended his footrest, stretched out, and closed his eyes. He was not sleepy. Through his head in an endless dull procession passed the gray figures from the stiff white papers in his briefcase. He had been studying them so long, beyond any interest or feeling, that now when he closed his eyes he was unable to stop their slow march across the field of his vision; it was as if he had lost the ability to distinguish the times when he was looking at the figures from the times when he was not. Then he realized that the columns of type had turned into nonsense, and he sat up again, pulling his cuffs tight around his wrists.


  HE HAD the feeling that a long time had passed; he must have been dozing, after all. The soldiers were still sitting and talking together, the faded woman opposite was still eyeing them with a resentful, malevolent hunger; the card game was still going on. Up toward the front of the car, the man in the steel spectacles was doing something complex to the oblong box he held in his lap. The gray man was staring out the window. The coach was now mounting a long, gentle slope, steadily and swiftly ascending. The darkness was unbroken.


  Feeling a little restless, Duveen rose and walked to the water cooler at the other end of the car. Only one clear drop came out. It hung from the tap without falling. Duveen was faintly annoyed, but, after all, he had not really been thirsty.


  As he turned, the spectacled man looked up. He was about forty, neatly barbered but unkempt, with a desperately intelligent gleam in his eye. “Look here,” he said, lifting the box from his lap, “have you ever seen anything like this?”


  Duveen noticed for the first time that the box was scored with innumerable hair-thin lines which curved and broke in every direction, as if the box were assembled of many odd-shaped pieces, like a Chinese puzzle. “Wait, now, wait,” said the spectacled man, and stared at the box, with both hands poised. He was like a nervous chess player, working out some intricate mental calculation. All at once his hands plunged, and the rigid thumbs pressed hard. Two curved sections of the box swung free. He laughed with triumph, and pushed the two sections back into place. “Now you do it,” he said, offering the box to Duveen.


  Politely, Duveen sat down and took the box on his lap. He pressed with his thumbs as he had seen the spectacled man do, but nothing happened.


  “No, no,” said the spectacled man impatiently, “different spots each time. You have to get them right, or it changes. Try again.”


  Duveen pressed again, at random, and again and again, but without success. He handed the box back. The spectacled man took it with his dry laugh, and poised his hands as before. Abruptly he pressed, and swung out two opposite corners of the box. “It takes practice,” he said with satisfaction. “I can tell you’re not an engineer, though.”


  “No,” said Duveen. He got up and went back to his seat, past the fixed glare of the gray man.


  The card-players looked up as he passed. The nearest of the three was shuffling the pack. “You play bridge?” he asked around his cigar.


  “No,” said Duveen. The card-player turned away glumly and slapped the pack down before the man on his right. “Deal,” he said.


  Duveen sat down in his place again. Once more the gray figures began their march, swaying, grotesquely altered. When was it that he had stopped caring whether this deal went through or not? He remembered a moment in his office when he stood behind his desk, stuffing papers into the briefcase, and the two men looked at him silently in the gray afternoon light. Yes, that must have been it. He could not say why, but nothing had felt quite the same since, although his mind still went through the motions.


  He adjusted his cuffs and picked up a newspaper that had dropped from the opposite seat. He leafed through it, but none of the stories he expected to find were there, and turning to the first page, he read the date, September 11. It was a mistake, evidently. Someone had got hold of tommorrow’s newspaper. He looked at his watch. It was only 3:10.


  A few drops of rain drove against the windows. Frost crystals formed, glittering like mica under the lights. After a few moments they began to melt away again, and shortly the windows were clear. The darkness was still intense, broken only by a few stars. The coach, still mounting the same interminable slope, hurtled smoothly on.


  The newspaper bothered Duveen. Yesterday had been the ninth; late evening editions would be dated the tenth. He looked at his watch again, impelled by an uneasiness he could not define.


  One of the soldiers leaned over and called, “Listen, you know what time we get into Pittsburgh?”


  “No,” said Duveen.


  “We got jobs waiting for us in Pittsburgh,” the boy said sadly. “We just got out of the Infantry.” He turned away again, avoiding the woman’s hungry gaze.


  DUVEEN noticed the time-table in its rack. He picked it out and opened it, but could not find a table for trains west-bound from New York. The paper on which the timetable was printed was oddly gray and brittle, uncomfortable to touch. He turned back to the cover and read: Great Northern Railway, Schedule of Trains, Effective November 1, 1887.


  The paper was flaking away in his hands. He thrust it back with distaste, and wiped his hands on his breast-pocket handkerchief. The incident was meaningless, of course, but he found it curiously upsetting.


  Now that he thought of it, Duveen remembered that no conductor had come to punch their tickets. They had seen no porters, either, and no passengers had come through on their way to other cats. It was just as if this coach had been cut off from the rest of the train.


  Duveen did not smoke, but he picked out one of the sample packages of cigarettes and opened it. The paper tubes inside were not filled with tobacco, but with some dark-gray, powdery substance that spilled dryly over his fingers.


  Wincing with disgust, he got up and went to the rear of the car. He followed the dogleg passage around to the vestibule. There he stopped; there was no way of going further. The only exit from the vestibule, except the one he had just come through, was the outside door to his left. Straight ahead, the wall was blank.


  The corrugated floor trembled slightly, incessantly under the soles of his shoes. The car swayed; a little cold air seeped in from outdoors. There was no car beyond this one; or if there were, there was no way to reach it.


  Impossible! The coach had been one of a long row; he remembered that clearly. Duveen pressed his nose to the glass of the outer door. He could see nothing but a vast sweep of cloudy darkness hanging below the coach, as if the car were ascending some huge trestle over a darkened plain. Above, only the stars.


  Duveen shivered. As he turned to go back, a figure came toward him from the passageway. It was the gray man, gaunt and crooked, with his collar turned up high around his neck. His eyes gleamed disturbingly from their shadowed sockets, and his teeth showed in a dry grin.


  Duveen involuntarily stepped back. The gray man bobbed and postured at him. He pointed to his own chest and made a sign which Duveen did not understand; then he flung up one bony hand and drew it across his throat. He pulled his collar aside, craning his neck at Duveen. Across the corded throat, as if the man’s bare hand had been a knife, a bloodless wound gaped. It was an old wound. The tendons showed yellow-white in it; the skin at the lips of the wound was pale and dead; there was no blood at all.


  While Duveen stared, the gray man made a final despairing gesture and turned to the outside door. He wrenched it open, admitting a blast of icy air, and was gone. Duveen saw him drop as the door slammed behind him. After a paralyzed moment he went to the window and stared out; there was nothing but the distant, darkened plain and the stars.


  Duveen felt empty and ill. He went back into the coach and sat down. Everything was just as before; the woman staring at the soldiers, the three men playing cards, the spectacled man playing with his puzzle box. In its steady, swift, onward rush through the night, the coach did not even vibrate any longer, but only rocked gently from side to side.


  A DOOR slammed. A figure appeared in the passageway at the far end of the car, and Duveen thought, At last, the conductor!


  It was the gray man.


  His hands and his clothes were stained with a brown thick substance, like the mixture of dust and grease that covers the under parts of railway cars. He stood swaying in the doorway for a moment, his face drawn into lines of hopelessness, then sat down in his place. The spectacled man did not look up from his puzzled box. The card-players went on playing.


  Duveen stood up. At the entrance to the passage he hesitated, for fear the gray man might follow him again, but the latter only sat with elbows on knees, hunched and silent, staring out the window as before. Duveen looked long at him, and at the other passengers, sitting in the pale light like mannikins propped erect. He knew that the gray man, at least, was dead. Was it possible that death took a long time to happen—perhaps forever?


  He turned and followed the passage to the empty vestibule. He swung the door back and put his head out.


  The air was freezing cold, with a brittle fur of ice crystals in it. There was no wind and no feeling of movement. The enormous plain of darkness was very far below, now. Here and there, Duveen thought he could make out tiny patterns of light, almost too distant to be seen.


  There was nothing else under the wheels: nothing before, nothing behind. Leaning out, Duveen saw that the coach was hurtling all by itself through vacancy, like a great silver rocket. The sky was black. Directly ahead, there was one intensely bright, yellowishwhite star which Duveen thought he recognized; the evening star, sometimes called Lucifer.


  Duveen knew, from the example of the gray man, that there was no use trying to throw himself into that void: the coach was a closed universe, and seemingly had its own system of gravity. He had already ceased to hope, a long time before. There was no room in his dry body for disappointment or despair; he could only think, How did we get so far off our course? And how long will we be a-traveling?


  THE END


  Mark XI


  Cordwainer Smith


  The art of war should change mightily in the next thirteen thousand years, hut not even lotta from the Third Reich seemed likely to benefit from the marvelous Menschenjager—until the Middle-Sized Bear intervened! A wonderfully wacky story of a possible—but we hope improbable—future.


  STARS WHEELED silently over an early summer sky, even though men had long ago forgotten to call such nights by the name of June.


  Laird tried to watch the stars with his eyes closed. It was a ticklish and terrifying game for a telepath: at any moment he might feel the heavens opening up and might, as his mind touched the image of the nearer stars, plunge himself into a nightmare of perpetual falling. Whenever he had this sickening, shocking, ghastly, suffocating feeling of limitless fall, he had to close his mind against telepathy long enough to let his powers heal.


  He was reaching with his mind for objects just above the Earth, burned-out space stations which flitted in their multiplex orbits, spinning forever, left over from the wreckage ancient atomic wars.


  He found one.


  Found one so ancient it had no surviving electronic controls. Its design was archaic beyond belief. Chemical tubes had apparently once lifted it out of earth’s atmosphere.


  He opened his eyes and promptly lost it.


  Closing his eyes, he groped again with his seeking mind until he found the ancient derelict. As his mind reached for it again, the muscles of his jaw tightened. He sensed life within it, life as old as the archaic machine itself.


  In an instant, he made contact with his friend Tong Computer.


  He poured his knowledge into Tong’s mind. Keenly interested, Tong shot back at him an orbit which would cut the mildly parabolic pattern of the old device and bring it back down into Earth’s atmosphere.


  Laird made a supreme effort.


  Calling on his unseen friends to aid him, he searched once more through the rubbish that raced and twinkled unseen just above the sky. Finding the ancient machine he managed to give it a push.


  In this fashion, about thirteen thousand years after she left Hitler’s Reich, Carlotta vom Acht began her return to the earth of men.


  In all those years, she had not changed.


  Earth had.


  THE ANCIENT rocket tipped. Four hours later it had begun to graze the stratosphere, and its ancient controls, preserved by cold and time against all change, went back into effect. As they thawed, they became activated.


  The course flattened out.


  Fifteen hours later, the rocket was seeking a destination.


  Electronic controls which had really been dead for thousands of years, out in the changeless time of space itself, began to look for German territory, seeking the territory by feedbacks which selected out characteristic Nazi patterns of electronic communications scramblers.


  There were none.


  How could the machine know this? The machine had left the town of Pardubice, on April 2, 1945, just as the last German hideouts were being mopped up by the Red Army. How could the machine know that there was no Hitler, no Reich, no Europe, no America, no nations? The machine was keyed to German codes. Only German codes.


  This did not affect the feedback mechanisms.


  They looked for German codes anyhow. There were none. The electronic computer in the rocket began to go mildly neurotic. It chattered to itself like an angry monkey, rested, chattered again, and then headed the rocket for something which seemed to be vaguely electrical. The rocket descended and the girl awoke.


  She knew she was in the box in which her daddy had placed her. She knew that she was not a cowardly swine like the Nazis whom her father despised. She was a good Prussian girl of noble military family. She had been ordered to stay in the box by her father. What daddy told her to do, she had always done. That was the first kind of rule for her kind of girl, a sixteen year old of the Junker class. The noise increased.


  The electronic chattering flared up into a wild medley of clicks.


  She could smell something perfectly dreadful burning, something awful and rotten like flesh. She was afraid that it was herself, but she felt no pain.


  “Vadi, vadi, what is happening to me?” she cried to her father.


  (Her father had been dead thirteen thousand and more years. Obviously enough, he did not answer.)


  The rocket began to spin. The ancient leather harness holding her broke loose. Even though her section of the rocket was no bigger than a coffin, she was cruelly bruised.


  She began to cry.


  She vomited, though very little came up. Then she slid in her own vomit and felt nasty and ashamed.


  The noises all met in a screaming, shrieking climax. The last thing she remembered was the firing of the forward decelerators. The metal had become fatigued so that the tubes not only fired forward, but blew themselves to pieces sidewise as well.


  She was unconscious when the rocket crashed. Perhaps that saved her life, since the least muscular tension would have led to the ripping of muscle and the crack of bone.


  HIS METALS and plumes beamed in the moonlight as he scampered about the dark forest in his gorgeous uniform. The government of the world had long since been left to the Morons by the True Men who had no interest in such things as politics or administration.


  Carlotta’s weight, not her conscious will, tripped the escape handle.


  Her body lay half in, half out of the rocket.


  She had gotten a bad burn on her left arm where her skin touched the hot outer surface of the rocket.


  The Moron parted the bushes and approached.


  “I am the Lord High Administrator of Area 73,” he said, identifying himself according to the rules.


  The unconscious girl did not answer. He raised up close to the rocket, crouching low lest of the dangers of the night devour him, and listened intently to the radiation counter built under the skin of his skull behind his left ear. He lifted the girl dexterously, flung her gently over his shoulder, turned about, ran back into the bushes, made a right-angle turn, ran a few paces, looked about him undecidedly, and then ran (still uncertain, still rabbit-like) down to the brook.


  He reached into his pocket and found a Burn Balm. He applied a thick coating to the burn on her arm. It would stay, killing the pain and protecting the skin until the burn was healed.


  He splashed cool water on her face. She awakened.


  “Wo bin ich?” said she in German.


  On the other side of the world, Laird, the telepath, had forgotten for the moment about the rocket. He might have understood her, but he was not there. The forest was around her and the forest was full of life, fear, hate, and pitiless destruction.


  THE MORON babbled in his own language.


  She looked at him and thought that he was a Russian.


  She said in German, “Are you a Russian? Are you a German? Are you part of General Vlassov’s army? How far are we from Prague? You must treat me courteously. I am an important girl . . .”


  Moron stared at her.


  His face began to grin with innocent and consummate lust. (The True Men had never felt it necessary to inhibit the breeding habits of Morons between the Beasts, the Unforgiven, and the Menschenjagers. It was hard for any kind of a human being to stay alive. The True Men wanted the Morons to go on breeding, to carry reports, to gather up a few necessaries, and to distract the other inhabitants of the world enough to let the True Men have the quiet and contemplation which their exalted but weary temperaments demanded.)


  This Moron was typical of his kind. To him food meant eat, water meant drink, woman meant lust.


  He did not discriminate.


  Weary, confused, and bruised though she was, Carlotta still recognized his expression.


  Thirteen thousand years ago she had expected to be raped or murdered by the Russians. This soldier was a fantastic little man, plump and grinning, with enough medals for a Soviet colonel general. From what she could see in the moonlight he was clean-shaven and pleasant, but he looked innocent and stupid to be so high ranking an officer. Perhaps the Russians were all like that, she thought.


  He reached for her.


  Tired as she was, she slapped him.


  The Moron was confused. He knew that he had the right to capture any Moron woman whom he might find. Yet he also knew that it was worse than death to touch any woman of the True Men. Which was this—this thing—this power—this entity who had descended from the stars?


  Pity is as old an emotion as lust. As his lust receded, his elemental human pity took over. He reached in his jerkin pocket for a few scraps of food.


  He held them out to her.


  She ate, looking at him trustfully, very much the child.


  Suddenly there was a crashing in the woods.


  CARLOTTA wondered what had happened.


  When she first saw him, his face was full of concern; then he had grinned and talked. Later he had become lustful. Finally he had acted very much the gentleman. Now he looked blank, brain and bone and skin all concentrated into the act of listening—listening for something else, beyond the crashing, which she could not hear. He turned back to her.


  “You must run. You must run. Get up and run. I tell you, run!”


  She listened to his babble without comprehension.


  Once again he crouched to listen.


  He looked at her with blank horror on his face. Carlotta tried to understand what was the matter, but she could not riddle his meaning.


  Three more strange little men dressed exactly like him came crashing out of the woods.


  They ran like elk or deer before a forest fire. Their faces were blank with the exertion of running. Their eyes looked straight ahead so that they seemed almost blind. It was a wonder that they evaded the trees. They came crashing down the slope, scattering leaves as they ran. They splashed the waters of the brook as they stomped recklessly through it. With a half animal cry, Carlotta’s Moron joined them.


  The last she saw of him, he was running away into the woods, his plumes grinning ridiculously as his head nodded with the exertion of running.


  From the direction from which the Morons had come, an unearthly creepy sound whistled through the woods. It was a whistling, stealthy and low, accompanied by the humming sound of machinery.


  The noise sounded like all the tanks in the world compressed into the living ghost of one tank, into the heart of a machine which survived its own destruction and, spiritlike, haunted the scenes of old battles.


  As the sound approached Carlotta turned toward it. She tired to stand up and face the danger, but she could not rise. (All Prussian girls, destined to be the mothers of officers, were taught to face danger and never to turn their backs on it.) As the noise came close to her she could hear the high crazy inquiry of soft electronic chatter. It resembled the sonar she had once heard in her father’s laboratory at the Reich’s secret offices.


  The machine came out of the woods.


  And it did look like a ghost.


  CARLOTTA stared at the machine. It had legs like a grasshopper, body like a ten-foot turtle, and three heads which moved restlessly in the moonlight.


  From the forward edge of the top shell a hidden arm leaped forth, seeming to strike at her, deadlier than a cobra, quicker than a jaguar, more silent than a bat flitting across the face of the moon.


  “Don’t!” Carlotta screamed in German. The arm stopped so suddenly that the metal twanged like the string of a bow.


  The heads of the machine all turned toward her.


  Something like surprise seemed to overtake the machine. The whistling dropped down to a soothing purr. The electronic chatter burst up to a crescendo and then stopped. The machine dropped to its knees.


  Carlotta crawled over to it.


  She said in German, “What are you?”


  “I am the death of all men who oppose the Sixth German Reich,” said the machine in fluted singsong German. “If the Reichsangehoeriger wishes to identify me, my model and number are written on my carapace.”


  The machine knelt at a height so low that Carlotta could seize one of the heads and look in the moonlight at the edge of the top shell. The head and neck, though made of metal, felt much more weak and brittle than she expected. There was about the machine an air of immense age.


  “I can’t see,” wailed Carlotta. “I need a light.”


  There was the ache and grind of long unused machinery. Another mechanical arm appeared, dropping flakes of near-crystallized dirt as it moved. The tip of the arm exuded light, blue, penetrating and strange.


  Brook, forest, small valley, machine, even Carlotta were all lit up by the soft penetrating blue light which did not hurt her eyes. The light even gave her a sense of well-being. With it she could read. Traced on the carapace just above the three heads was this inscription:


  Wajfenamt Des Sechsten


  Deutschen Reiches


  Burg Eisenhower. A.D.


  2495.


  And then below it, in much larger Latin letters:


  MENSCHENJAGER MARK ELF


  “What does Man-hunter, Model Eleven, mean?”


  “That’s me,” whistled the machine. “How is it you don’t know me if you are a German?”


  “Of course, I’m a German, you fool!” said Carlotta. “Do I look like a Russian?”


  “What is a Russian?” said the machine.


  Carlotta stood in the blue light wondering, dreaming, dreading—d reading the unknown which had materialized around her.


  WHEN HER father, Heinz Horst Ritter vom Acht, professor and doctor of mathematical physics at project Nordnacht, had fired her into the sky before he himself waited a gruesome death at the hands of the Soviet soldiery, he had told her nothing about the Sixth Reich, nothing about what she might meet, nothing about the future. It came to her mind that perhaps the world was dead, that she was in heaven or hell, herself being dead; or, if herself alive, she was in some other world, or her own world in the future. These were things beyond all human ken, problems which no mind could solve . . . She fainted again.


  The Menschenjager could not know that she was unconscious and had addressed her in serious, high-pitch singsong German, “German citizen, have confidence that I will protect you. I am built to identify German thoughts and to kill all men who do not have true German thoughts.”


  The machine hesitated. A loud chatter of electronic clicks echoed across the silent woods while the machine tried to compute its own mind. It was not easy to select from the long-unused store of words the right words for so ancient and yet so new a situation. The machine stood in its own blue light. The only sound was the sound of the brook moving irresistably about its gentle and unliving business. Even the birds in the trees and the insects round about were hushed into silence by the presence of the dreaded whistling machine.


  To the sound-receptors of the Menschenjager, the running of the Morons, by now some two miles distant, came as a very faint pitter-patter.


  The machine was torn between two duties, the long-current and familiar duty of killing all men who were not German, and the ancient and forgotten duty of succoring all Germans, whoever they might be.


  After another period of electronic chatter, the machine began to speak again. Beneath the grind of its singsong German there was a curious warning, a reminder of the whistle which it made as it moved, a sound of immense mechanical and electronic effort.


  Said the machine, “You are German. It has been long since there has been a German anywhere. I have gone around the world two thousand three hundred and twenty-eight times. I have killed seventeen thousand four hundred and sixty-nine enemies of the Sixth German Reich for sure, and I have probably killed forty-two thousand and seven additional ones. I have been back to the Automatic Restoration Center eleven times. The enemies who call themselves the True Men always elude me. I have not killed one of them for more than three thousand years. The ordinary men whom some call the Unforgiven are the ones I kill most of all, but frequently I catch Morons and kill them, too. I am fighting for Germany, but I cannot find Germany anywhere. There are no Germans in Germany. There are no Germans anywhere. I accept orders from no one but a German. Yet there have been no Germans anywhere, no Germans anywhere, no Germans anywhere . . .”


  CARLOTTA came to as the machine was dreamily talking to itself, repeating with sad and lunatic intensity, “No Germans anywhere . . .”


  Said she, “I’m a Gorman.”


  “. . . no Germans anywhere, no Germans anywhere, except you, except you . . .”


  The mechanical voice ended in a thin screech.


  Carlotta tried to come to her feet.


  At last the machine found words again. “What—do—I—do—now?”


  “Help me,” said Carlotta firmly.


  This command seemed to tap an operable feedback in the ancient assembly: “I cannot help you, member of the Sixth German Reich. For that you need a rescue machine. I am not a rescue machine. I am a hunter of men, designed to kill all the enemies of the German Reich.”


  “Get me a rescue machine then,” said Carlotta.


  The blue light went off, leaving Carlotta standing blinded in the dark. She was shaky on her legs. The voice of the Menschenjager came to her.


  “I am not a rescue machine. There are no rescue machines.


  There are no rescue machines anywhere. There are no Germans anywhere, no Germans anywhere, no Germans anywhere, except you. You must ask a rescue machine. Now I go. I must kill men. Men who are the enemies of the Sixth German Reich. That is all I can do. I can fight forever. I shall find a man and to kill him. Then I must kill men. Men who are the enemies of the Sixth German Reich. That is all I can do. I can fight forever. I shall find a man and kill him. Then I shall find another man and kill him. I depart on the work of the Sixth German Reich.”


  The whistling and clicking resumed.


  With incredible daintiness, the machine stepped as lightly as a cat across the brook. Carlotta listened intently in the darkness. Even the dry leaves of last year did not stir as the Menschenjager moved through the shadow of the fresh leafy trees.


  Abruptly there was silence.


  Carlotta could hear the agonized clickety-clack of the computers in the Menschenjager. The forest became a weird silhouette as the blue light went back on.


  The machine returned.


  STANDING on the far side of the brook, it spoke to her in the dry, highfluted singing German voice:


  “Now that I have found a German I will report to you once every hundred years. That is correct. Perhaps that is correct. I do not know. I was built to report to officers. You are not an officer. Nevertheless you are a German. So I will report every hundred years. Meanwhile, watch out for the Kaskaskia Effect.”


  Carlotta, sitting again, was chewing some of the dry food cubes which the Moron had left behind. They tasted like a mockery of chocolate. With her mouth full, she tried to shout to the Menschenjager, ist das?”


  Apparently the machine understood, because it answered, “The Kaskaskia Effect is an American weapon. The Americans are all gone. There are no Americans anywhere, no Americans anywhere—”


  “Stop repeating yourself,” said Carlotta. “What is that effect you are talking about?”


  “The Kaskaskia Effect stops the Menschenjagers, stops the True Men, stops the Beasts. It can be sensed, but it cannot be seen or measured. It moves like a cloud. Only simple men with clean thoughts and happy lives can live inside it. Birds and ordinary beasts can live inside it, too. The Kaskaskia Effect moves about like clouds. There are more than twenty-one and less than thirty-four Kaskaskia Effects moving slowly about this planet Earth. I have carried other Menschenjagers back for restoration and rebuilding, but the restoration center can find no fault. The Kaskaskia Effect ruins this. Therefore, we run away . . . even though the officers told us to run from nothing. If we did not run away, we would cease to exist. You are a German. I think the Kaskaskia Effect would kill you. Now I go to hunt a man. When I find him I will kill him.”


  The blue light went off.


  The machine whistled and clicked its way into the dark silence of the wooded night.


  CARLOTTA was completely adult.


  She had left the screaming uproar of Hitler Germany as it fell to ruins in its Bohemian outposts. She had obeyed her father, the Ritter vom Acht, as he passed her and her sisters into missiles which had been designed as personnel and supply carriers for the First German National Socialist Moon Base.


  He and his medical brother, Professor Doctor Joachim vom Acht, had harnessed the girls securely in their missiles. Their uncle the Doctor had given them shots. Karla had gone first, then Juli, and then Carlotta.


  Then the barbed wired fortress of Pardubice and the monotonous grind of Wermacht trucks trying to escape the air strikes of the Red Air Force and the American fighter bombers died in the one night, and this mysterious “forest in the middle of nothing-at-all” was born in the next night.


  Carlotta was completely dazed. She found a smoothlooking place at the edge of the brook. The old leaves were heaped high here. Without regard for further danger, she slept.


  She had not been asleep more than a few minutes before the bushes parted again.


  This time it was a bear. The bear stood at the edge of the darkness and looked into the moorllit valley with the brook running through it. He could hear no sound of Morons, no whistle of manshonyagger, as he and his kind called the hunting machines. When he was sure all was safe, he twitched his claws and reached delicately into a leather bag which was hanging from his neck by a thong. Gently he took out a pair of spectacles and fitted them slowly and carefully in front of his tired old eyes.


  He then sat down next to the girl and waited for her to wake up.


  SUNLIGHT and birdsong awakened her.


  (Or could it have been the probing of Laird’s mind, whose far-reaching senses told him that a woman had magically and mysteriously emerged from the archaic rocket and that there was a human being unlike all the other kinds of mankind waking at a brookside in a place which had once been called Maryland?)


  Carlotta awoke, but she was sick.


  She had a fever.


  Her back ached.


  Her eyelids were almost stuck together with foam. The world had had time to develop all sorts of new allergenic substances since she had last walked on the surface of the Earth. Four civilizations had come and vanished. They and their weapons were sure to leave membrane-inflaming residue behind.


  Her skin itched.


  Her stomach felt upset.


  Her arm was numb and covered with some kind of sticky black. She did not know it was a burn covered by the salve which the Moron had given her the previous night.


  Her clothes were dry and seemed to be falling off her in shreds.


  She felt so bad that when she noticed the bear, she did not even have strength to run.


  She just closed her eyes again.


  Lying there with her eyes closed she wondered all over again where she was.


  Said the bear in perfect German, “You are at the edge of the Unselfing Zone. You have been rescued by a Moron. You have stopped a Menschenjager very mysteriously. For the first time in my own life I can see into a German mind and I see that the word ‘manshonyagger’ should really be ‘Menschenjager,’ a hunter of men. Allow me to introduce myself. I am the Middle-Sized Bear who lives in these woods.”


  The voice not only spoke German, but it spoke exactly the right kind of German. The voice sounded like the German which Carlotta had heard throughout her life from her father. It was a masculine voice, confident, serious, reassuring. With her eyes still closed she realized that it was a bear who was doing the talking. With a start, she recalled that the bear had been wearing spectacles.


  Said she, sitting up, “What do you want?”


  “Nothing,” said the bear mildly.


  They looked at each other for a while.


  “Then,” said Carlotta, “who are you? Where did you learn German? What’s going to happen to me?”


  “Does the Fraulein,” asked the bear, “wish me to answer the questions in order?”


  “Don’t be silly,” said Carlotta. “I don’t care what order. Anyhow, I’m hungry. Do you have anything I could eat?”


  The bear responded gently, “You wouldn’t like hunting for insect grubs. I have learned German by reading your mind. Bears like me are the friends of the True Men and we are good telepaths. The Morons are afraid of us, but we are afraid of the manshonyaggers. Anyhow, you don’t have to worry very much because your husband is coming soon.”


  CARLOTTA had been walking down toward the brook to get a drink. His last words stopped her in her tracks.


  “My husband?” she gasped.


  “So probable that it is certain. There is a True Man named Laird who has brought you down. He already knows what you are thinking, and I can see his pleasure in finding a human being who is wild and strange, but not really wild and not really strange. At this moment he is thinking that you may have left the centuries to bring the gift of vitality back among mankind. He is thinking that you and he will have very wonderful children. Now he is telling me not to tell you what I think he thinks, for fear that you will run away.” The bear chuckled.


  Carlotta stood, her mouth agape.


  “You may sit in my chair,” said the Middle-Sized Bear, “or you can wait here until Laird comes to get you. Either way you will be taken care of. Your sickness will heal. Your ailments will go away. You will be happy again. I know this because I am one of the wisest of all known bears.”


  Carlotta was angry, confused, frightened, and sick again. She started to run.


  Something as solid as a blow hit her.


  She knew without being told that it was the bear’s mind reaching out and encompassing hers.


  It hit—boom!—and that was all.


  She had never before stopped to think of how comfortable a bear’s mind was. It was like lying in a great big bed and having mother take care of her when she was a very little girl, glad to be petted and sure of getting well.


  The anger poured out of her. The fear left her. The sickness began to lighten. The morning seemed beautiful.


  She herself felt beautiful as she turned . . .


  Out of the blue sky, dropping swiftly but gracefully, came the figure of a bronze young man. A happy thought pulsed against her mind, “That is Laird, my beloved. He is coming. He is coming. I shall be happy forever after.”


  And so she was.


  THE END


  Mr. Frightful


  Charles Stearns


  There are still things in this world not yet classified by the zoologists—things like the Porglies that only a lunatic would admit existed. And that was why the man who called himself Mr. Frightful was proud to be known as a Mad Scientist!


  SUBTLY, the adventure began at dusk, when Mindy crossed over into the forbidden ground of the old churchyard to look for Patino, her pet duck.


  Strictly speaking, as Mindy’s literal-minded, druggist father had observed, Patino was not really a duck, but a drake. Ducks quack; drakes do not. Patino had never quacked; therefore he was a drake. At any rate, being an industrious example of that ankle-nibbling species, he bit everyone in sight.


  Cousin Marcia had arrived to spend the weekend with Mindy’s parents, and Patino always considered her ankles a delicacy. Whenever he came near, Cousin Marcia was wont to scream—if there were any protective males around—and hoist her skirts skyward, for her knees were fetchingly dimpled. But if there was no audience, she simply kicked the living daylights out of him with a minimum of histrionics.


  Actually, Patino was a very sentimental drake—his nips were love-nips, his feelings easily wounded—and after several such unfortunate encounters this morning, he had gone off with ruffled feathers.


  Choosing between hysteria and concerted action, Mindy had set out to look for him.


  It was the first Saturday in April. The evening was warm, the breeze heady with the smell of growing things, and despite her anxiety she had felt giddy and springified until the high old fence, and the still-naked forsythia, and the tall, gray markers were suddenly around her, shutting out spring, and time, and the breath of new life that had been in the air a moment before.


  She had saved the churchyard until last because it was the dominion of Mr. Gaup, the mortician who lived next door. A bleak look had Mr. Gaup, and all of the neighborhood children were afraid of him.


  He lived with his wife in a gloomy old house behind his funeral parlor, which had once been an Episcopalian church. The abandoned building had been converted from the use of the living to the needs of the dead, but the churchyard had not been touched, and remained a part of the past with its granite slabs, too familiar to hold any symbolic dread for Mindy.


  Mr. Gaup was not a very successful mortician. The elbows of his black coat were shiny and his patent leather shoes were badly eroded, though the heels, never touching the floor, were as good as new.


  Such poverty in a traditionally lucrative business must necessarily be viewed with suspicion, making business still worse. It was said that Mr. Gaup’s lack of popularity stemmed from the fact that he looked too much like an undertaker.


  In truth, the Gaups were kind-hearted people who, in order to eke out their income in a Christian manner, selflessly took in sick and homeless old pensioners now and again, nursing each one faithfully until he was, as Mr. Gaup piously phrased it, “gathered Home to his Heavenly Reward”.


  For these charitable acts, the Gaups asked but little in return. Only the amount of the pension, and the pensioner’s insurance made out to them, in order to cover burial costs. Oddly enough the insurance had always covered them. Just barely.


  THE PATTERN of these sporadic acts of mercy, she recalled, had always been the same. Several years ago there’d been Mr. Schleyer. She scarcely remembered him. And after him, Uncle Billy Freeman, the dear old thing, who had bought her comic books, ocarinas and jigsaw puzzles, and had once told her that he was quite rich and had a big leather purse full of one-hundred dollar bills under his mattress.


  The purse had been found, but it was quite empty, Mr. Gaup said.


  That had been the year that the potato bugs were so bad in Mr. Gaup’s victory garden, and he had bought considerable Paris green from her father’s drugstore.


  And Josiah Marsh, the last, who, despite his last request, had been buried without his gold watch. Apparently he had managed to lose it just before his funeral. (That was a bad year for potato bugs, too.)


  Each of these old men had loved life, and Uncle Billy, in particular, had rebelled against being Gathered Home, she recalled, and fought every step of the way.


  Nevertheless, fate had struck them down, and now the Gaups had another boarder. It was said that he called himself Mr. Zee, and no one except the Widow Rasch, who owned a spyglass, had ever seen him, for he never left his attic room, and even, Mrs. Gaup complained, demanded that his food be brought up on a tray and left outside the door. Mr. Zee. whose origin was obscure, was the object of speculation.


  But these dark thoughts did not concern Mindy, for the fate of Patino remained in question.


  She had looked under all of the forsythia and the bridal wreath that grew rankly in the churchyard, but there was no familiar blob of white, no amiable, drakish scolding sound, no greeting from out of the dusk.


  And at last she brought up against the dark, lonely structure which had once been the vestry of the old church and now was used for the storage of old crates and cartons which had accumulated around the funeral home. (Once she had thought it contained stacks of coffins, row on row, and possibly carboys of formaldehyde, but that had been a childish fantasy.)


  Still, it was no place to venture at dusk. Several of its windowpanes were broken, and gaped blackly. The door sagged on its hinges. Testing her courage, she opened it and went in.


  And found herself suddenly face to face with him who had been standing, all the while, just inside in the shadows.


  MINDY SPRANG for the door, stumbled and fell over a box, and gave a little cry of pain and terror.


  “Ssh!” the little man said earnestly, picking her up and setting her on her feet. He had flowing gray hair and he wore a quaint old cloak such as she had seen in historic prints.


  Mindy wailed, “But I want my d—”


  Savagely he clamped a hand over her mouth and held her, mute and trembling, for a moment, seeming to test the night sounds around them. She faintly heard the spring peepers over in Miner’s duckpond.


  “It’s all right,” he said at last, releasing her. “Now then, young lady, who are you, and why do you come here?”


  “I’m Mindy, and I live next door. I’m looking for my duck.”


  “It isn’t here. Only Mr. Frightful is here, and Mr. Frightful is not a duck.”


  “That’s a very odd name. Is it your name?”


  “It is the nom de guerre that I use when hunting Porglies, much as Edward Teach used that famous epithet, ‘Blackbeard,’ and Wetzel, the Indian killer bore the appellation of ‘Deathwind.’ It has a psychological effect upon the enemy, you know. Terrorizes them.”


  “What’s your real name?”


  “Benjamin Franklin.”


  Mindy giggled.


  “Did you giggle?” he said. It was very quiet in the vestry.


  “No sir,” said Mindy.


  “Are you quite certain that you did not giggle?”


  “Only a teeny-weeny bit,” Mindy said. Her lower lip began to quiver.


  “Weeping will not help,” the little man said. “Just try to be more respectful. I’m a Mad Scientist, you know.” He drew himself proudly erect, giving his cloak a Napoleonesque drape.


  “Ooh!” said Mindy, respectfully faking an accent of awe.


  The grey little man had lapsed into a moody silence, and appeared to have forgotten all about her. She took a step toward the door.


  “You don’t believe me,” he said, so abruptly that his voice halted her in a state of nearsuspended animation.


  “Oh—oh yes,” Mindy said, her eyes round as saucers. “I believe you.”


  “Piffle! You don’t believe me; no one ever believes me. Why not admit that you never even heard of the Porglies, you hypocrital little snip!”


  “Are they like Martians?” Mindy whispered.


  “Indeed not. They’re terrestrial in origin, and include a rather extensive, though almost unknown, order of humanoid invertebrates. They are, in fact, akin to the lepidoptera, and hence mimics of the highest degree.”


  “Oh,” said Mindy, in complete bewilderment.


  “Yes, and very nasty fellows, too. Completely amoral. As a matter of fact, I once wrote a scientific paper on Porglies and their habits—I was a professor of psychical research at one of the midwestern universities at the time. And do you know what that got me?” He glared at her with malignant intensity.


  Mindy shook her head.


  “It got me put away,” said Mr. Frightful sourly. “It got me the booby hatch, much to the delight of the Porglies, who revel in their anonymity. I had been their nemesis for years, you know, and I am sure they all breathed a sigh of relief when they heard that I was locked up.”


  “I’m sorry they locked you up,” Mindy said.


  “Pah!” said Mr. Frightful. “I can escape any time I feel like it. I have my scouts, young lady, who keep me informed on the movements of the Porglies. I got four last month.”


  “You did?” said Mindy. “Are you looking for Porglies now?”


  Mr. Frightful’s voice took on a tone of elaborate sarcasm. “Did you chink I was hunting fireflies?” he said.


  “No,” said Mindy, “but—”


  “There has been a Porglie hiding somewhere in this neighborhood for months; I am sure of it.”


  Mindy shivered. “Are they dangerous?”


  “Quite dangerous after the spring ecdysis. I—” He suddenly cocked his small head to one side. “Sst!” he said. “Is that a car?”


  Mindy went over to the window. “It’s a car all right,” she said, “and it’s coming up the processional lane. Now there are two men getting out—and they’re coming this way.”


  “Quickly! How are they dressed?”


  “In white uniforms, it looks like.”


  “Damnation!” said Mr. Frightful. “Be very quiet. Perhaps they’ll go away.”


  But the two men had flashlights with which they kept searching the ground ahead of them.


  “My cowboy boots must have given me away,” Mr. Frightful whispered. “Don’t make a sound.”


  MINDY TRIED hard, but there is something about imposed silence that makes the nose itch horribly. Or, to be charitable, perhaps it was the dust of the ages in that old vestry that did it. She sneezed.


  The flashlights stopped probing.


  A voice shouted, “Come on out, Benjamin Franklin. We know you’re in there!”


  “Now you’ve done it,” muttered the little man.


  “Are you coming out, or do we have to come in after you?”


  “I’m coming!” Mr. Frightful snapped. He gathered his cloak around him as if the night was suddenly cold.


  “I’m sorry,” Mindy whispered. “I didn’t mean to give you away. I’ll never forget you, Mr. Frightful.”


  “I’ll be back,” said Mr. Frightful haughtily. “Meanwhile, I’d appreciate it, young woman, if you kept your eyes open. You appear to have just a glimmer of intelligence, and I shall need human spies. Yes indeed. A Porglie in this season often—Yes, yes! I’m coming!”


  Quite without leavetaking he was gone, and she went over to the broken window to watch them melt into the dusk, the small, erect figure between the tall guards.


  The stillness of the old vestry was suddenly profound, and she became aware of something here in the darkness that she had not recognized until this moment.


  Fear.


  The funny little man was gone, and with him that impossible tale of super-beings, or whatever they were, in the Earth. Porglies indeed! Mindy considered herself a sophisticate, much too old to believe in fairy stories.


  Why fear then? Was it because he had sounded so dreadfully earnest in those last few moments before they had come for him?


  Suppose that some obscure little scientist should one day stumble onto a minor race of intelligent beings who had somehow eluded the eyes of man for thousands of years—wouldn’t he be so judged? Would anyone believe him? Would anyone believe me, Mindy thought, if I should tell what happened tonight?


  The origin of her uneasiness was suddenly quite plain to her.


  Mindy knew—subconsciously had known for several moments—that she was not alone in the vestry.


  Someone—something—lay back there in the darkness, with mocking eyes upon her shoulder blades. Perhaps even now inching around through the shadows to get between her and the door. Or stalking her from behind . . .


  But what nonsense was that!


  She stood very quietly in one spot and listened.


  And presently came a slight rustling from among the crates and rubbish that were piled in that blackest corner over there. There was something back there! Mr. Frightful had been horribly right.


  She sprang for the door and did not stop running until she was home in her father’s lap.


  TWO WEEKS dragged by without incident for Mindy, except that the days were growing longer, and the school term nearing its close. Patino had apparently disappeared forever, for none of the neighbors had seen him, though she made the rounds night after night. Her father, trying to cheer her up, said that he might have gone north with the wild ducks, but that was silly.


  There was the possibility, however, that he had been run over by an automobile. Or stolen.


  Of late she had found herself drawn, these light evenings, back to the neighborhood of the old vestry behind Mr. Gaup’s funeral parlor, but she saw nothing unusual. Whatever had been hiding there was either lying low, or else had gone.


  On a Thursday evening, however, near the end of April, she was surprised to find an old friend skulking in the bridal wreath beyond the wooden fence. It was Mr. Frightful.


  They did not have long to talk. Mr. Frightful said that he was still determined to smoke out the Porglie, wherever it was hiding, and she told him about the noise in the vestry. Then a station wagon came into the driveway and the two men in white uniforms got out and took Mr. Frightful away.


  Two nights later he was back again, but this time she didn’t even get to see him. Mr. Gaup had discovered him first and made the authorities promise to lock him up more securely hereafter, as this was a law-abiding community, and they did not want a maniac prowling around. The men promised to send Mr. Frightful upstate to an escape-proof institution.


  Mindy knew that she would never see him again, and it was a low point in her life. Patino was gone; the neighborhood rather quiet, and a pall over the Gaup’s household, she knew, for it was said that the strange old man, Mr. Zee, was quite ill and sinking fast. Mr. Gaup bought four pounds of Paris green from her father that week.


  On Low Sunday, Mr. Zee was quietly Gathered Home.


  MR. ZEE’S death certificate, the neighborhood learned without surprise, had been made out by old Doctor Bentry, a tobacco-chewing atavist of whom Mindy’s father had once said that he would as soon be guillotined as let old Horse Bentry lay scalpel to his tonsils.


  Later that same afternoon, Doc Bentry told some of the men in Benson’s Bar that it was the damnedest case of dehydration that he had ever seen. The skin of the old man was like parchment, but it was stretched tight, like a shirt that was too small. No apparent dropsy, though. It was a caution, Doc Bentry said, what heart trouble could do to you.


  Also, Mr. Zee had worn an enormous ruby ring that had caught the doctor’s eye. Bentry had done almost everything, they said, before he’d bought his medical license in Missouri twenty years ago and settled down, and he knew a good stone when he saw one.


  He said that he figured to go over and sit up with that ring all night to make sure that it didn’t get lost, like Old Man Marsh’s gold watch.


  So it was that when Mindy’s father sent her over to the Gaups’, just at bedtime, to take them their evening paper, which had been thrown by mistake on her own lawn, the three of them, Mr. and Mrs. Gaup and Doctor Bentry, were having a wake in the reception room over in the funeral parlor.


  Carefully avoiding the old vestry, she went around to the front and knocked on the door.


  Doc Bentry opened the door, and she could see that he had been crying, for his nose was very red. She gave him the paper, and looked past him at the dark, dusty drapes that fell from the central table of the bier itself. It was pretty scary.


  “Ever see a corpse?” said Doc Bentry, hiccupping slightly.


  Wide-eyed, Mindy shook her head.


  “Come on,” Doc Bentry magnanimously invited, “I’ll take you over.”


  Mr. Gaup opened his mouth as though to protest; then tightly closed it, glaring at Bentry with a helpless fury.


  The face of Mr. Zee was like parchment, if one can imagine parchment with a greenish tinge. But her fascinated eyes roved down to the pale hands, folded across the not-too-clean white shirt, for upon one of the long fingers glittered a red stone of awesome luster in a curious setting that was like a huge beetle in its general shape, and must have, like her father’s masonic ring, some talismanic significance.


  If anyone left the room for a moment, the ring was likely to fall down among the crepe or something, and get lost.


  “Send that child out of here,” snapped Mr. Gaup at last.


  “Go lay an egg,” said Doc Bentry. But to Mindy he said, “You’d better skedaddle, kid. I must be drunker than I thought.” And he rubbed his hand over his face.


  The atmosphere was not friendly. Doc Bentry suddenly seemed to wear an evil leer on his shapeless face; Mr. Gaup’s attentuated visage seemed longer and more sinister than ever before, and his wife’s eyes were the coldest that she had ever seen.


  And all of them were looking at her—the intruder. Mindy ran.


  Outside, the cool breeze felt friendly and familiar against her cheeks as she started across the old churchyard toward her own back gate. But far down by the streetlight, a figure came into her field of vision, walking fast, now and then glancing over its shoulder.


  Presently she could make out the features. It was Mr. Frightful.


  “THERE YOU are,” he said, when he spied her.


  “Yes,” agreed Mindy, staring as though at a ghost.


  “You are surprised to see me?” Mt. Frightful snorted. “Let me tell you that these maximum security institutions are not what they used to be.”


  Mindy was willing to concede that point. “But why do you keep coming back here, when they always look here the very first thing?”


  “Because,” said Mr. Frightful, with a tone of outraged calmness, “as I have told you until I am sick of it, there is surely a Porglie frequenting this neighborhood. He must be found, and I fancy that we have not much longer. Now, let us go over to the vestry, where we can talk without fear of being interrupted, if talk we must.”


  “All right,” said Mindy reluctantly, “but there’s still a lot I don’t understand about this thing. I haven’t got anything against the Porglies.”


  “An idiot could grasp it. I mentioned ecdysis before, which is a bursting of the old skin or shell. Porglies, degrading nature, combine it with an odd sort of multiple palingenesis, which, I’m sure you will agree, is adding insult to outrage, even if there were nothing more against them.”


  “Are they like caterpillars?”


  “A Porglie does not turn into a butterfly. The phenomenon is more nearly analogous to the transformation of larvae to the pupa stage. Have you ever seen a cocoon burst in the autumn?”


  “Ugh!” said Mindy, shuddering.


  “You may well exclaim ‘ugh’,” Mr. Frightful said. He took a funny-looking thing out from under his coat. It resembled a big camera with a long, telescopic lens. But not very much.


  “What on earth?” exclaimed Mindy.


  “It is a Porglie emulsifier,” answered Mr. Frightful shortly. He did not elaborate, for they had reached the vestry.


  “If you don’t mind my saying it,” said Mindy, “I don’t think we ought to go in there just now. They’re having a wake up in the front. They might hear us.”


  Mr. Frightful started visibly. “A wake?” he said.


  “Sure. Mr. Zee, the Gaup’s lodger, died, and they’re sitting up with his ruby ring.”


  “The fools!” hissed Mr. Frightful. “It’s exactly what he wanted. Even now, we may be too late to save them. Come on!”


  “Wh-what’s the matter?”


  “Don’t you understand, Zee is our quarry. He must be. It is a typical Porglie name and a typical, vile Porglie set-up.”


  “You mean Mr. Zee was the Porglie? But he’s dead.” Mindy felt an immense relief. “I guess I’d better go home now, if you don’t need me any more. It’s kind of late.”


  “Not dead,” said Mr. Frightful.


  “What?”


  “Only in the pre-ecdysis period of dormancy, which lasts just a few hours.” Rapidly he was making adjustments upon the various switches and triggers of his emulsifier with fingers that seemed ominously deft and practiced.


  “He looked dead to me,” argued Mindy. “In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he was pretty full of Paris green.”


  “A mere cocktail to a Porglie.” Mr. Frightful pushed open the door to the vestry. It creaked a little. “Shh!” he said.


  Their goal appeared to be a narrow finger of light which emanated from beneath the door in the front of the vestry, for Mr. Frightful stalked it with the cunning of a veteran Porglie hunter, and Mindy, frightened quite out of her wits, tiptoed after.


  Mr. Frightful brushed back his dank hair and put his ear to the door. There was not the slightest sound from the funeral parlor. The silence was unnatural.


  She watched his hand close upon the doorknob, ever so gently, and inch it open, slowly, slowly, as the entire vestry behind her became flooded with light.


  Something over in the corner, disturbed by that light, made a rustling sound. There was a movement of something white between one of the crates and the wall, and a familiar shape waddled out into the beam of light cast through the door.


  It was Patino, walking rather proudly, for a convoy of eight yellow ducklings followed after.


  BUT MINDY’S glazed eyes had scarcely time to take in this incredible scene of domesticity, for Mr. Frightful’s hand had gradually closed upon her wrist with a vise-like grip.


  “Listen carefully,” Mr. Frightful said. He was standing between her and the door. “You shall be my witness. Take one quick look inside, and then you must leave. Remember that the newborn are not always pleasant to behold.”


  Mindy remembered the ravenous little caterpillars that had devoured the leaves of the elm in her back yard.


  “Now then,” said Mr. Frightful. “One look only.”


  One look was quite enough. Mr. and Mrs. Gaup and Doctor Bentry had quite vanished. Unless you could count a patent leather shoe, a comb, a lock of hair on the floor. There were Porglies all over the place. Dozens and dozens of little Porglies.


  Mr. Frightful leveled the emulsifier. It was not going to be very nice.


  One of the Porglies burped.


  “Quack,” said Patino.


  Mindy went outside and waited.


  THE END


  The 4D Bargain


  Evelyn E. Smith


  At last they had invented a handbag that would hold everything a lady could possibly want to put into it—and still be small, light, and fashionable. But would everything that went in always come out?


  “BUT WHERE does everything go?” Miss Nethercott asked, peering into the lining of the small handbag. “It must be somewhere.”


  “It goes into another dimension,” Mr. Mendenhall explained patiently for the fifth time. “That’s why we call it the extradimensional handbag.


  Catchy name, isn’t it?”


  “It stinks,” said Mr. Villardi, probing the bag’s interior with a gingerly forefinger. “I wish you wouldn’t keep coming up with these godawful novelty items, Mendenhall.”


  “Imagine,” the handbag buyer went on, undaunted, “now a woman will be able to carry a small, smart-looking pocket-book, and yet be able to put everything her heart desires inside of it. I guess you boys will be able to go to town on this, hey, Villardi?”


  The advertising manager pulled a package of cigarettes, a key ring, a handkerchief, a salesorder book, and a copy of Standard Rates and Data out of the eight-inch cube. “Trouble is, nobody’ll believe it,” he said sourly, “because that’s the copy we always use with our small handbags. Public’ll put it down to routine hyperbole.”


  “But I don’t understand.” Miss Nethercott’s large blue eyes appealed to Mr. Mendenhall. “Where were the things? They couldn’t fit inside the bag. It’s to small!”


  “It’s based on some kind of a scientific principle,” Mr. Mendenhall told her. “Invented by a scientist, you know. I don’t,” he admitted, “entirely understand it myself; I guess I have the executive more than the scientific type mind. The way the fellow who sold them to me put it, seems there are lots and lots of dimensions, and we’re using a paltry three.”


  “It does seem like an awful waste,” Miss Nethercoft agreed, nodding her golden head. “You mean in this handbag we’re just putting one more to use? Like electricity after Benjamin Franklin found out it was there all along?”


  “That’s the idea exactly!” Mr. Mendenhall beamed. “You’re a bright little girl, Miss Nethercott.” He patted her head. “Here, I want you to take one of these for your very own self. To inspire you in your work.”


  “Oh, thank you, Mr. Mendenhall! I really do need a new bag! Only, if you’re going to be so kind as to give me a pocketbook, I’d rather have a big one because I carry my lunch to business, and—oh, yes, Mr. Mendenhall; thank you, Mr. Mendenhall.”


  “Lessee,” the buyer said thoughtfully, “I think we’d better put this line straight upstairs into the Boutique. We don’t want all those ground-floor just-looking-arounders smearing them with their greasy paws. It isn’t exactly a low-priced item.” He chuckled. “Gotta charge for the extra dimension, you know.”


  “Maybe we’re using only three dimensions,” the advertising manager suggested, regarding the array of extra-dimensional handbags in the stockroom with distaste, “because somebody else is using the others.”


  “Let’s not be whimsical, Villardi. How could there be anybody else? We’re the only ones here, aren’t we? Who else could be using the other dimensions?”


  Miss Nethercott clutched her new handbag possessively. “But then where do all the things you put into it go?”


  Mr. Mendenhall glared at her.


  THE FIRST thing Balfig Twersnal noticed, as he slithered through the entry of his modest ground-floor apartment was that Sligny was disturbed. They had been mated for too many cycles for him to fail to catch her moods at once. And, if she was disturbed, he was disturbed.


  “What is troubling you, my dearest?” he asked, twining his tendrils about hers.


  “Oh, Balfig, I don’t know how to tell you . . . I have a—a Luxury!”


  He recoiled. “A Luxury! Sligny! Did you steal it?”


  She drew herself up to her full sixteen feet. “Of course not, Balfig. How could you think I was capable of—of—?”


  “I’m sorry, Sligny,” he said humbly. “I know you couldn’t possibly have done an Unordained thing like that. But where did you get it?”


  “It appeared suddenly in the air. Honestly it did.” And she held out a tiny object to Belfig.


  He started. “Sligny, it looks like—it looks like Plastic.” She nodded mournfully. “I don’t blame you for suspecting I stole it, really. Nobody will believe I didn’t. What—what do you think it is?”


  He looked at the thing. It was a six-inch rectangular bar with minuscule dentations formed out of one of the long sides. He sighed heavily. “Obviously it is useless.” He looked at it again. “It isn’t even ornamental.”


  She turned pale blue. “It’s definitely a Luxury then. I was hoping it might sneak into the ornamental class and get by as an aesthetic necessity.”


  He made a negative sign. “Let’s not fool ourselves; it has no purpose. It is clearly a Luxury. Why did it come to us? How did it come to us?” He put up a tendril. “No, Sligny, I believe you—but will anyone else? There is so much we cannot understand.” He sighed. “I suppose it is So Ordained.” And he made a Sign of Reverence.


  “Let’s hide it!” she cried impetuously.


  “Hide it!” He stared down at her. “And you know what’ll happen if it’s discovered then? It’ll be the garnish mines for both of us, with no chance of reprieve!”


  “Let’s—” she took a deep breath “—let’s destroy it!”


  He looked at her in horror. “Destroy Plastic? An Artifact? An Ordained Luxury?”


  “I—I’m sorry, Balfig. I didn’t know what I was saying.”


  “I shall go to the House Supervisor,” Balfig said firmly, “and declare it. It’s the only thing to be done.”


  HE LEFT the apartment bravely enough, but, once outside, he surrendered to the tremors that shook his body. Only once in his life had he beep as high as the two hundredth floor—when he and Sligny had been assigned the apartment on their mating day and the House Supervisor had given them both the customary speech of welcome and warning.


  But now it was very different. He held his breath and rose to the Ordained Regions. Sliding past the long line of waiting tenants of all levels, he diffidently approached the secretary, a young female in the garb of the hundred and ninety-ninth floor. “High is High and low is low,” he gave the customary greeting. “Name?” she snapped. “B-Balfig Twersnal.”


  She pressed a button and the simulacrum of his personaplate appeared in the plastotop of her desk. “Balfig Twersnal, Apartment 1XA2, vimgritch furler for Harsnoop-Tsalk, second floor?”


  “That’s right.”


  Her eyestalks were rigid with horror. “But you have no appointment!” All the other tenants turned to stare in disbelief.


  “I—I know.” He moistened his vocal apparatus. “But this is an emergency.”


  “I’ll contact the First Ordained One right away!” she said, her voice trembling with the enormity of the situation.


  The benevolent visage of Kiv Gzandor appeared in the crystal. “Yes, harchli, what is it?”


  “There’s a young male from the ground floor to see you, harch,” she babbled. “Without an appointment! He says it’s an emergency.”


  “Ah, an emergency,” the Ordained One said with relish.


  “Well, send ham right in, harchli. An emergency always takes precedence.”


  Balfig slithered diffidently into the First Ordained One’s office and stood before the desk, in which his personaplate glittered. In the presence of the House Supervisor, he felt as if he were standing before the Ordainer Himself. He tried to keep his eyes off the nine luxuries to which Gzandor’s High rank entitled him.


  “High is Higth and low is low, Highness,” he quavered.


  “Low is low and High is High. Well, Balfig,” Gzandor said kindly, “tell me what it is you have done. Did you kill anyone? Is this someone on your own level, I promise you justice will be tempered with mercy. After all, you are young and boys will be boys.”


  “No, your Altitude,” Balfig replied. “I have not killed anyone. I have—” he choked. “I have—quite by accident, you understand—come into possession of a Luxury.”


  The First Ordained One’s eyestalks stood erect. “A Luxury! By the Ordainer, Twersnal, this is a serious matter. Give it here.” Balfig handed the diminutive object over. “How did you come by it?” Balfig had already determined that, at all costs, Sligny must be kept out of the affair. “It—it appeared to me in the air, Highness. Down in our apartment,” he said. “Just a few minutes ago. I brought it right up to you.”


  “That is a very thin story, Twersnal,” the Supervisor said sternly. “Can’t you see for yourself how improbable it sounds?”


  “Yes, Altitude, to me it does sound improbable. But then it is Ordained that there is so much that one in my unelevated position cannot understand. I had hoped that to those more Highly Placed it would seem quite possible. For it did happen.”


  “Mmmm.” The Supervisor examined the Artifact. “I do not believe your story, Twersnal, but I will retain an open mind. The Artifact itself is one of the most useless I have ever seen, and, hence, the most Luxurious. Your crime is a serious one, my boy. The only thing in your favor is the fact that this seems to be an absolutely unique type of Plastic. If it is proved to be so, then the uniqueness of your explanation will become less unique, and, hence, is essential improbability will be essentially less improbable.”


  “Yes, Highness,” Balfig said miserably. “Then I do not have to go to the garnish mines yet?”


  “You know, Balfig, that under our laws anyone is presumed to be innocent until we have decided he is guilty. So, until your case is adjudicated, simple apartment arrest will be sufficient. You will understand that we cannot afford to have a suspect Luxury lover furling our people’s vimgritch.”


  “No, Altitude,” Balfig said miserably. “High is High and low is low.”


  “And low is low and High is High.”


  BUT I know I didn’t ‘just misplace’ my comb!” Miss Nethercott protested. “I put it right into the bag in the stockroom, and when I got to the tenth floor powder room it was gone. There must be a hole or something in the bag.”


  “It’s a brand-new bag and there can’t possibly be a hole in it!” Mr. Mendenhall snapped. “During your afternoon rest period, you go down to Notions and get another comb. Tell them to charge it to Handbags.”


  “Oh, Mr. Mendenhall, you’re such a doll!”


  “Well, you show your appreciation by getting out there and selling those bags!” Mr. Mendenhall gave Miss Nethercott a fatherly pinch on the cheek and rode away majestically on the down escalator.


  Since business was never brisk in the Boutique, Miss Nethercott amused herself by filling the extradimensional handbags with all the portable objects in the vicinity. By and by, a small crowd of women had gathered to watch her. The department manager watched her too. Demonstrators might be all right for the ground floor, although he personally felt they were out of place anywhere in a store like Prettyman and Smoot, but they were definitely not appropriate for the Boutique.


  “You see,” Miss Nethercott declaimed dramatically, for she had theatrical ambitions and loved an audience, even of females, “you can put just as many things as you want into it, and it’ll never bulge or get out of shape or anything.”


  “My,” commented a customer, “how do they ever do that?”


  “It’s scientific,” Miss Nethercott explained. “Like—like detergents. Who knows what they’re made of? But they work.”


  “Ah,” said the woman wisely, “we live in an age of great technological advancement.”


  “Presto!” Miss Nethercott gleefully descended to a nontechnical level, as She pulled a large suede envelope, a black velvet clutch, a gold evening carryall, and a cowhide briefcase out of the extradimensional bag.


  “That’s only four,” a helpful customer pointed out. “You put in five—I saw you. There was a calfskin pouch, too.”


  Miss Nethercott felt around inside. “You must be mistaken, madam,” she said coldly.


  All the other women turned around to inspect the helpful customer from head to foot. She turned red underneath her rather unfortunate hat. “Sorry . . . perhaps I was,” she gulped, and fled.


  But the other women stayed and bought. That evening it turned out that a calfskin pouch was, in fact, missing from the eleventh floor handbag counter, but, since Miss Nethercott had sold the unprecedented number of fifty extradimensionals, at $35.95 each, she was not taken to task.


  However, when she sat down in the subway—after giving the elderly gentleman who got up for her a ravishing smile in payment—she discovered that the pocket novel she had promoted from a susceptible clerk in Books was gone from the bag. She clicked her tongue in annoyance, and resoled to present the bag to her roommate, whose birthday was in the offing. Of course she had planned to give Gloria a $5.95 rather than a $35.95 present, but really she was very fond of Gloria, and, anyway, it wasn’t as if she had paid for the thing.


  “BALFIG!” Sligny, emerging from the communication closet. “We’re saved! An Artifact materialized in Margroop Slurg’s living room too. She just called me up to tell me about it.”


  He raised a dull eyestalk. “A luxury?”


  “Well, no, I suppose not. She says it’s a receptacle. It opens up and you put little things in it. At least, it’s empty inside, so it must be for that.”


  “Oh.” He lowered his eye-stalk. “Then it’s a different case entirely.”


  “Not entirely. If a necessity materialized in her apartment and a Luxury materialized in ours, then surely Che Ordained Ones can see that possession of the Luxury is not our fault. Its coming was Ordained.”


  “And it is ordained that I should go to the garnish mines,” Balfig replied miserably.


  “That we should go, darling.” Sligny said, “Wherever you go, I shall go too.” They twined tendrils.


  The communicator blippeted. Sligny disentangled herself and dashed into the closet. “Oh, darling,” she exclakned as she came out, “everybody on our level seems to be getting Artifacts! Lazni Troob just told me she got a little receptacle—


  “Then it’s not a Luxury.”


  “But, wait a minute, it’s full of the most malodorous liquid you ever scented. How could it be useful?”


  “Probably a medicine or a zorpak repellent,” he said bitterly. “It’s just our luck to be the only ones stuck with a Luxury. The fact of spontaneous materialization in itself isn’t going to make much difference to the Ordained Ones; they know all about that sort of thing.”


  “And Teslot Snikk got a book!”


  “A book! What kind of a book? Anyhow, that rates as a necessity too.”


  “Not if you can’t read it, it doesn’t. This one is in some kind of secret script, Banmor told me, but Teslot says he can read it.” She sniffed. “That Teslot thinks he’s so smart—says the whole thing is an Ordained Vistation.”


  “I suppose,” Balfig remarked without much interest, “he’ll present it to the Ordained Ones for commentary and explanation?”


  “No!” All of Sligny’s eyes bulged from their stalks with the enormity of what she had to tell. “He says he is going to interpret and expound it himself.”


  “What! But how can he? He is on the lowest level, like us. He can’t have opinions of his own.”


  “He says the book says he can.”


  Suddenly there was a faint glow in the corner of the room. A clink . . . and the glow disappeared.


  “Just what happened before,” Sligny commented, reaching forward to pick up the object before her mate could stop her. It was a tiny, plump cylinder of some base substance like gold.”


  “Even if it is only metal, it’s still another Luxury,” Balfig said dully. “It’s no use; we’re doomed.”


  “Wait a minute—it seems to be a receptacle. The top comes off, see. But there’s something inside.” She peered into the little orifice despondently. “Something perfectly useless looking too.”


  She twiddled the thing with a tendril. A tiny red stick suddenly rose out of it. Balfig and Sligny jumped back, clinging to each other.


  Sligny recovered herself first. “It’s perfectly harmless.” She picked up the object from the floor. “Look, it makes red marks; it must be useful!”


  “But are red marks useful?”


  THERE was another little glow and a thunk. This time it was a Plastic Artifact very much like the first one they’d received. Spots of light began to appear all over the room and objects of metal, Plastic, and strange, hard-torn alleable substances showered in one of them. There were queer little squares of cloth, papers of all shapes and sizes—some with secret writing on them, more with evil pictures and an unmistakable dainty tea sandwich.


  “Don’t eat it, Sligny!” Balfig yelled. “It may be poisonous! Although, maybe it would be better for us to end it all, at that! Sooner death than the garnish mines.”


  “Balfig!” Sligny said reproachfully. “You musn’t talk like that. And, after all, I don’t see why we should feel badly.”


  “You don’t?”


  “No.” She pricked up the Artifacts in her delicate tendrils. “Why should we? Aren’t we the richest people in the House? Perhaps even in the City,” she quipped. No one on their level could ever be quite sure that the concept of the City was one to be taken literally.


  He was not amused. “But, Sligny—”


  “Haven’t you considered that the Ordained Ones no longer dare touch us? One or two or three Luxuries they could suspect us of stealing, but we have hundreds. There aren’t that many in the House—probably not even in the Block! No one could possibly find that many to steal. And such unique ones, too. Don’t you see, it must be Ordained that we should have them?”


  “Frankly, I don’t—”


  At that moment the entry urp urpled. Teslot Snikk’s visage appeared on the interview screen. “Let me in, Balfig!” he exclaimed, omitting the customary salutation. “I have great news for you!” Balfig pressed the opener, and Teslot, followed by a majority of the ground-floor tenants, surged in. “Low is low and High is High, harchin,” Balfig said in mild surprise, as they filled his apartment. “I don’t wish to seem inhospitable,” he added, “but have you forgotten that associating with a suspect Luxury lover is enough to make you suspects yourselves?”


  “Luxury lover, toha!” Teslot snapped.


  The heresy was enough to make even his cohorts gasp.


  “We are all Luxury lovers!” he went on stoutly. “All of us here have Luxuries, and, by the Ordainer, we are going to keep them!”


  “See, Balfig!” Sligny exclaimed. “Didn’t I always say Teslot was the cleverest man on this floor?”


  “. . . because,” Teslot went on, thumping a tiny volume bound in a thin substance decorated with bright, eerie figures, “it is So Ordained.”


  “High is High and low is low,” the crowd intoned reverently.


  “No! Low is High and High is low!” Teslot shrieked. “It is so written. For what other reason have all these Luxuries been bestowed only upon those who live on the lower floors. It is because the Ordainer has Chosen Us. He has reversed our whole Doctrine. Those on the High Floors, they shall be low under His Eyestalks, and those on the low shall be High. It is Ordained!”


  “Low is High and High is low,” chanted the crowd accomodatingly.


  “To you, Balfig,” shouted Teslot, “the first Ordained Revelation was made! To you”—he gestured around the Artifact-filled apartment—” were the most Luxuries given. Therefore, it is clearly indicated that you are to be our new House Supervisor. Come, let us oust the tyrannical Gzandor from his post and let you assume your rightful privileges as First Ordained One.”


  “But I wouldn’t know what to do,” Balfig demurred.


  “Don’t worry,” Teslot advised him. “You just do what I tell you to.”


  “You go with Teslot, dear,” Sligny said. “He knows best.”


  “High is low and low is High!” screeched the crowd.


  “Hooray!”


  “LOOK,” SAID Mr. Mendenhall, “so we all make mistakes. . . .”


  “You want me to call the copywriters off?” Mr. Villardi demanded querulously. “After they already got started? I do wish you’d try out these novelty items before you turn them over to advertising.”


  “But how was I to know they would—in fact, I still don’t know they did. If you ask me, it’s just those goddamned women’s carelessness!”


  “Mr. Mendenhall,” Miss Nethercott protested. “Besides, I lost my comb and my Mickey Spiliane, and I’m not careless.”


  “Most efficient little worker I ever had,” the buyer murmured bemusedly. “But where could all that stuff they say they’ve been losing go? Most peculiar coincidence—that’s what it must be. Because, we’ve checked the bags they brought back—not a hole in them.”


  “There’s that hole into the extra dimension,” Mr. Villardi pointed out.


  “You know,” Miss Nethercott said brightly, “it’s funny but I didn’t lose anything from my bag until I went upstairs. And most of the ladies who came to return their bags happened to mention the same thing. There’s probably a lot of ladies living on first and second floors who haven’t had any trouble at all.”


  “Could we sell it as a low-altitude item maybe?” Mr. Mendenhall asked himself. “No, that wouldn’t be practical. But why, why, why should all this have to happen to me?”


  “You remember what I said about other people using the other dimensions?” Mr. Villardi suggested. “Well, just suppose for instance they happen to live higher up than we do. No reason they should start at our sea-level—no reason they should be anything like us, really. Anyhow, then our high floors would coincide with their first ones, and so things would start getting over to them only when—”


  “Please, Villardi!” the buyer protested. “I got enough of a headache without your contributions.”


  “But it seems to me like an awfully reasonable explanation,” Miss Nethercott insisted. “Of course,” she added hastily, catching Mr. Mendenhall’s eye, “either way we can’t sell any more of the bags, can we? We would lose good will.”


  Mr. Mendenhall nodded in sad agreement. “Not only that, but we’ve got to take back those we sold already, without any questions. Naturally the customers can’t hold us responsible for the stuff that allegedly disappeared. They can try, all right, but they haven’t a legal leg to stand on! And I guess Prettyman and Smoot will be able to stand the loss. After all, if they want me to keep in hot pursuit of the latest thing, they’ve got to expect.an occasional turkey.”


  “A $35.95 turkey is one hell of an expensive turkey,” Mr. Villardi remarked.


  Mr. Mendenhall ignored him. “I guess we’ll have to sell out the whole consignment at cost on a no return basis.”


  “No!” exclaimed Mr. Villardi and Miss Nethercott almost simultaneously.


  “You mean . . . a worthy charity?”


  “I mean destroy, Mendenhall,” Mr. Villardi said. “It’s absolutely the only thing to do. And, as you said, the store can absorb the loss.”


  Mr. Mendenhall rubbed his chin. “Yes, and it’ll be a legitimate tax deduction, too. Guess that is what we better do. You’re right, Villardi; I admit it freely.” He sighed. “After all, what’s a lousy ten thousand bucks to Prettyman and Smoot? A drop in the bucket. I guess there’s no great harm done. We all made mistakes.”


  “Live and learn,” said Miss Nethercott.


  “That’s it exactly.” Mr. Mendenhall beamed at her.


  THE END


  The Murky Glass


  H.P. Lovecraft and August Derleth


  While men are thinking of the planets, other worlds may be thinking of us. At least the curious phenomena of that old New England house suggested that possibility . . . An unforgettable new story of unearthly wonder by two masters of the science-fiction terror tale.


  I MOVED into my cousin Wilbur’s home less than a month after his untimely death, not without misgivings, for its isolation in a pocket of the hills off the Aylesbury Pike was not to my liking. Yet I moved with a sense of fitness that this haven of my favorite cousin should have descended to me. As the old Wharton place, the house had been untenanted for many years. It had fallen into disuse after the grandson of the farmer who had built it had left the soil for the seaside city of Kingston, and my cousin had bought it from the estate of that heir disgruntled with the meager living to be made on that sadly depleted land. It was not a calculated move, for the Akeleys did nothing but by sudden impulse.


  Wilbur had been for many years a student of archeology and anthropology. He had been graduated from Miskatonic University in Arkham and, immediately following his graduation, had spent three years in Mongolia, Tibet, and Sinkiang Province, followed by an equal number of years divided among South and Central America, and the southwestern part of the United States. He had come home to reply in person to an offer to join the staff of Miskatonic University, but instead he had bought the old Wharton farm and set about to remodel it, tearing down all but one of the outbuildings, and imposing upon the central structure an even more curious shape than it had gathered to itself in the course of the twenty decades it had been standing. Indeed, the extent of these alterations was not fully apparent to me until I myself took possession of the house.


  It was then that I learned that Wilbur had retained unaltered only one face of the old house; that he had completely rebuilt the front and one side, and had erected a gable room over the south wing of the ground floor. The house had originally been a low building of but one story, with a large attic which had in its time been hung with all the impedimenta of the rural life in New England. In part, it had been constructed of logs, and some of this construction had been carefully retained by Wilbur. This was testimony to my cousin’s respect for the handiwork of our forebears in this country, for the Akeley family had been in America fully two hundred years when Wilbur had decided to foreswear his wanderings and settle in his native milieu. The year, as I recall it, was 1921; he had lived but three years thereafter, so that it was 1924—on April 16—that I took possession of the house in accordance with the terms of his will.


  The house was still very much as he left it, an anomaly in the New England landscape, for, though it still bore the marks of its ancestry in its stone foundations and the logs of its substructure, as well as in the square stone chimney which rose from its fireplaces, it had been so much altered as to seem a product of several generations. Though the majority of these alterations had apparently been made to contribute to Wilbur’s comfort, there was on change which had baffled me at the time that Wilbur had made it, and for which he never offered any explanation: this was the installation in the south wall of his gable room of a great round window of a most curious clouded glass, of which he said only that it was a work of great antiquity, which he had discovered and acquired in the course of his travels in Asia. He referred to it at one time as “the glass from Leng” and at another as “possibly Hyadean in origin,” neither of which enlightened me in the slightest, though, to tell the truth, I was not sufficiently interested in my cousin’s vagaries to press inquiries.


  I SOON wished, however, that I had done so, for I discovered rapidly, once I had taken up my existence in the building, that my cousin’s entire living seemed to resolve not about the central rooms of the house on the ground floor—which one might have expected, since these were appointed for maximum effect and comfort—but about the south gable room, for it was here that he kept his rack of pipes, his favorite books, records, and most comfortable pieces of furniture. And it was here that he worked on such manuscripts pertinent to his studies as he had in progress at the time that he was struck down with a coronary ailment while he was at work in the stacks of the Miskatonic University library.


  That some adjustment between what had been his regimen and what was mine would have to be made, I knew; and it must be made in my favor. It seemed, therefore, that the first order of business was a restoration of the rightful way of existence in the house, a resumption of life on the ground floor. To tell the truth, I found myself from the beginning curiously repelled by the gable room; in part, certainly, because it reminded me so strongly of the living presence of my dead cousin who would never again occupy his favorite corner of the house, and in part, also, because the room was to me unnaturally alien and cold, holding me off as by some physical force I could not understand, though this was surely consistent with my attitude about the room, for I could understand it no more than I ever really understood my cousin Wilbur.


  The alteration I wished to bring about, however, was not as easily accomplished as I had hoped it might be, for I was soon aware that my cousin’s old “den” cast an aura over the entire house. There are those who hold that houses inevitably assume something of the character of their owners; if the old house had worn any of the characteristics of the Whartons, who had lived in it for so long, it was certain that my cousin had effectively obliterated them when he remodeled the house, for now it seemed often literally to speak of Wilbur Akeley’s presence. It was not often an obtrusive feeling—only rather an uneasy conviction I experienced of being no longer alone, or of being under some scrutiny, the source of which was not known to me.


  Perhaps it was the very isolation of the house which was responsible for this fancy, but it came to seem to me that my cousin’s favorite room was like something alive, waiting for his return, like an animal unaware that the master for whom it waited would not again come back. Perhaps because of this obsession, I gave the room more attention than in fact it deserved. I had removed from it certain articles, such as a very comfortable lounging chair; but I was curiously impelled to bring them back, out of compulsions which arose from different and often conflicting convictions—the fancy that this chair, for instance, which at first proved to be so comfortable, was made for someone of a different shape from my own, and thus was uncomfortable to my person, or the belief that the light was not as good downstairs as above, which was responsible for my returning to the gable room the books I had removed from it.


  The fact was, undeniably, that the character of the gable room was subtly at variance with that of the remainder of the house. My cousin’s home was in every way prosaic enough, except for that one room in the south gable. The ground floor of the house was filled with creature comforts, but gave little evidence of having been extensively used, save for that room given over to the preparation of food. In contrast, the gable room, while also comfortable, was comfortable in a different way, difficult to explicate; it was as if the room, manifestly a “den” built by one man for his use, had been used by many different kinds of people, each of whom left something of himself within these walls. Yet I knew that my cousin had lived the life of a recluse, save for his journeys to the Miskatonic at Arkham and the Widener Library in Boston. He had gone nowhere else, he had received no callers, and even, on the rare occasions when I stopped at his home—as an accountant I did sometimes find myself in his vicinity—he seemed always willing that I be gone, though he was unfailingly courteous, and though I never remained longer than fifteen minutes at most.


  Truth to tell, the aura of the gable room diminished my resolve. The lower floor was ample for my purposes; it afforded me a commodious home, and it was easy to put the gable room and the alterations I hoped to make in it out of my mind, to defer and postpone it until it came to seem too minor a matter to trouble about. Moreover, I was still frequently away from home for days and nights at a time, and there was nothing pressing I needed to do about the house. My cousin’s will had been probated, the estate had been settled, and no one challenged my possession of the house.


  ALL MIGHT have been well, for, with my resolve put by, I was much less aware of my unfinished plans for the gable room, had it not been for the succession of little incidents which occurred to disturb me. These were of no consequence at first; they began as tiny, almost unnoticed things. I believe that the first of them took place when I had been in possession of the house scarcely a month, and it was such an infinitesimal thing that it did not occur to me to connect it to the later events I experienced until many weeks had gone by.


  It happened one night when I sat reading before my fireplace in the ground-floor livingroom, and it was surely nothing more, I was certain, than a cat or some similar animal scratching at the door to be let in. Yet it was so distinct that I got up and made the rounds, from the front door to the back, and even to a little side door which was a relic of the oldest part of the house, but I could find neither cat nor trace of one. The animal had vanished into the darkness. I called to it several times, but it neither replied nor made any other sound. Yet I had no sooner seated myself again before the scratching began anew. No matter how I tried, I failed utterly to catch any sight of the cat, though I was disturbed in this fashion fully half a dozen times, until I was so upset that, had I caught sight of the cat, I would probably have shot it.


  Of itself, this was an incident so trivial that no one would think twice about it. Could it not have been a cat familiar with my late cousin, and unfamiliar enough with me to be frightened away by appearance? Indeed, it could. I thought no more of it. However, in less than a week, a similar incident took place, differing in one marked exception to the first. This time, instead of there being the clawing or scratching of a cat, there was a slithering, groping sound that sent a chill of apprehension through me, just as if a giant snake or an elephant’s trunk were moving along the glass of the windows and doors. The pattern of its sounding and my reactions was exactly similar. I heard, but saw nothing; I listened, but could find nothing—only the intangible of sounds. A cat, a snake? What more?


  But there was yet more, quite apart from the occasions on which the cat or the snake seemed to have returned for another try. There was the time when I heard what sounded like hoof beats, or the tramping of some gigantic animal, or the twittering of birds pecking at the windows, or the slithering of some vast body, or the sucking sounds of lips or suckers. What was I to make of all this? I considered hallucination, and dismissed it as an explanation, for the sounds occurred in all kinds of weather and at all hours of the night and day, so that, had there actually been an animal of any size at door or window, I should certainly have caught sight of it before it vanished into the wooded hills which rose on all sides of the house, for the fields had long since been reclaimed by new growths of poplar, birch, and ash trees.


  This mysterious cycle might never have been interrupted it I had not chanced one evening to open the stair door leading up to the gable room, on account of the heat of the ground floor; for it was then, when the clawing of a cat came once more, that I realized the sound came not from one of the doors, but from the window in the gable room. I bounded up the stairs in unthinking haste, never stopping to realize that it would have been a remarkable cat, indeed, which could or would climb to the second floor of the house and demand entrance through the round window, which was the only opening into the room from outside. And, since the window did not open, either in whole or in part, and, since it was clouded glass, I saw nothing, even though I stood there and continued to hear, just as close by as the other side of the glass, the sounds made by the cat clawing the glass.


  I raced downstairs, snatched up a powerful flashlight, and went out into the hot summer night to throw a beam of light to the side wall in which the window stood. But all sound had ceased, and there was nothing whatsoever to be seen but the bland house wall and the equally bland window, which looked as black from the outside as it looked clouded white from within. I might have remained forever baffled—and often I think it would surely have been for the best had it been so—but it was not meant to be.


  It was at about this time that I received from an elderly aunt a prized cat named Little Sam, which had been a pet of mine as a kitten two years before. My aunt had fretted about my insistence on living alone, and had finally sent along one of her cats to keep me company. Little Sam now belied his name; he ought to have been called “Big Sam,” for he had added pounds since I last saw him, and he was in every way a fierce, tawny feline, a credit to his species.


  But, while Little Sam rubbed me with affection, he was of two minds about the house. There were times when he slept in comfort and ease on the hearth; there were others when he was like a cat possessed, demanding to be out. And, at such times as the curious sounds as of some other animal seeking entry were to be heard, Little Sam was virtually mad with fear and fury, and I had to let him out of the house at once, whereat he would streak to the one outbuilding left after my cousin’s remodeling was done, and there he would spend the night—there or in the woods, and not come out again until dawn, when hunger drove him back to the house. And into the gable room he absolutely refused to set foot!


  IT WAS the cat, in fact, which was responsible for my decision to probe a little deeper into my cousin’s work, since Little Sam’s antics were so manifestly genuine that I had no recourse but to seek among the scattered papers my cousin had left, some explanation for the phenomena so common to the house. Almost at once I came upon an unfinished letter in the drawer of a desk in one of the downstairs rooms; it was addressed to me, and it was apparent that Wilbur must have been aware of his coronary condition, for I saw at a glance that the letter was meant to be one of those instructions in case of death. But Wilbur was clearly not cognizant of how short his time was to be, for the letter had been begun only about a month before his death, and, once pushed into the drawer, had not been taken up again, though ample time had been afforded him in which to finish it.


  Dear Fred, he wrote, The best medical authorities tell me I have not long to live, and, since I have already set down in my will that you are to be my heir, I want to supplement that document now with a few final instructions, which I adjure you not to dismiss and want you to carry out faithfully. There are specifically three things you must do without jail, and these are as follows’.


  One: All my papers in Drawers A, B, and C of my filing cabinet are to be destroyed.


  Two: All books on shelves H, I, J, and K are to be turned over to the library of Miskatonic University at Arkham.


  Three: The round glass window in the gable room upstairs is to be broken. It is not to be simply removed and disposed of elsewhere, but it must be shattered.


  You must accept my decision that these things must be done, or you may ultimately be responsible for loosing a terrible scourge upon the world. I shall say no more of this, for there are other matters of which I wish to write here while I am still able to do so. One of these is the question.


  But here my cousin had been interrupted and left his letter.


  What was I to make of these curious instructions? I could understand that his books ought to go to the Miskatonic Library, since I had no especial interest in them. But why destroy his papers? Should they not also go there? And as for the glass—its destruction was surely a piece of wanton folly, since it would entail a new window and thus additional expense. This fragment of a letter had the unfortunate effect of whetting my curiosity even farther, and I determined to look into his things with more attention.


  That very evening I began with the books on the designated shelves, which were all in the south gable room upstairs. My cousin’s interest in archeological and anthropological subjects was clearly reflected in his choice of books, for he possessed many texts related to the civilizations of the Polynesians, the Easter Islanders, the Mongolians, and various primitive peoples, as well as books about the migrations of peoples and the cult and myth patterns of primitive religions. These, however, were but a prelude to his shelves of books designated for disposal to the university library, for some of these appeared to be fabulously old, so old, in fact, that they bore no dates, and must have descended, to judge from their appearance and their written characters, from medieval times. The more recent ones among them—and none of these dated beyond 1850—had been assembled from various places; some had belonged to our fathers’ cousin, Henry Akeley, of Vermont, who had sent them down to Wilbur; some bore the ownership stamps of the Bibliotheque Nationale of Paris, suggesting that Wilbur had not been above abstracting them from the shelves.


  These books were in various languages; they bore titles such as the Pnakotic Manuscripts, the R’lyeh Text, the Unausprechlichen Kutten of von Junzt, the Book of Eibon, the Celano Fragments, the Cultes des Goules of the Comte d’Erlette, the Book of Dzyan a photostatic copy of the Necronomicon, by an Arabian, Abdul Alhazred, and many others, some of them apparently in manuscript form. I confess that these books baffled me, for they were filled—such of them as I could read—with an incredible lore of myths and legends, related beyond question to the ancient, primitive religious beliefs of the race—and, if I could read it correctly, of other and alien races as well.


  Of course, I could not hope to do justice to the Latin, French, and German texts; it was difficult enough to read the old English of some of the manuscripts and books. In any case, I soon lost patience with this task, for the books postulated a belief so bizarre that only an anthropologist would be likely to give enough credence to it to amass so much literature on the subject.


  YET IT was not uninteresting, though it represented a familiar pattern. It was the old credo of the force of light against the force of darkness, or at least, so I took it to be. Did it matter whether you called it God and the Devil, or the Elder Gods and the Ancient Ones, Good and Evil or such names as the Nodens, Lord of the Great Abyss, the only named Elder God, or these of the Great Old Ones—the idiot god, Azathoth, that amorphous blight of nethermost confusion which blasphemes and bubbles at the center of all infinity; Yog-Sothoth, the all-in-one and one-in-all, subject to neither the laws of time nor of of space, co-existent with all time and co-terminous with space; Nyarlathotep, the messenger of the Ancient Ones; Great Cthulhu, waiting to rise again from hidden R’lyeh in the depths of the sea; the unspeakable Hastur, Lord of the Interstellar Spaces; Shub-Niggurath, the black goat of the woods with a thousand young?


  And, just as the races of men who worshipped various known gods bore sectarian names, so did the followers of the Ancient Ones, and they included the Abominable Snow Men of the Himalayas and other Asian mountain regions; the Deep Ones, who lurked in the ocean depths to serve Great Cthulhu, though ruled by Dagon; the Shanteks; the Tcho-Tcho people; and many others, some of whom were said to stem from the places to which the Ancient Ones had been banished—as was Lucifer from Eden—when once they revolted against the Elder Gods—such places as the distant stars of the Hyades, Unknown Kadath, the Plateau of Leng, the sunken city of R’lyeh.


  Throughout all this, there were two disturbing notes which suggested that my cousin took this myth-pattern more seriously than I had thought. The repeated reference to the Hyades, for instance, reminded me that Wilbur had spoken of the glass in the gable window as “possibly Hyadean in origin.” Even more specifically, he had referred to it as “the glass from Leng”. It is true that these references might have been coincidental, and for a while I took comfort in telling myself that “Leng” might well be some Chinese dealer in antiques, and the word “Hyadean” might readily have been misunderstood. Yet this was a mere pretense on my part, for there was indeed everything to show that Wilbur had had more than a passing interest in this utterly alien myths. If his possession of the books and manuscripts themselves were not enough, his notes left me in no doubt whatsoever.


  For there were in his notes far more than strange references, which I found oddly disturbing; there were crude, yet effective drawings of shockingly outré settings and alien creatures, such beings as I could never, in my wildest dreams, have conceived. Indeed, for the most part, the creatures beggared description; they were winged, bat-like beings of the size of a man; they were vast, amorphous bodies, hung with tentacles, looking at first glance octopoid, but very definitely far more intelligent than an octopus; they were clawed, half-man, half-bird creatures; they were horrible, batrachian-faced things walking erect, with scaled arms and a hue of pale green, like seawater.


  There were also more recognizable human beings, however distorted—stunted and dwarfed Orientals living in a cold place, to judge by their attire, and a race born of miscegenation, with certain characteristics of the batrachian beings, yet unmistakably human. I had never dreamed that my cousin was possessed of such imagination; I had long known that uncle Henry was convinced of the most patently imagined delusions, but to my knowledge no taint had ever shown in Wilbur. I saw now. however, that he had skillfully concealed from all of us the essentials of his true nature, and I was more than a little astonished at this revelation.


  For certainly no living creatures could ever have served as models for his drawings, and there were no such illustrations in the manuscripts and books which he had left behind. Moved by my curiosity, I delved deeper and deeper into his notes, and finally put aside certain cryptic references which seemed, however remotely, to bare upon my immediate quest, arranging them into a sequence, which was easy, for all were dated.


  OCTOBER 15, ’21. Landscape coming clearer. Leng? Suggestive of southwestern America. Caves filled with hordes of bats which begin to come out—like a dense cloud—just before sundown, blot out the sun. Low shrub growth, twisted trees. A place of much wind. Snow-capped mountains in distance, right, along the rim of the desert region.


  OCTOBER 21, ’21. Four Shantaks mid-scene. Average height exceeding that of a man. Furred, bat-like bodies, bat wings, extending three feet above head. Face beaked, vulture-like, but otherwise resembling bat. Crossed landscape in flight, pausing to rest on crag in middle distance. Not aware. Did one have a rider? Cannot be sure.


  NOVEMBER 7, ‘21. Night. Ocean. A reef-like island in the foreground. Deep Ones together with humans of partly similar origin: hybrid white. Deep Ones-scaled, walk with froglike gait, a cross between a hop and a step, somewhat hunched, too, as most batrachia. Others seem to have swum to reef. Possibly Innsmouth? No coast line evident, no town lights. Also no ship. Rise from below, beside reef. Devil Reef? Even hybrids ought not to be able to swim too far without some resting-place. Possibly coast foreground, out of sight.


  NOVEMBER 17, ’21. Utterly alien landscape. Not of Earth so far as I know. Black heaven, some stars. Crags of porphyry or some similar substance. Foreground a deep lake. Hali? In five minutes the water began to ripple where something rose. Facing inward. A titanic aquatic being, tentacled. Octopoid, but far, far larger—ten—twenty times larger than the giant Octopus apollyon of the west coast. What was its neck was alone easily fifteen rods in diameter. Could not risk chance of seeing its face and destroyed the star.


  JANUARY 4, ’22. An interval of nothingness. Outer space? Planetary approach, as if I were seeing through the eyes of some being coming in to an object in space. Sky dark, far stars, but the surface of the planet soon looming close. Coming closer, saw barren landscape. No vegetation, as on the dark star. A circle of worshipers facing a stone tower. Their cries: Shub-Niggurath!


  JANUARY 16, ’22. Undersea region. Atlantis? Doubtful. A vast, cavernous, temple-like structure, broken by depthcharges. Massive stones, similar to pyramid stones. Steps leading down to black maw below. Deep Ones in background. Movement in darkness of stairwell. A huge tentacle moving up. Far back two liquid eyes, many rods apart. R’lyeh? Fearful at approach of thing from below, and destroyed star.


  FEBRUARY 24, ’22. Familiar landscape. Wilbraham country? Run-down farm houses, ingrown family. Foreground, old man listening. Time: evening. Whippoorwills calling in great volume. Woman approaches holding stone replica of star in hand. Old man flees. Curious. Must look up.


  MARCH 21, ’22. Unnerving experience today. Must be more careful. Constructed star and spoke the words: Ph’nglui mglw’najh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’rtagl jhtagn. Opened immediately on huge shantak in foreground. Shantak aware, and at once moved forward. I could actually hear its claws. Managed to break the star in time.


  APRIL 7, ’22. I know now they will actually come through if I am not careful. Today the Tibetan landscape, and the Abominable Snowmen. Another attempt made. But what of their masters? If the servants make the attempt to transcend time and space, what of Great Cthulhu—Hastur—Shub-Niggurath? I intend to abstain for a while. Shock profound.”


  NOR DID he again turn to whatever had been his odd pursuit until early the next year. Or, at least, so his notes indicate. An abstention from his obsessive preoccupation, followed once more with a period of brief indulgence. His first entry was just short of a year later.


  FEBRUARY 7, ’23. There seems now no doubt but that there is a general awareness of the door. Very risky to look in at all. Safe only when landscape is clear. And, since one never knows upon what scene the eye will turn, the risk is all the more grave. Yet I hesitate to seal the opening. I constructed the star as usual, spoke the words, and waited. For a while I saw only the familiar southwestern American landscape, at the hour of evening—bats, owls, night-prowling kangaroo rats and wildcats. Then out of one of the caves, came a Sand-Dweller—rough-skinned, large-eyed, large-eared, with a horrible, distorted resemblance to the koala bear facially, though his body had an appearance of emaciation. He shambled toward the foreground, manifestly eager. Is it possible that the door makes this side as visible to them as they are to me? When I saw that he was heading straight for me, I destroyed the star. All vanished, as usual. But later—the house filled with bats! Twenty-seven of them! I am no believer in mere coincidence!


  There occurred now another hiatus, during which my cousin wrote cryptic notes without reference to his visions or to the mysterious “star” of which he had written so often. I could not doubt that he was the victim of hallucinations inspired, no doubt, by his intensive study of the material in the books he had assembled from all comers of the world. These paragraphs were in the nature of substantiation, though they were in essence an attempt to rationalize what he had “seen.”


  They were interspersed with newspaper clippings, which my cousin obviously sought to relate to the myth-pattern to which he was given—accounts of strange happenings, unknown objects in the heavens, mysterious disappearances into space, curious revelations regarding hidden cults, and the like. It was painfully patent that Wilbur had come to believe intensely in certain facets of the ancient primitive credos, particularly that there were contemporary survivals of the hellish Ancient Ones and their worshippers and followers; and it was this, more than anything else, that he was trying to prove.


  It was as if he had taken the writings printed or written in the old books he possessed and, accepting them for literal truth, were trying to adduce the weight of evidence from his own time to add to that from the past. It was true, there was a disturbing element of similarity between the ancient accounts and many of those my cousin had managed to find, but these were doubtless capable of being explained as coincidence. Cogent as they were, I reproduced none of them before sending them to Miskatonic Library for the Akeley Collection, but I remember them vividly—and all the more so in the light of that unforgettable climax to my somewhat aimless inquiry into my cousin Wilbur’s preoccupation.


  I WOULD never have known about the “star” if it had not been accidentally brought to my attention. My cousin had written repeatedly about “making,” “breaking,” “constructing” and “destroying” the star as a necessary adjunct to his illusions, but this reference was utterly meaningless to me and would perhaps have remained so had I not chanced to see in the slanting light across the floor of the gable room the faint marks which seemed to outline a five-pointed star. This had been invisible before, because it had been covered by a large rug; but the rug had moved around in the course of my packing the books and papers to be taken to Miskatonic Library, and thus my sight of the markings was an accident.


  Even then it did not dawn upon me that these markings represented a star. Not until I finished my work with the books and papers and could push back the rug from the entire center of the floor, did the whole design present itself. I saw then that it was a star of five points, decorated with various ornamental designs, the whole of sufficient size to permit its being drawn from within it. This then, I knew at once, was the explanation for a box of chalk for which I had previously found no reason for being in my cousin’s favorite room. Pushing books, papers, and all else out of the way, I went for the chalk, and set about faithfully copying the star design and all the decorations within the star. It was clearly meant for some kind of cabalistic drawing, and it was equally evident that the performer was required to sit within its outlines.


  So, having completed the drawing in accordance with the impression left by frequent reconstructions, I sat within the design. Quite possibly I expected something to happen, though I was still puzzled by my cousin’s references in his notes as to the breaking of the design each time he thought himself menaced, for, as I recalled cabalistic rituals, it was the breaking of such designs which brought about the danger of psychic invasion. However, nothing whatsoever took place, and it was not until several minutes had passed that I remembered the words. I had copied them, and now I rose to find my copy, and, finding it; returned with it to the star and gravely spoke the words:


  “Ph’nglui mgluu’najh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl jhtagn.”


  Instantly a most extraordinary phenomenon took place. I was seated, facing the round window of clouded glass in the south wall, so that I saw everything that happened. The cloudiness vanished from the glass, and I found myself, to my astonishment, looking upon a sunbaked landscape—though the hour was night, a few minutes past nine o’clock of a late summer evening in the state of Massachusetts. Yet the landscape which appeared through the glass was one which could not have been found anywhere in New England—an arid country, a land of sandy rocks, of desert vegetation—which was spare—of caverns, and, in the background, of snowcapped mountains: just such a landscape as had been described more than once in my cousin’s cryptic notes.


  I gazed upon this landscape in the utmost fascination, my mind in turmoil. Life seemed to be going on in the landscape to which I looked, and I picked out one aspect after another: the rattlesnake crawling sinuously along, the sharp-eyed hawk soaring overhead—which enable me to see that the hour was not long before sundown, for the reflection of the sunlight on the hawk’s breast was indicative—the Gila monster, the roadrunner—all these prosaic aspects of the American southwest I saw. Where was the scene, then? Arizona? New Mexico?


  But the events of that alien landscape kept on without reference to me. The snake and Gila monster crawled away, the hawk plummeted downward and came up with a snake in his talons, the roadrunner was joined by another. And the sunlight drew away, making of that land a face of great beauty. Then, from the mouth of one of the largest caverns came the bats. They came flowing from that black maw by the thousands in an endless stream, and it seemed to me that I could hear their chittering. How long it took for them to fly out into the gathering twilight, I do not know. They had hardly gone before something more made its appearance—a kind of human being, rough of skin, as if the desert’s sand had been encrusted upon the surface of its body, with abnormally large eyes and ears. He seemed to be emaciated, with ribs showing through his skin, but what was particularly repellent was the look of his face—for he resembled an Australian toy bear called the koala. And, at this, I remembered what my cousin had called these people—for there were others following that first, some of them female. Sand-Dwellers!


  THEY CAME from the cavern, blinking their great eyes, but soon they came in greater haste, and scattered to both sides, crouching behind the bushes. Then, little by little, an incredible monster made its appearance—at first a probing tentacle, then another, and presently half a dozen cautiously exploring the cave’s mouth. And then, from out of the darkness of the cavern’s well, an eldritch head showed dimly. Then, as it thrust forth, I almost screamed aloud in horror—for the face was a ghastly travesty on everything civilized; it rose from a neckless body which was a mass of jelly-like flesh, rubbery to the eye, and the tentacles which adorned it took rise from that area of the creature’s body which was either its lower jaw or what passed for a neck.


  Moreover, the thing had intelligence and perception, for from the first it seemed to be aware of me. It came sprawling out of the cavern, its eyes fixed upon me, and then began to move with unbelievable rapidity toward the window over that rapidly darkening landscape. I suppose I had no real concept of the danger in which I sat, for I watched with rapt attention, and only when the thing was blotting out all the landscape, when its tentacles were reaching toward the gable window—and through it!—that I recognized the paralysis of fright.


  Through it! Was this then, the ultimate illusion?


  I remember breaking through the icy fear which held me long enough to pull off a shoe and hurl it with all my might at the glass; and at the same time, recalling my cousin’s frequent references to breaking the star, I slouched forward and wiped part of the design into oblivion. Even as I heard the sound of shattering glass, I slipped into merciful darkness.


  I know now what my cousin knew.


  If only I had not waited quite so long, I might have been spared that knowledge; I might have continued able to believe in illusion, in hallucination. But I know that the clouded glass of the gable window was a potent door into other dimensions—to alien space and time; an opening to landscapes Wilbur Akeley sought at will, a key to those hidden places of the earth and the star spaces where the followers of the Ancient Ones—and the Old Ones themselves!—lurk forever, awaiting their time to rise again. The glass from Leng—which might have come out of the Hyades, for I never learned where my cousin had got it—was capable of being rotated within its frame; it was not subject to mundane laws save only that its direction was altered by the Earth’s movement on its axis. And if I had not shattered it, I would have loosed upon the earth a scourge from other dimensions, unwittingly called forth by my ignorance and curiosity.


  For I know now that the models from which my cousin drew his illustrations, however crude, were alive, and not the product of his imagination. The final, crowning proof is indisputable. The bats I found in the house when I regained consciousness might have come in through the broken window. That the clouded glass had cleared might have been an optical illusion—if it were not that I know better.


  For I know beyond doubt that what I saw was not the product of my feverish fancy, because nothing could demolish that final damning proof which I found near the shattered glass on the floor of the gable room—the cut tentacle, ten feet in length, which had been caught between dimensions when the door had been shut against that monstrous body to which it belonged, the tentacle no living savant could identify as belonging to any known creature, living or dead, on the face or in the subterranean depths of the earth!


  THE END


  Male Refuge


  Lloyd Biggle, Jr.


  The war of the sexes is one struggle that no amount of disarmament, treaties, or scientific advancement will ever solve. Witness the case of the unexpected visitor in Harry Jenning’s garage!


  HARRY JENNINGS twisted miserably on the sofa, and fumbled for the light blanket that persisted in sliding off onto the floor. He hunched his shoulders to escape the upholstery button that gouged him so tenaciously, and then swore softly as the sofa sections began to slide apart under the weight of his heavy haunches. Sadly he pushed himself erect, and stared at the elongated shadows cast by the small night light.


  He thought wryly about Christine, shapely, satinskinned and devilish, snoozing comfortably in her downy double bed upstairs. She’d know, of course, that he wouldn’t try to break down the door, even if she had only barricaded it with a light dressing table. A wealthy man, he reminded himself, should never allow a woman to marry him for his money—unless he has some talent for remaining wealthy. Harry Jennings did not.


  He gathered up his blanket and gave the sofa a disgusted kick before he stretched out on the floor. As he struggled uncomfortably with the blanket, for the first time he became aware of a faint humming noise.


  He lay quietly and listened as the noise grew louder. It changed from a hum to a wildly pulsating wail that filled the room and rattled dishes in the china cabinet, and still it grew louder. Jennings got to his feet and hesitantly advanced to a front window. The sweep of lawn seemed lazily serene in the soft moonlight. The country road beyond was deserted.


  Violent scraping noises sounded above him as Christine frantically unbarricaded her door. “Harry!” she shouted. “Harry Jennings! What are you doing?”


  “Nothing!” he shouted back.


  “Don’t you nothing me. You leave that TV set alone!”


  Jennings cast a rueful glance at the TV set, which he had been threatening to fix himself ever since their repairman had rudely informed them that their credit was no longer good. The noise became an ear-splitting howl, and then cut off abruptly.


  “That’s better,” Christine announced. Her door slammed, and he heard the scraping noises as she reconstructed her barricade. He walked into the dining room and stared out of one window after another. Trees rustled gently in the spring breeze. The moonlight blurred the scragly contours of his unkept garden. In the distance, a Diesel locomotive uttered a long, disdainful snort.


  He continued his circuit of the house, shuddering as his bare feet padded across the cold linoleum of the kitchen floor. From a kitchen window he gazed out affectionately on his not—yet—repossessed Cadillac. Then he stared, and backed nervously away.


  The Cadillac, which had been comfortably tucked away in the garage when he went to bed, was now parked in the driveway. Not exactly parked, either—it was placed, there, crossways, and the garage doors, were closed.


  JENNINGS hurried back through the living room, and tiptoed up the stairs.


  “Christine!” he hissed.


  She bellowed angerly. “Go soak your head!”


  “Didn’t you leave the car in the garage when you came home?” he called guardedly.


  “Of course I left it in the garage,” she shouted. “What’d you want me to do with it—put it in the hall closet?”


  He turned his back on the torrent of abuse she flung at him, and tiptoed down the stairs. He had reached the bottom and taken two steps along the hallway when he realized that someone was standing in the living room.


  Someone—or was it some-thing? The shadow swayed grotesquely, and vanished from sight as heavy footsteps advanced on Jennings. A figure came into view, enormous in the uncertain light, the head blocked out by the living room arch. Another giant stride, and the head bent down to pass through into the hall. Petrified, Jennings stared up at a seven foot man who was studying him gravely. Jennings studied him in turn, his fright mingling with astonishment.


  In the darkened hallway the stranger’s pale face and hands were faintly luminous. Dark blue veins traced oddly visible patterns across his skin. The face was handsome, with dignified, statuesque features, and the fine blond hair seemed almost artificial in its precisely undulating waves.


  The stranger cleared his throat and said, in a matter-of-fact way, “Oh hell.”


  Haughtily Jennings drew himself up to make the most of his five feet seven inches. Even if he was broke, he didn’t have to tolerate strangers who swore at him in the sacred confines of his own house. “Go to hell yourself,” he snarled.


  The stranger frowned, and said again, hesitantly, “Oh . . . hell . . .” His face brightened, and he corrected himself. “Hell-o.”


  “Who are you?” Jennings demanded.


  “Who . . . are . . . you?” the stranger repeated thoughtfully. “Who . . .” He smiled, and his head bobbed forward in a slight bow. “Garn. Who . . . are . . . you?”


  “Jennings.”


  “Jen-inks,” the stranger repeated. His head bobbed forward again. They stood facing each other, the stranger smiling and Jennings looking curiously at the glimmering fabric of the close-fitting robe that reached to his knees. His legs were bare, and on his feet were plain-looking sandals.


  “Well,” Jennings said, “come in and sit down.” He walked hurriedly back into the living room, hoping to arm himself with the revolver he kept in a desk drawer. But the stranger followed him closely, so he gestured towards the sofa and flipped on the light.


  He spun around quickly as he heard the stranger’s gasp of pain. Caught in the act of lowering himself cautiously onto the sofa, he stood in a half crouch, hands over his eyes, and spoke rapidly in a language Jennings did not understand. But there was no mistaking the urgent, pleading note in his voice. Jennings turned off the light, and as the stranger recovered and settled himself on the sofa, Jennings noted that he even blinked uncomfortably at the dim night light.


  “Excuse me a moment,” Jennings said.


  He walked into the kitchen, and armed himself with a flashlight. Back in the living room, he confidently dropped into an easy chair. “What can I do for you—Garn, was it?”


  “No,” he said. “Garn.”


  “What can I do for you?”


  Garn hesitated. “Stay,” he said finally, his gesture unmistakably taking in the house.


  “You want to stay here?”


  “Zo—yes.”


  Jennings looked at him suspiciously. “Where do you come from?”


  Garn pondered the question. “Mars?” Jennings suggested.


  Garn’s dignified face was suddenly contorted by a most undignified spasm of laughter. Jennings waited stubbornly until he had his visitor’s attention again. “Venus?” he said.


  “Come . . .” Garn began. He looked about the room, and pointed. Jennings looked searchingly in the indicated direction, and saw only his desk. Puzzled, he turned back to Garn, and found the giant intensely serious and still pointing. “Come . . .” he said again.


  Jennings got to his feet—one hand carefully grasping the flashlight—and walked towards his desk. Understanding came like a clap of thunder. Garn was pointing at a calendar.


  JENNINGS awoke early the next morning on the living room floor, and lay for a moment flexing his cramped muscles before he tried to rub the circulation back into one arm. His ear caught an angry buzzing noise emanating from the basement. If Garn was merely an hallucination, he was an extraordinarily material one, and busily at work. Jennings walked into the kitchen and jammed some bread into the toaster.


  In the driveway, The Cadillac reposed with headlights pointed in the proper direction. Garn had been humbly apologetic about the misalignment, and promised to correct it. How he had done that, Jennings had no idea.


  Jennings battled his hunger pangs by munching on a piece of dry toast while he rummaged through refrigerator and pantry. His search brought to light a single egg and an empty coffee can. He returned to the living room to hastily pull on his clothes, and then he strode resolutely towards the basement door. . . . . .


  “The time has come,” he muttered, “to talk of many things, but mainly of money.”


  He expected to find the basement transformed, but there was no change except for the illumination. Garn had sealed off the windows with a dark substance, and he had thoughtfully applied the same substance to the light bulbs. At the foot of the stairway a softly glowing tube diffused the entire basement in a weird illumination—light that was not light, darkness where all was visible. Jennings went back to the top of the stairway and flipped the light switch. Garn’s blackout worked perfectly.


  Halfway along the basement wall, Jennings found a metal door of a dull red substance. In the center of the door was a button, which he pressed firmly.


  A moment later the door opened and Garn stood beaming at him as he briskly brushed a powdery grey dust from his hands. Jennings caught sight of a half dozen steps leading downward, and another door, before Garn stepped into the basement and carefully closed the door.


  “Oh hell,” Garn said warmly.


  “Hello,” Jennings said. “I have a problem.”


  “Pro-blem?”


  “In our agreement of last night there was mention of a—a reward. I wouldn’t bother you if it wasn’t urgent, but we can’t eat without money.”


  “Mo-ney?” Garn mused. He looked inquiringly at Jennings. “See mo-ney?”


  Jennings found a few coins in his pocket, and handed a half dollar to Garn. “Got anything like that?” he said.


  Garn inspected it carefully. “Do I,” he said.


  “Do you what?”


  Garn reconsidered. “Make I,” he said. He glanced about the basement, pounced upon a paper bag, and disappeared through his door. Jennings paced about impatiently. Ten minutes later Garn was back.


  “Kilo,” he said proudly, handing the bag to Jennings.


  Startled by the weight, Jennings dropped it. The bag broke, and coins rolled recklessly about the basement floor. In ten minutes, Garn had manufactured a kilogram of half dollars.


  “Hey, you can’t do that!” Jennings exclaimed. “That’s counterfeiting!” He studied a coin, found the mysterious light frustrating, and took it up to the kitchen for detailed examination. It looked genuine: a bona fide 1944 half dollar, reasonably clean and bright, but showing the normal wear and tear imparted by rubbing pockets and clutching fingers. Baffled, Jennings returned to the basement.


  “I don’t think we can get away with this,” he told Garn. “It looks all right, but there’s bound to be a catch somewhere.”


  A frown clouded Garn’s handsome features. Clearly he did not understand the difficulty. “Do I,” he said again, and hurried away. Jennings found another bag, and started to pick up the scattered coins.


  In ten minutes Garn returned, carrying a tray. “Kilo,” he said. Heaped on the tray was another kilogram of half dollars.


  JENNINGS drove to town, parked, and walked apprehensively towards the bank. He did not relish the thought of a prison term for counterfeiting. On the other hand, a man with assets totaling eighty-seven cents and unlimited liabilities could obviously not afford to be particular. He stoically awaited his turn at the teller’s window, and counted out twenty of Garn’s half dollars.


  “Two fives, please,” he said. The teller recounted deftly, and handed him the two bills.


  Emboldened by that success, he filled the car with nine of Garn’s half dollars’ worth of gasoline, and made a foray on a super market, where thirty-seven of Garn’s half dollars gave him title to a staggering load of groceries.


  Back home, he set about taking care of his gnawing appetite. The tempting aroma of ham and eggs aroused Christine, and she swept into the kitchen, blonde, shapely and beautiful. Her carelessly draped silk dressing gown called forth painful recollections of more affluent days.


  “Food!” she yelped. “Last night you told me you were flat broke.”


  “I was, last night,” Jennings said calmly.


  She speared a slice of ham. “What’d you do—rob the bank?”


  “In a way,” Jennings admitted. “Now sit down. I want to talk to you.”


  “Nothing doing,” she said, emptying the frying pan of ham. “From now on, I barricade my door.”


  “Sit down!” he snapped. Startled, she slid into a chair.


  “Now look. We have a roomer. He moved in last night.”


  She tossed her head disdainfully. “That’s a pretty state of affairs. Harry Jennings taking in roomers. And where do we put him? This is a small house, and I’m not going to give up the bedroom.”


  “Believe me, he’s no ordinary roomer,” Jennings said. “He’s going to live in the basement, and I want you to leave him strictly alone.”


  “He’s entirely welcome to the basement,” she said. “Who is he?”


  “His name is Garn.”


  Christine took a large bite of ham, and sputtered, “Where is he from?”


  Jennings winced. That question had to come up sooner or later, of course, but he would have preferred to deal with it later. He decided it would be best to tell her the truth. “As near as I can figure it out,” he said, “he comes from about the year 6000 A.D. He arrived last night by time machine. That was the noise you heard. He has his time machine in the garage.”


  Christine sniffed. “One of you is a fugitive from the insane asylum.”


  “It’s the truth.”


  “All right. He’s from 6000 A.D., and I’m Cleopatra’s mother-in-law, and he can mold down in the basement as long as he likes—providing there’s food on the table.”


  “He’s not to be disturbed,” Jennings said. “And neither is the garage. He’s come to this century to live in peace and quiet.”


  “I won’t go near the man,” she said sweetly. “Fry me two eggs, sunny-side-up.”


  Jennings kept his misgivings to himself, and reached for the eggs. But he knew from bitter experience that asking Christine to stay away from a man was like lecturing a moth about a candle.


  Buzzing and clicking noises continued to emerge from the basement until late afternoon. Jennings astutely left his new roomer undisturbed, and heard nothing more from Garn until midnight. Then, from his cramped position on the living room rug, he noted that the man from the future made a number of trips from the basement to the garage. Garn was moving in to stay.


  THE FOLLOWING morning Jennings drove in to town, and for his five-dollar bills he acquired a creditable collection of silver dollars, half dollars, quarters, dimes and nickles of assorted years and mintages. He would have liked to start Garn manufacturing five-dollar bills, but the matter of serial numbers troubled him. As a man in a position to amass a fortune, he didn’t want to make any mistakes.


  He also wanted to explore Garn’s versatility. He could visualize himself as the sole proprietor of a glittering, tax-free hoard of gold, silver, diamonds and platinum, and for the first time in months he felt blissfully contented with himself.


  When Jennings descended to the basement that evening, he found that Garn had furnished the space before his door With two quaint, circular divans and a mysterious looking cabinet. To Jennings this was a promising development—Garn evidently expected and desired human companionship.


  Garn’s “Oh hell” sounded almost affectionate, and he ceremoniously invited Jennings to seat himself, and from the cabinet he poured drinks in crystal-clear tumblers that somehow seemed to be metallic. The liquid tasted like overly-sweetened fruit juice of an unknown variety.


  Jennings had spared uncertainly with Garn’s limited English for a half hour when the basement door opened, and Christine flounced down the steps. At the bottom she stopped, and looked intently at Garn. “Say,” she exclaimed, “you’re big!”


  “Oh hell,” Garn said politely.


  Jennings watched Garn apprehensively. He’d seen men spring to their feet and gape with tongues hanging out when Christine came unexpectedly into a room. Completely unperturbed, Garn casually poured Christine a drink and waved her to a seat. He disappeared into his own quarters, and returned with a seat for himself.


  Conversation lagged. Garn looked inquiringly from one of them to the other. Christine sat Indian-fashion on the divan and studied Garn with a calculating boldness.


  “Why,” she said, “he has beautiful hair. And his eyes are like a cat’s.”


  “Cat’s?” Garn said.


  “Small domestic animal,” Jennings said.


  “Domestic . . .”


  Jennings impatiently waved the question away. “Not important,” he said.


  Christine shifted her position, artfully exposing a sensuously tapered leg. “It is too important,” she said. “Look at his eyes—they’re yellow!”


  Cold anger clutched at Jennings. “Get out of here,” he growled. “Get out of here right now!”


  He waited for an explosion, but Christine meekly slid to her feet and flounced back up the stairway. Garn seemed as oblivious to her departure as he had been to her presence.


  Jennings jingled the coins in his pocket, and decided to postpone business until the next morning. He finished his drink, had an awkward exchange of good-nights with Garn, and plodded back up the stairway. In the kitchen, he met Christine.


  She wore only a sweeping, transparent negligee. She had applied her heavy makeup with artful precision, and her eyes glittered fiendishly. As Jennings faltered in amazement, she strode towards the basement door.


  “My turn, now,” she said wickedly.


  “What are you up to?” Jennings demanded.


  “What do you think?” she said. And as the door swung shut behind her, she called back, “It’s nice, for a change, to have a man in the house!”


  Jennings slumped into a chair, and stared glumly at the closed basement door. The murmur of voices from below was barely audible—except for an occasional, tinkling laugh from Christine. Suddenly a scream stabbed through the night, and Garn bellowed angerly. Jennings leaped to his feet and raced down the steps.


  A FRIGHTENED Christine huddled on a divan. Garn had retreated to the far side of the basement, where he stood glaring murderously at her. He glanced appealingly at Jennings, and pointed a trembling finger. “Female?” he demanded.


  Jennings swallowed hard. “Why, yes. Of course.”


  “Male . . . female . . . same . . .” Garn gestured. “Same . . . house?”


  “Why, certainly,” Jennings said. “She’s my wife.”


  Garn took two steps forward, and scrutinized Christine. “Female?” he said again.


  “Of course she’s a female. What did you think she was?”


  “Look . . . male,” Garn announced.


  Christine leaped to her feet with a snarl of rage. “I’ll show you I’m no male!” she shouted. She ripped off the negligee and stood before them in triumphant nudeness.


  Garn shook his head. “Look . . . male.” he said.


  “You thought she was a male?” the amazed Jennings exclaimed.


  “Zo—yes,” Garn said. He moved towards Christine, walked completely around her, studying her nude form bewilderedly, and returned to Jennings. “Male . . . female . . . same house . . .” Garn shuddered, and turned away.


  They watched dumbfounded as he carried his belongings back to the garage. Fabulous objects and oddly shaped pieces of furniture disappeared up the stairway. Finally Garn came for the furnishings he had placed in the basement, and he unceremoniously shoved Christine from the divan. He paused to take a friendly grip on Jennings’ shoulder.


  “Go,” he said, a touch of sadness in his voice. “Must . . . go. Male . . . female . . . same house . . .” He shook his head, and muttered something that sounded not unremotely like barbarians.


  At the foot of the stairway he paused for a last, bewildered glance at Christine. “Look . . . male,” he said.


  A few moments later the time machine erupted with an explosive shriek that rattled the house and broke windows.


  Jennings walked slowly up the stairs, examined a crack in the kitchen ceiling, and went out to look at the garage. The concrete floor was shattered, and still smouldering.


  “Left in a hurry,” Jennings observed ruefully.


  He descended to the basement again, and went to inspect the empty sub-basement room Garn had fashioned for himself. Back in the basement, he looked at Christine where she lay sobbing on the concrete floor, and he laughed gleefully. It might have been worse. He was still broke, of course, but when Christine finally got around to divorcing him. she’d get next to nothing for alimony. And he had the best atomic bomb shelter in seven states.


  “Just what do you suppose women will look like in the year 6000?” he said.


  Christine’s snarl was unintelligible, but the meaning was plain enough. As far as she was concerned, he could go there and find out for himself.


  THE END
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  MX Knows Best


  Gordon R. Dickson


  It is said the trouble with the world is people . . . they’re so prone to hasty, hot headed judgements. So what could be better than to leave the big decisions to the cool, electronic calculations of a logical machine? Only how can emotional and imperfect beings feed unemotional and perfect data to any machine?


  THE BARROOM seemed to tilt a little as he walked in.


  “Let’s get drunk, Dugie,” said Allen Morg, climbing onto a bar stool.


  “This time in the morning?” Dugie peered at him from behind the bar, his smooth, round, young-looking face seeming to bob like a balloon in the dimness. “At ten a. m.? What kind of a bad decision did you get?”


  “Give me a drink, Dugie,” said Allen. The round face advanced and peered at him.


  “You been drinking it up already. Maybe I should punch for a decision on eighty-sixing you.”


  “Give me a drink.” said Allen. And then the whole room swung crazily, the ceiling came down in front of his eyes and there was a blank space for a while.


  HE CAME to in one of the private lounges, and Galt Bolver was there.


  “Feel better now?” Galt asked.


  “Where’d you come from?” asked Allen.


  “Dugie called me. He’d have sent you home, but he didn’t know where your apartment is. What’s all this business about an ax?”


  “Ax?” With great effort, Allen raised his head and looked past Gait’s long, friendly horse face to the rest of the lounge. There was no ax in sight. He let his head drop back wearily. “I must have lost it, someplace.”


  “You’re lucky. Dugie’s been checking. One place you were in last night almost put in a riot call. You said you were going to chop up MX.”


  “Did I?”


  “You did.”


  Silence descended on the lounge. After a while, Allen said, “Connie took off.”


  “Oh?” said Galt. He had been sitting still, shaggy and gaunt, just waiting by tire side of the couch on which Allen was stretched out.


  “We were kidding one night. I said we ought to punch for a decision before getting married. She took me up on it.”


  “Well?” asked Galt, after a minute.


  “Negative. She took off. No forwarding address.”


  “When was this?” asked Galt.


  Allen shrugged, gazing at the ceiling of the lounge with the bitter taste of anti-alcohol in his mouth.


  “Yesterday,” he said, “. . . or the night before.”


  “Your law office says you haven’t been down in a week.”


  “Then it’s a week,” said Allen, expressionlessly.


  Galt considered him.


  “Want to do some more drinking?”


  “No,” said Allen. “I want my ax back.”


  “The man says it when he’s sober.”


  “That’s right,” agreed Allen, “the man says it when he’s sober.”


  Galt reached out and gripped his shoulder.


  “Hang on a little while, buddy,” he said. “I’ve got something better for you than mi ax.”


  IT TOOK some twenty-bight hours to rebuild Allen Morg. into a fair specimen of a sober human being again. Four o’clock of the following afternoon found him and Galt on Gait’s airfoil platform, flying north out of the city to see some people.


  “How far is it?” asked Allen, fitting his lean body comfortably into one of the soft chairs of the platform.


  “About forty miles,” answered Galt, squinting at the horizon with the balance wheel between his big hands. Allen looked at him.


  “How come you never told me about these people before?”


  “Before,” said Galt, “you may not have liked MX, and you may have disliked people taking its decisions for gospel—but were you ready to do something about it?”


  “No, I guess not,” said Allen.


  “There you are.”


  The platform tilted and slid off in a slightly new, more northwesterly direction.


  “Who are they, anyway? Can you tell me that now?” asked Allen.


  “You know them. It’s Jasper Aneurine, his sister Leta . . . and someone else.”


  Allen frowned, his thin, rather good-looking face becoming even more intense than usually. He remembered the Aneurines. They had cropped up more than once at parties with Galt, several years back. He had not seen them since. Jasper was a silver-haired, upright man of the sort that seems to become abruptly handsome in late middle age. Leta, who must be a good twenty years or more her brother’s junior, had not been unusually good-looking, but rather striking in her own way. Allen had been engaged to some other girl—not Connie—at that time, but he remembered being strangely and almost compulsively attracted to Leta, on the few occasions of their meetings. There was a sort of lonely, destined air about her.


  “How long,” asked Allen, “have you belonged to this bunch?”


  “Oh,” said Galt. “Almost ten years.”


  “I’ve known you fifteen.”


  Galt nodded. “But it wasn’t just my secret.”


  “No,” agreed Allen. “Still, ten years—all the while you’ve been hacking away as a trial lawyer, just like me at my contracts, and I never took you for a revolutionary.”


  “I’m not,” said Galt.


  “Aren’t you?” said Allen, and laughed a little bitterly. “Try to take MX from the people who’ve given up making up their own minds, and see. The dope addict loves his drugs; the drinker loves his booze.”


  “Say instead,” said Galt, “they can’t do without them.”


  “Easy,” said Galt, soothingly. “Easy. It’s a big problem, but just a problem. That’s all.”


  “Just a problem? How does that thing go?” demanded Allen. “Our fathers’ in their time sowed dragon’s teeth . . .


  “. . . Our children know and suffer armed men. finished Galt.


  THEY FLEW north and a little bit west past Scarborough, Tendale, and Cooper’s City. They passed New Berlin and veered west again toward a little suburb called Kingsdale. There they came down on the parking pad of a private living area.


  The drapes were pulled back on the living room beside the pad and a tall young woman with brown hair and a slim, intelligent face was waiting for them. The whispering air current of the wall cooled Alien’s face for a moment as he stepped through the wall; then he was face to face with Leta Aneurine once more.


  “Leta,” said Galt. “You remember Allen.”


  “Very well,” she said. She gave him a slim, firm hand and Allen found himself holding on to it for a short second with real thankfulness. After the desert heat and sun of Connie, this was cool water.


  “I remember too,” he said.


  “Then I’m flattered,” she answered, and turned to Galt. “Jasper and Frank are in the den.”


  “I’ll go talk to them,” said Galt. “You stay here with Leta, will you Allen?” And he stalked off, disappearing through a wall of screen light in the back of the room.


  “And what makes Galt bring you out at last to see us?” asked Leta, turning back to Allen.


  “Well . . .” He hesitated, but her perception was quick.


  “Oh, I see,” she said. “You’re one of our sudden converts and I shouldn’t ask. Would you like a drink—even if it’s just to balance politely in your hand?”


  He smiled, and found his old liking for her coming back.


  “Thank s,” he said, and trailed her across the room to a dispenser cabinet.


  “What’ll it be, now?” She opened the cabinet. A concealed rainbow of light played across the interior and a miniature, three-dimensional representation of his host’s liquor supply revolved slowly for his inspection. Allen thought of the week just past with something like a shudder.


  “Beer,” he said, “light and cold.”


  “And in a stein,” she said. She pressed appropriate buttons and handed it to him, taking a small glass of sherry for herself.


  “Who’s Frank?” he asked.


  She led the way back to some easy chairs across the room. “Frank Campanelli. He’s our technical expert.”


  “Technical expert?”


  She smiled at him. “Jasper’ll tell you. And how’s business in court these days?”


  “You’ve got me confused with Galt. I just write contracts—a sort of glorified clerk.” He gazed at her curiously. “You know, I never did know what you do.”


  “I write poetry. Don’t laugh,” she added gravely, “I make a great deal of money at it. I do graded stories in poetic imagery for the school-age child. How are contracts, then?”


  “Fine.”


  “Then it’s woman trouble.”


  He started. “How do you know?”


  “Why, I was born an expert, being female. And received the normal twenty years or so of postgraduate instruction customary for girls.” She bit her lip. “Including the instincts and habit of poking my nose into what’s probably none of my business. I’m sorry.”


  “It’s nothing.” He shrugged. “We punched for a decision on getting married. MX said no . . . and she took it to heart.”


  Leta did not answer for a second. She seemed to be thinking.


  “You know,” she said, suddenly. “If I were Frank, or Jasper—or Galt, even, I wouldn’t trust you.”


  He was both shocked and wounded. He stared at her in astonishment.


  “Why not?” he challenged.


  “You might change back, just as suddenly as you changed to.” But she looked at him almost appealingly as she said it, as if begging him not to blame her for a judgement she couldn’t help.


  “What do you mean, suddenly?” he said. “Why, I’ve felt this way for years.”


  “But you’ve never done anything about it until now.”


  “What’s that got to do with it?”


  She made a defensive, apologetic gesture with one hand, as if warding off a blow.


  “Well, perhaps I’m wrong. Perhaps you’re just not a leader.”


  “And you, I see,” he said harshly, “are one of those women with a high IQ and nothing else, who justify themselves by taking jabs at every man they come in contact with.”


  The sudden storm of their antagonism blew itself out into silence. She had turned her head away, and it was not until he got up and went around to face her that he saw there were tears on her cheeks.


  “You started it,” he said.


  “Yes,” she said. “It’s my fault.”


  He would have taken the one step that would have brought him to her, but at that moment Galt stuck his head through the light wall.


  “Come on,” he ordered, briefly; and disappeared again. Allen turned back to Leta and saw her using a handkerchief to repair damages.


  “Go ahead,” she said. “I’ll be along in a minute.”


  A LITTLE reluctantly, Allen turned and went. Stepping through the light wall, he found himself in a narrow hallway that led to a miniature garden and fishpond. Beyond the garden, three men sat about a table in a room.


  “Oh, here he is,” Galt said as Allen came in. “Allen, you know Jasper. This is Frank Campanelli.”


  Frank was a dark little rubber ball of a man, about Jasper’s age, or possibly younger; Leta’s brother did not look his years. Now he nodded his silver hair at Allen. “Hello, Allen.”


  “Hello,” answered Allen. He shook hands with Frank Campanelli, who had risen from his seat and extended a hand as stubby and firm as the rest of his body.


  “Sit down,” said Jasper. “Allen, Galt knows you well and of course I’ve met you a number of times. But you’re a complete stranger to Frank. Mind if he asks a few questions?”


  “Charge ahead,” said Allen.


  “What’re you after?” asked Frank.


  The question was so abrupt as to be discourteous, and the short man made no attempt to soften it, either by manner or phrasing. Allen took his time about lighting a cigaret.


  “I’d like to put MX out of business,” he said.


  “How long do you think you’ll feel that way?”


  “Until MX is out of business,” said Allen. “Look here—”


  “Why do you think it ought to be put out of business?”


  “Because ninety percent of the human race has lost the guts to make up their own minds for themselves,” said Allen. “Why do you think it ought to be put out of business?”


  “Well get to me later,” said Frank. “How do you think we ought to go about doing it?”


  “Well,” said Allen, “I was going to try it with an ax.


  Maybe you’ve got a better idea. Have you?”


  Frank didn’t answer him. He turned to Jasper.


  “I don’t like it,” he said. “I don’t like anything about it. People who heat up fast can cool off fast.”


  “Frank,” replied Jasper, calmly, “Galt tells us Allen here’s been ten years coming to this.”


  “Why didn’t he come sooner?”


  “You can’t have it both ways, Frank,” said Jasper. “Either Allen’s too fast to anger, or too slow, but not both. For my part”—he gave Allen a friendly smile—“I think he’s just about right in matter of speed.”


  “Why,” asked Allen shyly, “all the fuss?”


  “Because,” snapped Frank, turning on him, “this is no game. This is serious business—”


  “OH, THERE you are Leta,” interrupted Jasper. “Come in and sit down with us. You remember Allen Morg, don’t you?”


  “I’ve just been talking to him,” she said, taking one of the chairs at the table. “And I see Frank’s been talking at him.”


  “Seriously, though,” went on Jasper, quickly, before Frank could open his mouth again. “Frank is quite right. Most people have no idea what’s been done to MX and what it’s done to people.”


  “I can see what it’s done to people,” said Allen, unable to keep his eyes from straying to Leta. She sat with her eyes on her brother, a little abstracted, as if listening partially to her own inner thought, and did not glance at Allen.


  “But do you realize the degree of it?” asked Jasper, leaning a little forward across the table. “Do you realize how it’s become something that strikes at the very heart of the concept of individual freedom? The very thing that makes an individual in our society is his ability and preference for making his own decisions.”


  The silver-haired man’s tone of voice was demanding in its claim upon Alien’s attention. Reluctantly, he withdrew his eyes from Leta and looked at her brother.


  “I “know that,” he said. “Doesn’t everybody? It’s obvious.”


  “Obvious, but how many people take it for granted just because of that? You know, the theory behind MX was a fine one. Remember reading about it in school? A master device, a joining of the census records with the economic integration computer and the new—they were new then—psychologic computation methods. All in one machine. A public service. Code your name and what other personal information MX requested and ask your question. ‘Should I buy myself a new living area now, or next year?’ MX integrated the problem and came up with an answer to the best of its ability.”


  “To the best of its ability!” echoed Allen, a little bitterly.


  “Exactly—to the best of its ability.” Jasper’s eyes gleamed darkly in his face under the silver hair. “That was the theory; ninety percent correct, ninety percent of the time, for ninety percent of the cases concerned. There, you see, was the illusion of freedom. No one, of course, would commit his life to the decisions of a machine which was only ninety percent accurate. Or so they thought. They forgot the perniciousness of habit—of the habit of having decisions made for you.”


  “The point is,” said Galt, “people have been comforting themselves with a sense of freedom from MX that doesn’t actually exist. As a practical matter, Allen, not ninety, but almost a hundred percent of the people use and obey MX a hundred percent of the time.”


  “Is it really that much?” asked Allen.


  “That much.”


  “But the bad decisions—”


  “They’re explained away,” said Jasper. “What does a man say when a decision turns out bad—say MX decides in favor of a man buying a platform now, instead of later? And the next day, with the new platform, he has an accident.”


  Allen nodded.


  “I know,” he said. “He says that maybe the computation figured a more serious accident if the machine was gotten later, or some such excuse.”


  “That’s it!” The eyes in Gait’s long face seemed to pounce like a hawk. “Maybe MX knows best!”


  There was a little silence.


  “A new god,” said Allen, thoughtfully.


  “A new god,” said Galt. “And a jealous god.”


  Leta got up from her chair. Outside, in the garden, the light was fading.


  “Time for dinner,” she said. “I’ll go see about it.” She looked across the table into Allen’s eyes. “You’ll be staying for the evening.”


  “Thank you,” said Allen, and watched her leave the room.


  AFTER DINNER, he managed to corner her on a little balcony overlooking that same garden with the fishpond. He felt a strange necessity to talk to her further, to understand her. It was as if an entirely new sort of curiosity had laid hold of him, and grew with the mounting intimacy of their talk.


  “Tell me one thing,” he asked, after a while. “Are you in this because of your brother, or because you feel strongly about MX, yourself?”


  She looked up at his face in the dim light of the shadowed balcony.


  “Because I feel strongly about MX,” she said.


  “I see,” he answered. He was oddly disappointed and she sensed it.


  “You don’t like fanatic females, is that it?” The tone was light, but it quavered betrayingly on the last word. He looked down at her, and all at once her helplessness, reached through to him; here, he felt flooded with tenderness toward her.


  “You’re not a fanatic female,” he said.


  Suddenly, like someone who at last surrenders completely, she leaned against him. He put his arms around her. She murmured against him and he felt the warmth of her breath through his shirt.


  “I don’t know . . . I don’t know . . .” she whispered. “I know this is right, but I want to live a normal life, too.”


  He put his head down to kiss her, but she avoided him.


  “No. Please don’t,” she murmured. “Please.”


  “Why not?”


  “It’s just that it’s too soon yet. I couldn’t help thinking of you as on the rebound.”


  “You don’t trust me,” he said, bitterly.


  She didn’t answer. He put a finger under her chin and forced it upward so that she had to look at him.


  “You don’t trust me,” he repeated.


  Her face showed the pain in her.


  “Oh, Allen!” she said, miserably. Brutally, he let her go and stepped away.


  “Wait, Allen!” she cried behind him. “I don’t care about me. It’s Jasper and the others.”


  “Why,” he demanded, turning back, “what do you think I’d do to them? Snitch to MX on them?”


  She did not answer. With a sudden sense of fury and shock, he stared at her.


  “You do think that!”


  “Oh, Allen! Allen, darling”—she reached out to him, but he stepped back from her—“it’s just that you aren’t settled, you aren’t stable . . .”


  But he was burning with anger and determined to punish her.


  “Thanks for letting me know about it,” he said, and left her.


  HE MANAGED to cool down as he returned through the several rooms and hallways that separated him. from the sitting room where the others were having their after-dinner coffee. But it seemed he came in on an argument here, too; the voices of Galt and Frank ceased abruptly as he entered; and all three men looked up at him from their chairs with the afterwash of strained emotion on their faces.


  “What’s up?” he asked, taking a cup of coffee from the dispenser and sitting down in a chair that was grouped with theirs.


  “Nothing,” said Galt, tightly. “Frank thinks we’re going a little too fast with you, that’s all.”


  Allen met the other man’s dark, hard eyes.


  “That’s his privilege,” he said, lightly.


  “Perhaps,” said Galt, his tone smoothing out. “At any rate, it’s beside the point, because Jasper and I outvoted him. Now, Allen I want you to listen with an open mind to what Jasper and Frank have to tell you, because it’s the result of years of work.”


  Allen looked at him a little curiously, but Gait’s long face was heavy with seriousness.


  “Go ahead,” said Allen, nodding.


  Jasper cleared his throat, and Allen turned to look at him. The tension, the very feverishness that had been in the silver-haired man was gone. He spoke with the easiness of an experienced professor addressing his seminar.


  “I’m the social expert in this business, Allen,” he said. “It’s been my job to study and understand all the change and effect which MX has caused in our human society during the last fifty years.” He put his coffee cup down on the arm of his chair and leaned forward.


  “You know,” he tapped with one slim finger on the arm of the chair, “after the last shouting and drum-playing was over that celebrated the uniting of this world into a single social unit, the problems really came along. Personal problems, Allen. People were unsure of how they were supposed to act and react in this new world they suddenly had. And that’s what MX grew out of—a sort of super-advisory service that was set up at that time.”


  Allen frowned.


  “It’s a fact.” Jasper nodded emphatically. “There actually was a bureau with branches in every community to answer questions; you can look it up for yourself in the history books if you want to. Anyway, of course it got more and more mechanized, or automationized, if you like that word better, until they finally conceived of MX as a final answer to the problem. You know the rest of it—how people became more and more dependent on it. But what most people don’t realize is the logical basis for the development.”


  “Logic?” echoed Allen “I don’t see any logic in it at all. It’s just plain mental laziness.”


  “No, no,” said Jasper, quite earnestly. “There’s the habit angle, to be sure, but there had to be something beneath and before that. There’s a strong, original, logical reason for a man trusting MX’s decisions instead of his own. It’s this same business of percentages. MX, a man knows, is right ninety percent of the time, on the average. And he asks himself if he can do as well on his own. Usually, he believes he can’t.”


  Allen frowned again. “But it’s a gamble,” he said. “Anyone knows that. You might believe that and still happen to fall into the ten percent bad answer section regularly.”


  Jasper nodded.


  “Yes,” he said. “But still, that’s the logic we’re up against. And on its own ground it’s unbeatable, because it presupposes infallibility on MX’s part. In other words, that ninety percent is something everybody thinks they can count on. But if we can destroy that faith, and replace it with a healthy attitude of doubt, we’ll have people regaining their emotional integrity and their emotional balance.”


  “Clear enough,” Allen looked across at him. “How do we go about it?”


  JASPER smiled calmly.


  “We’re going to gimmick MX,” he said. “We’re going to cheat most outrageously in a good cause to remind people that a machine—even a machine like MX—can be taken advantage of by a human being. People are going to start getting some surprising answers to their questions, answers that will turn out to be dead wrong. And sometime after that our gimmicks will be discovered.”


  Allen was slightly puzzled.


  “Sorry,” he said, “but I don’t see—”


  “Why,” said Galt, “a man who has been awakened to the possibility that MX can be gimmicked, will have a job on his hands recovering his blind faith in it. He’ll say to himself, sure, they found that gimmick, but suppose there’s others they haven’t found? Suppose somebody’s rigged it somehow, someplace else, for his own advantage?”


  “Ah,” said Allen, slowly. “I see.”


  “Yes,” Jasper nodded at him. “Simple, crude, and effective.”


  “How’s it to be done?”


  Jasper did not answer. He turned his head to look at the short man, his friend.


  “Frank . . .” he said.


  Frank looked back at him stonily.


  “He could be the death of all of us,” Frank said.


  “We settled that,” said Galt, a little sharply.


  Allen felt anger stir in him.


  “Just what do you mean?” he demanded. “I could be the death of all of you?”


  “Allen, no offense meant.” Jasper spoke quickly, soothingly. “You just don’t know MX as well as we do.”


  “What’s MX got to do with my giving you away?”


  “I’ll tell you!” Frank broke in with sudden savagery. “MX has the necessary parts to kill us off if it finds out about us!”


  Allen stared at him.


  “What kind of a bogeyman tale is this?”


  “Bogeyman!” said Frank, and all but turned his back on them in disgust.


  “No, Allen, it’s true,” said Galt. “Tell him, Frank.”


  “Listen,” said Frank, turning back, “this is my field; I know. What the men who set up MX wanted in the first place was a device to reckon the probability of one human action succeeding over another. Just that. They couldn’t build an actual predicting machine for two reasons. One, nothing human hands could build and human mind conceive, could possibly take all the factors into account. Two, there was always the possibility that some of the factors supplied to their device would be false, or falsely stated.”


  “All right.” Allen was determined he would not back down an inch. He faced the shorter man. “What of it?”


  “What of it? That’s what MX was—just a probability computer. But then the human factor came into it. The more people leaned on MX decisions in their daily life, the more they wanted it to be more accurate, more omnipotent, more godlike. And then the changes began.”


  “What changes?”


  “There’ve been a lot of them,” growled Frank. “But there’s only two that did real damage. Twenty-three years ago, what was called a balance factor got added. And nine years ago something called an implementation circuit.”


  He glared at Allen.


  “The balance factor was an element added that allowed MX to compensate for the psychological profile of the person asking the question. It could compensate in the direction of what it assessed to be the real desire and good of the questioner. The implementation circuit—I suppose even you know that most of our transportation devices, large production units and automatic machinery are directed by MX?”


  “I knew some were . . .” said Allen.


  “Almost all. All right, this implementation circuit allows MX to make use of the mechanical facilities it controls to implement its own decisions. And finally, in order to make this addition workable, it was necessary to add one thing that should never have been built into MX.”


  “What?”


  “A desire circuit.” Frank looked at him with grim triumph. “MX was furnished with the need to try and make its decisions work out.”


  FOR SOME reason this statement was apparently expected to be a bombshell. Allen was merely puzzled.


  “I don’t get it,” he said.


  “You should,” replied Frank. “It means we’re all living under the thumb of a machine whose prime purpose is to have the world run in accordance with its own decisions.”


  Allen stared.


  “What it means for us,” added Galt, leaning forward, “is that MX will fight back at any attempts to damage it, or its prestige.”


  Allen sat back. Slowly he relaxed, and smiled a little, in spite of himself.


  “Oh, now I—” he began.


  “It’s the truth,” interrupted Galt.


  “A machine can’t be inimical.” Allen looked at Galt. “It can’t deliberately try to hurt you.”


  “How about an aerial torpedo with a seeker circuit that hunts down it’s target?”


  “But the initial impulse had to come from a human decision—”


  “So,” broke in Frank, “did the implementation facto r, with it’s desire circuit. That was MX’s original impulse.”


  “Believe us, Allen,” said Galt. “This is fact.”


  “How do you know it all?” demanded Allen. There was a little silence.


  At last, Frank said harshly, “designed the implementation circuit.”


  Allen looked at him. But the short man’s face was a mask of anger that blocked off any urge to sympathy. Allen sighed.


  “All right,” he said. “I believe you. Now what? How do you keep safe from it?”


  “A mechanical device,” said Jasper, “has its limitations. It may be able to respond to an actual threat, but it can’t respond to a threat that’s unexpressed.”


  “And the sense organs of MX are the coder panels,” said Galt. “Unless information reaches it through that—about us, or example—it hasn’t any way of knowing we’re dangerous to it.”


  “Then it’s simple,” said Allen. “Don’t use the panels.”


  “Exactly,” said Jasper. “I haven’t used them for fourteen years, Frank for just about as long, and Galt for eleven. And you mustn’t either, Allen.”


  “I?” Allen smiled. MX doesn’t know I know you, or anything about this.”


  Jasper shook his head.


  “Have you any idea how many factors it’s possible for MX to take into account in making a decision?” he asked.


  “No idea,” replied Allen, cheerfully.


  “Well, it’s something over half a million. All the years we’ve been keeping scrupulously away from the coder panels, we’ve still had to report on the census, pay our taxes, make purchases in the food and shopping centers, and maintain bank accounts. MX has years of information on us, lying like unfused dynamite in the code punches on our cards and waiting for the one pertinent fact that will show us up for the threat we are to its own existence.”


  “But what could it tell from me?” asked Allen.


  “We don’t know,” said Galt. “But the chance is too risky to take. Leave the panels alone, Allen. You don’t need them, anyway.”


  “No,” Allen sighed. “That’s true.” He brightened up. “Well, how about the rest of this? How about the gimmick?”


  The other two men turned to Frank, who looked at them for a second, his dark eyes unmoving.


  “No!” he said.


  The word dropped like a stone into the pool of waiting silence, sending little rings of emotion rippling through the others.


  “No!” echoed Jasper. “Why not?”


  “Because it’s too soon,” said Frank. “I just met this man today. Let him wait for the details.”


  “I told you,” said Galt, in the patient tones of a man who is repeating what he had already repeated many times before, “that I know him. That I trust him. That I vouch for him. Also, we need him—not in a few days, but right now. Things are almost finished.”


  “No,” repeated Frank.


  “Frank—Jasper’s voice brought the short man’s head around—“you’re wrong. You’re usually right to be cautious, but this time you’re wrong. If you won’t tell him, I will.”


  “Then I wash my hands of it.” Frank stood up abruptly and, turning his back, strode across the room to rip back the drape hanging in front of the air wall. Beyond, the night sky and a full yellow moon, early and enormous just above the treetops, looked in on them, Frank stood, legs spread a little apart, staring out at it and not moving.


  “ALLEN . . .” said Jasper, gently, and Allen turned his attention back to the silver-haired man, who opened a drawer in the arm of his chair and took out a tiny, dark object, like a miniature condenser, which he handed to Allen. Allen took it curiously, examining the small, black central body from which two short wires sprouted.


  “There’s only one part of itself where MX wouldn’t be aware of someone working on it,” said Jasper, “and that’s the coder panels themselves. They’re easily opened with a repairman’s key, and in about forty seconds a trained man can open one, attach that little object you’re holding, and reclose the panel. The spot where it attaches and its design make it almost indistinguishable from the ordinary factory assembly of a coder’s innards. Even a trained repairman would have to be looking for it, to find it once it was attached.


  “That’s what you want me for?” asked Allen.


  “We’re about ready to start adding these things to the coder panels—not just here, but the world over. We’ve been making them by hand for eight years now, in thousands of little groups like this one. Now, we need every pair of hands we can get.”


  “What does it do?” asked Allen.


  “It distorts the information coded on the panel. MX will receive false information from anyone using the coder; as a result, it will hand out a false decision.”


  Allen nodded.


  “I see,” he said, slowly. “Yes, I see.” His hand closed tightly over the little object, and slowly, he nodded.


  THERE WAS a chance before Galt and Allen left that evening, for Allen to snatch a few free minutes. Once more he went in search of Leta, and discovered her, finally, in her own room. She was dressed for bed and sitting on the railing of a small terrace outside her room, gazing at the same moon that had provided a focus for Frank’s attention a short while earlier in the sitting room. Against the moonlight, in the filmy nightdress, she looked like some sad figure out of an old painting, all black and silvery gray. With a rush, all the hard emotions flowed out of Allen, like water from a broken cup, and he almost groped his way across the room toward her.


  “Leta . . .” he said.


  She rose and clung to him. For a minute, they said nothing, just held on to each other. After a little while, he begged her to come away with him.


  “. . . you don’t want this. It isn’t your life.”


  She pressed herself tightly against him.


  “But it is,” she said. “You can’t live with something for fifteen years like this and not have it be your life.”


  “That’s not true,” he answered “It was Jasper’s choice, but not yours. You didn’t pick this.”


  “That doesn’t make any difference.”


  “You want to come with me, don’t you?”


  “Oh, I don’t know!” she cried. “I don’t know!”


  “Yes, you do.”


  She raised her face to look at him.


  “Would you run out, Allen?”


  “I?” he said, surprised. “But I don’t mean that you should run out. All I mean is for you to come away from here to where you can lead your own life. I’m going through with this, of course. I want to.”


  “But you want me, too,” she said.


  “Well why not?” he demanded. “Is there any reason why I can’t have both?”


  There was a noise from the doorway of the bedroom. They turned. Frank stood just inside the shadow of the aperture, his face in shadow.


  “Jasper wants to see you, Leta,” he said. His voice was perfectly even.


  “Oh—” she gasped. “Excuse me.” She turned and went swiftly out the door. Frank stepped aside to let her pass. Then he walked toward Allen.


  “You needn’t apologize,” Allen said grimly.


  “I wasn’t going to.” Frank had emerged into the moonlight on the terrace. He looked upward at Allen’s face. “Leave Leta alone,” he said.


  Allen considered him. “Why?”


  “A number of reasons.” Frank’s moonlight-pale face had no expression. “The best is that I know you by reputation—from Galt and others. You can’t be trusted.”


  Allen felt the familiar stir of anger, boiling like some slow, heavy liquid inside him.


  “Can’t be trusted . . . how?” he asked, softly.


  “In any way,” answered Frank, quite calmly. “That was why I didn’t want to tell you about the gimmicks downstairs. You’re not the man to belong to an organization, Morg. You’re an egoist; and you’ll put yourself first. You’d betray any of us—all of us—if the choice was right.”


  “And you,” replied Allen, brutally, “are in love with Leta.”


  Frank did not stir, or change his unmoving countenance.


  “Of course,” he said. “But that doesn’t come into it.”


  “I think it does.”


  “What you think,” went on Frank, easily, “is of no importance whatsoever. I’ve been forced into risking my life and my work on you. I won’t risk the lives of the people I love. And if you keep after Leta, the time’ll come when you’ll put the rest of us on the auction block to buy what you want with her.”


  Allen grinned with rage. He was seething up inside into boiling fury.


  “So what?” he asked.


  “So stay away from her,” continued Frank. “If you don’t, I’ll kill you.” He reached, into his shirt, took his hand out again, and there was a small, snapping sound. The long, thin blade of a knife displayed itself in the moonlight. Allen made an involuntary little sound and took a step backward. “Oh, not with this . . . and not now,” said Frank. “I just wanted to show you I meant what I said. I will kill you, one way or another, even if it costs me my own life for doing it.” He folded the knife and put it back into his shirt.


  “Galt’s waiting for you at the pad,” he said.


  He turned and left. Allen stared after his small, blocky figure as it disappeared down the hall. After a moment, he followed.


  Galt was waiting for him, at the landing pad.


  “Oh, here you are,” he said, a little impatiently, as if he had been waiting for some time. “Come on. It’s late enough already, and I have to be in court early tomorrow.


  He led the way to the platform, and they took off.


  IT WAS A quiet ride back to the city. Allen was thinking, and Galt evidently had his mind on the case he was to plead the next day. When they reached the city transportation center and left the platform for separate cabs, Allen, instead of going directly home to his apartment, rode to a little neighborhood bar for a cup of coffee.


  He was in an incredibly disturbed state of mind. Great rewards and great penalties juggled themselves in his mind. On the surface, it was fantastic that he should feel this deeply about a situation into which he had rather unwillingly fallen. But there was Leta, who had so strangely and so quickly reached through to him, and for whom he felt what he was convinced was, for the first time, a real and actual love.


  The short, thick-bodied Frank Campanelli, on the other hand . . . The sharp crystals of a genuine hatred were growing in the nutrient solution of Allen’s resentment toward the man. The two emotions built on each other, even while Allen cautioned himself to go slowly, go carefully, so as not to be swept away by the swift current of his own turbulent feelings.


  In his mind he resolved a cold, analytical appraisal of the situation. Leta was the product of her environment. Fifteen years of devotion to a common purpose had bonded their two lives together. There seemed no way to destroy that bond without destroying at least one of the parties to it, and Allen—he thought to himself with a touch of self-righteousness—unlike Frank, could not seriously consider murdering another man.


  Allen shoved his coffee cup angrily from him. He was furious at the particularly self-defeating structure of the problem. On the one hand, Leta; on the other, Frank. And over all, the looming greatness of the job of sabotage they were all committed to, to, together.


  Like a sharp breaking-in of light on some dark place, the answer dissolved the obscurity of the situation. Of course! Once the sabotage had been committed, once their work had been discovered in millions of coder panels and the general population had begun to wonder how long they had been there, had begun to question and doubt MX, speculating on whether there might still be other, more secret gimmicks concealed in it—then there would be no more work to link Frank and Leta together. Then Allen would face no more problem.


  Or would he? The sudden doubt sprang thornily upright in his mind. Fifteen years were a great many years to live and work together. How strong could the habit of association grow, nourished by the winters, springs, and summers of all those years? After the job was done, would the ghost of it still stand in the moonlight, a knife in its hand, barring Alien’s way to Leta?


  THERE WAS a coder panel in a booth across the room.


  Allen half-rose before he remembered, and sat down with a curse on his tongue. Of course, he couldn’t use it now. But this was exactly the kind of question that MX was set up so beautifully to render a decision on. Disgustedly, Allen reached for his coffee cup, saw what he was about to do, and changed the motion of his hand to punch for a drink.


  Yesterday he had thought that he would never be able to look at an alcoholic beverage with enjoyment again. But the Scotch and soda he punched for tasted clean and comforting when it came. And the quick glow, following shortly after it was down, took the unyielding edge off his disappointment.


  He ordered another and sipped it. Already his mind was bouncing back from the block of the prohibition he had agreed to. To be sure, only a fool would do what he had almost done—go up, punch out the problem, giving his own name, Leta’s and Frank’s, and request a decision on the possibility of what he wished. But MX had been set up to handle theoretical problems, too. And what could be dangerous about a theoretical problem posed by an anonymous questioner?


  How to phrase it? Allen revolved ideas in his mind, finished his drink and punched another. Then, with this half-completed, he got up and went over to the booth housing the coder panel.


  Theoretical, he coded on the simple keyboard all children learned in school nowadays. Then he stated the problem in general terms, giving fictitious names for himself, Leta, and Frank.


  MX was slow answering, slower than he ever remembered it being. And then, when the panel above the keyboard did light up, the words upon it were not what he had expected.


  tioner to furnish additional tioner to jurnish additional data on these two additional points.


  1. What is the nature of the work on which the older man and the girl have been engaged for the fifteen years stated?


  2. Did the younger man referred to cease relationships recently with another girl or woman not mentioned, as a result of a decision by MX?


  For a few seconds, Allen did not move. Then, very quietly, leaving the questions still on the screen, he stepped back and out of the booth. Quietly, he closed the door, and quietly, he walked out of the bar. Instinctively, his legs took him at a fast pace away down the nighttime street.


  So, MX perhaps had been able to guess his identity from the situation in his question. Who would have thought its knowledge and its system to be so fantastically extensive? But that would be the most it could do. There had been no clue to Leta or Frank in what he said. As far as MX could know, they might be any two people, any two people anywhere in the world. Certainly there could be no record of them among the list of people MX would have of those whom he had had dealings with before. . . . . . .


  As he went homeward, his spirits started to rise and after awhile he found himself whistling. What he needed, he told himself firmly, was a good night’s sleep. In the morning, things would be different.


  BUT MX WAS a tireless creature, and under the desire circuit it was not created to leave a problem unsolved. Click, click, click, went MX. In the endless cells and banks of its structure, little lights glowed, little impulses of current shot through. The problem was investigated, a picture built, an answer found.


  From a slot in a panel overlooking a desk where a light glowed, five cards shot out to a wire basket. The bottom one glanced off an edge of the basket and all five slid out to lie under the soft glow of the light above.


  In a couple of widely separated apartments in the city outside, wiring shorted and slow fires began to smolder behind bedroom walls. And north west of the city, a great automatic freight transport subtly altered it’s blind, obedient course through the skies, so aiming itself toward a living area in a small suburb called Kingsdale. It’s speed when it hit would be upwards of eight hundred miles an hour.


  And under the light, the first five cards lay together on the table in a little heap.


  Morg, James Allen. CANCELLED


  Bolver, Galt Winton Harvey. CANCELLED


  Aneurine, Jasper Renee. CANCELLED


  A neurine, Leta Marie. CANCELLED


  Campanelli, Frank Thomas. CANCELLED


  THE END


  The Ordeal of Doctor Trifulgas


  Jules Verne


  Here is an astonishing discovery—a Jules Verne story never seen before in American books or magazines. It’s a weird story, a real spooky tale, and, true to the master’s imaginative genius, different from the standard patterns of fantasy. It was specially translated for SATURN by Willis T. Bradley.


  WHOO-OO-OO . . . The wind is on the rampage.


  SH-SH-SH . . . The rain is falling in torrents.


  The roaring gale bends the trees of the Volsinian coast and smashes against the slopes of the mountains of Crimma. Along the shore, the rocks are ceaselessly battered by the waves of the vast Megalocride Sea.


  Whoo-oo-oo . . . Sh-sh-sh.


  At the inner end of the harbor snuggles the little town of Luktrop. A few hundred houses, with weathered balconies that provide indifferent shelter against the winds from the sea. Four or five steep streets, gullies rather than streets, paved with cobblestones, cluttered with dross thrown out by the eruptive cones of Mount Vanglor in the background. The volcano is not far distant. During the day, interior pressure escapes in the form of sulfurous vapors; during the night, at one minute intervals, there are great belching flames. Mount Vanglor is the beacon, with a range of a hundred and fifty kertses, that marks the harbor of Luktrop for the coasting vessels—the jelzanes, verliches, and balanzes whose stemi cleave the waters of the Megalocride.


  Behind the town huddle ruins of the Crimmarian era. Beyond these is a shabby district of Arabian aspect, a casbah, with white walls, domed roofs, and sun-parched terraces. A heap of stone cubes tossed at a venture, like so-many dice with spots covered by the patina of time.


  Conspicuous in the town is the so-called “Four-and-Six,” a strange corner building with square roof and four windows on one facade and six on the other.


  A belfry dominates the town, the square belfry of Saint Philfilene, with bells hanging in slits in the walls. These are sometimes set to ringing by the wind. A bad omen; when this happens, fear spreads through the countryside.


  Such is Luktrop. In the outskirts are random dwellings, wretched hovels, scattered amidst the broom and the heather, as in Brittany. But we are not in Brittany. Are we in France? I do not know. In Europe? I cannot say.


  And it is useless to search for Luktrop on any map.


  TAP! A TIMID knock has sounded on the narrow, arched door of the house called Four-and-Six, on the corner of Messagliere Street. It is one of the most comfortable houses (if this word should ever have currency in Luktrop), and one of the wealthiest (if, year in, year out, to reap a few thousands of fretzers constitutes wealth).


  The knock has been answered by frenzied barking, with baying overtones that suggest the howling of a wolf. And now a window above the entrance to the Four-and-Six is raised.


  “The devil take all nuisances!” calls out an irritated, and disagreeable voice.


  A young girl, wrapped in a tattered cloak, is shivering in, the rain. She asks if Doctor Trifulgas is at home.


  “Whether he is or is not—that depends.”


  “I have come in behalf of my father. He is dying.”


  “Where is he dying?”


  “Up in Karniou Valley, four kertses from here.”


  “And his name?”


  “Vort Kartif.”


  A HARD MAN, this Doctor Trifulgas. Almost devoid of compassion, he never takes a case unless solid coin is handed over in advance. His dog Hurzof—half bulldog, half spaniel—would prove to have more heart than he. The house of the Four-and-Six does not receive poor folk kindly; it is opened only for the rich. And there is a fixed price list: so much for typhoid, so much for congestion, so much for pericarditis and other ailments that doctors devise by the dozens. Now Vort Kartif, the biscuit maker, is a poor man, a man of miserable circumstance. Why should Doctor Trifulgas trouble to visit him, especially on a night like this?


  “The mere fact of having got me out of bed,” he growls as he lies down, “should be worth ten fretzers!”


  Scarcely twenty minutes later the iron knocker of the Four-and-Six clanks again.


  Fretting and fuming, the doctor leaves his bed and leans out the window.


  “Who is there?” he cries.


  “I am the wife of Vort Kartif.”


  “The biscuit maker of Karniou Valley?”


  “Yes. And if you refuse to come, he will die!”


  “Very well, then you will be a widow!”


  “Here are twenty fretzers—”


  “Twenty fretzers to go four kertses up into Karniou Valley!”


  “In the name of mercy . . .”


  “Go to the devil!”


  And the window is closed again. Twenty fretzers! What a fine windfall! To risk a rheum or lumbago for twenty fretzers—particularly when next day he must go to Kiltreno to treat wealthy old Edzingov, whose gout can be exploited at fifty fretzers a visit.


  With this agreeable prospect, Doctor Trifulgas falls asleep more deeply than before.


  WHOO-OO-OO . . .! Sh-sh-sh . . . And then, knock, knock, knock.


  Three blows of the knocker, struck this time by a more determined hand, are cutting through the fury of the storm. The doctor has been asleep. He wakes, and in what a humor! The window opens, and the storm comes in like a burst of grapeshot.


  “I am here for the biscuit maker—”


  “That wretch again!”


  “I am his mother.”


  “Let his mother, his wife, and his daughter be buried with him!”


  “He has had an attack—”


  “Then let him defend himself!”


  “We have collected some money,” persists the grandmother, “an advance on our home, which we have sold to Camondeur Dontrup of Messagliere Street. If you do not come, my granddaughter shall have no father, my daughter-in-law shall have no husband, and I shall no longer have a son!”


  It is pitiful, terrible, to hear the voice of this old woman, to think that the wind is freezing the blood in her veins and that the rain is soaking the bones under her wrinkled skin.


  “A stroke is two hundred fretzers.” replies the heartless Trifulgas.


  “We have only a hundred and twenty.”


  “Good night.”


  And again the window is closed.


  But, upon reflection, a hundred and twenty fretzers, for a round trip of an hour and a half, plus a half-hour visit, means all of sixty fretzers an hour—a fretzer a minute. Small profit, but still not to be despised.


  Instead of going back to bed, the doctor dons his corduroy suit, draws on his huge hip boots, struggles into his heavy wool greatcoat, and, with an oilskin hat on his head and mittens on his hands, goes down, leaving the lighted lamp near his pharmacopoeia, which lies open at page 197. Unlatching the door, he stands on the threshold of the Four-and-Six.


  The old woman is waiting there, leaning on her staff, emaciated by her eighty years of deprivation.


  “The hundred and twenty fretzers?”


  “Here, and may God reward you a hundredfold!”


  Without replying, the doctor whistles for Hurzof, offers him a tiny lantern, which he grips with his jaws, and sets out along the road by the sea.


  The old woman follows.


  WHAT ROARING wind!


  What driving rain! The bells of Saint Philfilene are set swinging by the gale. Bad omen, bah! Doctor Trifulgas is not superstitious. He believes in nothing, not even in his own science . . . except for the profit it yields him.


  What weather indeed! But likewise what a road! Pebbles and dross; the pebbles slippery with sea wrack, the dross crackling under foot like clinkers. No other light but that of the lantern carried by dog, uncertain and flickering. Periodically a burst of flames from Vanglor, in the midst of which grotesque silhouettes seem to be writhing. No one knows for sure what might be found at the bottom of its unfathomed craters. Perhaps souls of the Underworld, which volatilize as they emerge.


  The doctor and the old woman follow the indentations of the shore. The sea is a leaden white, a mourner’s white. It sparkles as it tosses off the phosphorescent crests of the surf, and it spills glittering streamers over the strand.


  The two proceed in this way to the turn of the road into the dune country, where the broom and rushes knock together with the clatter of bayonets.


  Now the dog draws near his master and seems to say:


  “Well, not so bad! A hundred and twenty fretzers to put in the strongbox! This is the way to make a fortune! This is the way to enlarge our vineyard! One more dish at the evening meal. More scraps for faithful Hurzof. Let’s take care of the wealthy sick, and bleed their purses!”


  At this point the old woman stops. With a palsied finger she indicates a reddish glow in the darkness. It is the house of Vort Kartif, the biscuit maker.


  “Over there?” says the doctor.


  “Yes,” replies the old woman.


  “Harraouah!” howls the dog.


  An unexpected explosion rocks Mount Vanglor, and a shudder runs down through its buttresses. A sheaf of smoky flames mounts into the sky, boring through the clouds. Doctor Trifulgas is toppled over by the blast.


  With an oath he gets up and looks around.


  The old woman is no longer behind him. Has she disappeared into some cleft in the ground, or has she flown off like a witch on a wisp of fog?


  As for the dog, he is still there, rearing on his hind legs, his jaws agape, his lantern extinguished.


  “Let’s keep on!” mutters Doctor Trifulgas.


  The honest man has accepted his hundred and twenty fretzers. Now he must earn them.


  ONLY ONE point of light, half a kertse away. It is the lamp of the dying—perhaps of the dead. For that is surely the house of the biscuit maker. The grandmother has pointed it out. It cannot be anything else.


  Through the whistling wind, the splashing rain, all the hubbub of the tempest, Doctor Trifulgas hurries forward.


  As he approaches the house, it more and more clearly takes shape. It is isolated in the middle of the heath. And it is singular to observe how much it resembles the doctor’s own house, the Four-and-Six in Luktrop. Same distribution of windows in the facade, same little arched doorway.


  Doctor Trifulgas moves as rapidly as the gale will permit. The door is ajar, and he has only to push it open. He enters, and the draught rudely slams it shut behind him.


  Left outside, the dog Hurzof howls, with intervals of silence, like those observed by choristers between verses of a Psalm during the Forty Hours.


  This is very odd. You would say that Doctor Trifulgas has returned home. But he has not lost his way. He has not wandered in a circle. Surely he is in the Karniou Valley, not back in Luktrop. And yet here is the same passageway, low and vaulted, the same winding wooden staircase, with a wide bannister worn down by the friction of many hands.


  He mounts the stairs and reaches the landing. A feeble light filters beneath the door, as in the Four-and-Six.


  Is this a hallucination? In the vague light he recognizes his own bedroom. There is the yellow sofa, the old pear-wood dresser, the ironbound strongbox in which he has intended to deposit his hundred and twenty fretzers. Here is his armchair, with leather headrest; here is his table with spiral legs, and on it, near the failing lamp, his pharmacopoeia, open at page 197.


  “What is the matter with me?” he whispers.


  What is the matter with him? He is afraid. His pupils are diluted. His body feels drawn in shrunken. A cold sweat chits his skin, and he is covered with gooseflesh.


  But come now! Hurry! For lack of oil, the lamp is going out—and with it the dying man.


  Yes, there is the bed—his own bed, four-posted, canopied, as wide as it is long, drawn with flowered curtains. Could this possibly be the pallet of a miserable biscuit maker?


  With trembling hand, Doctor Trifulgas grasps the curtain. He draws it aside and looks within.


  The dying man, his head free of the coverlet, is motionless, as if he has just drawn his last breath.


  The doctor leans over him. Ah, what a cry! And it is answered from without by the dismal baying of the dog.


  The dying man is not the biscuit maker Vort Kartif—he is Doctor Trifulgas! It is he who has suffered a stroke, he himself!


  Yes, it is for his own sake that they came to summon him, and in whose behalf they paid a hundred and twenty fretzers! He who, by his hardness of heart, refused to go out to care for the poor biscuit maker. It is he himself who is going to die!


  Doctor Trifulgas is like a man possessed. He knows that he is lost. The symptoms are growing more exaggerated from moment to moment. Not only is all coordination failing him, but the beating of his heart and his breathing are slow.


  What ought he to do? Lower his blood pressure by letting some blood? (Yes, blood is still let these days, and, as always, doctors can cure of apoplexy all who are not doomed to die of it.) If he hesitates, Doctor Trifulgas is a dead man. . . .


  The doctor seizes his instrument case, snatches his lancet, and cuts a vein in the arm of his other self. But blood does not flow from the arm. He desperately massages the other’s chest; his own is no longer throbbing. He warms the feet with hot stones; his own are cold.


  Then his other self sits up, struggles, utters a final death rattle. . . .


  And Doctor Trifulgas, in spite of all his learning and experience, dies under his own hands.


  Whoo-oo-oo. . . . Sh-sh-sh. . . .


  NEXT MORNING, in the house of the Four-and-Six, only one body was found—that of Doctor Trifulgas. It was put in a coffin, and it was conducted with great ceremony to the Luktrop cemetery, in the wake of so many others that, as the people whispered, he had sent on ahead.


  As for old Hurzof, it is said that ever since that day he has been running about the countryside, with his lantern relit, baying like a moonstruck dog.


  I do not know whether this is true; but so many strange things happen in Volsinia, and especially in the vicinity of Luktrop. . . .


  At any rate, I repeat, do not look for this town on the map. Since its latitude, and even its longitude, continue to remain a matter of dispute among the best cartographers, it simply is not there.


  THE END


  The Single Ship


  Alan Barclay


  How could Earth fight a war against an enemy whose base was unknown, who resources were unknown, and whose very physical appearance was unknown? Another thrilling episode of the Jacko War.


  IN THE COMMITTEE room at United Nations Military Headquarters on Moon Base a meeting was reaching its conclusion. There were empty coffee-cups on the table and ash-trays piled with cigarette stubs. Men in the uniforms of several nations, civilians mostly wearing spectacles, and neatly-dressed self-possessed stenographers were beginning to fold documents back into brief-cases and button up uniforms or jackets and glance at wrist-watches.


  “Finally,” the chairman said, “it remains for Admiral Dickenson to select the man for the job.”


  Everyone turned to look at Admiral Dickenson. So far this had been a technical discussion, and he was representing Advanced Fighter Group. He had therefore not said much up till now.


  Dickenson was a grey-haired American officer, with a face someone had once described as having been carved out of teak with a dull axe.


  “What sort of man do you want?” he growled.


  “You know what we want, Admiral,” the chairman said. “The best you’ve got.”


  Dickenson began flipping through the pages of a typed document.


  “Our men are all good,” he said. “To get out into Fighter Group, stay there and continue to remain alive, they’ve got to be good.”


  “The best, Admiral,” the chairman insisted.


  Dickenson continued to turn the pages for a moment longer, then suddenly tossed the catalogue on the table. “I don’t have to look,” he told them with a sigh, “I know the man you want . . . I’ll give you Jason.”


  “Jason?” someone asked. “Never heard of him . . . What’s his record?”


  “Aged twenty-three—English—five kills to date.”


  “Only five? But we want your top-line man!”


  “He’s obviously inexperienced,” another officer protested.


  “If you refuse him for this mission nobody will be better pleased than me,” Dickenson snapped. “He’s one of the most likeable boys we’ve got. But you ask me for the most suitable man to do this job, and I say Jason. I stick to that.”


  “It’s Admiral Dickenson’s task to select the man,” the chairman interposed. “And he tells us Jason. Let us send for Jason.”


  The committee picked up caps and files and papers, and dispersed. Some of them took the train across the plateau from Base into the lights and civilisation of Moon City, others returned to their offices nearby.


  ADMIRAL DICKENSON wrote an order and tossed it into his tray. It was picked up by a messenger, delivered to another office, recorded, and passed on to signals. Two hours later a radio-man hammered it out with a host of other messages, orders, advice and information, all crammed together on the high-speed transmitter. It went out on a tight beam from a parabolic aerial carefully aimed towards a point many millions of miles out in space. The receiving aerial of Advanced Fighter Base picked up the whole stream of messages drew them down into the interior of the rock and sorted them out.


  Here the order hung fire for a week, for Lieutenant Jason was out on patrol. At the end of that time he returned, received his instructions, and soon found himself travelling back to Moon Base as passenger in a supply ship. When the transport touched down he got a lift in the ground-car over to Base, passed through the lock and was let loose among the maze of corridors and passages which burrowed into the side of the mountain.


  He got a lift on a trolley along one of the main passages down as far as stores, and here he drew his kit, and changed from operational rig into uniform—a neat black almost-new, well-pressed uniform, with the scarlet-and-yellow rocket-flare above the breast-pocket.


  The stores N.C.O. watched him pull on his cap and give it a tilt to one side.


  “All set to give the girls a treat, sir?” he asked.


  “I don’t know, Sergeant. I’ve to report to one of the big shots. This visit is business.”


  “Whatever it is, I expect you’ll get a couple of days over at Moon City, sir,” the sergeant opined.


  “I hope so. Meantime, I must find Admiral Dickenson, I.C. Fighter Personnel . . . How do I get to him?”


  “He’ll be at Staff Headquarters. Go into the main corridor and thumb a lift on any trolley with a red circle on its front. Don’t take a yellow circle, else you’ll find yourself down in the dungeons among maintenance and we’ll have to send out search-parties for you.”


  Jason did as advised, and presently found himself at Staff Headquarters. He slid open a door marked ‘Admiral Dickenson—Personnel’, and came face to face with a young woman operating a typewriter—one of these good-looking, impeccably groomed, self-assured young women who invariably get jobs as personnel assistants to Staff Officers.


  She for her part saw a medium-sized rather thin blue-eyed young man, with fair wavy hair. For almost the first time in her life she had the experience of meeting a junior officer who looked neither bold nor shy, who neither called her Gorgeous nor Sis nor Babe. As a matter of fact, all Jason said was: “I’m reporting to Admiral Dickenson—the name’s Jason.”


  “Yes, Lieutenant,” she said, with more warmth than she generally extended to junior officers. “Go right in.”


  Jason went through the inner door and saluted the man at the desk. “Lieutenant Jason, sir,” he announced.


  Dickenson put down his pen and leaned back in his chair.


  “Take a seat, Jason,” he said, watching the young man appraisingly.


  Jason sat down. He crossed one leg over the other and clasped has hands round his knee. Dickenson noted that he remained in that position without changing, entirely at his ease; no fidgeting, no twiddling of fingers or twitching of uniform. He looked the grim hard-faced old Admiral straight in the eye.


  “Ha!” the old man grunted. “Typical English type . . .” He himself appeared to be about five parts Red Indian.


  “I’ve been looking up your record, Jason,” he continued abruptly. “I’ve selected you as a suitable officer to carry out a special task.” He paused to lift a questioning eyebrow at Jason.


  “Thank you, sir,” Jason said. “I’ll try not to disappoint you.”


  “Don’t thank me,” Dickenson barked. “This isn’t the sort of thing one says thank you for, The first thing to be said about this job is that it’s strictly a matter of volunteering. You don’t have to take it if you feel disinclined. If you refuse, the fact won’t be noted in your records. You understand that,?”


  “Yes, sir.” His hands were still lightly clasped over his knee.


  “The second thing is this—a whole lot of time, money and thought has been spent preparing this project and therefore if you know any reason why you might be unsuited to carry out your part, you must refuse the job. That’s an order. It’s the only order I shall give you in connection with this business. Now,” he continued, lifting the desk phone, “not to prolong the mystery, I’ll take you to see the project, rather than just talk about it—Hullo!” he barked into the telephone, “Get me Admiral Hayes . . . Hullo, Hayes, I’ve got Jason here. I’m taking him down to the hangar to show him round. Like to meet me there? . . . Good!”


  He cradled the phone. “Come along,” he said.


  The old man loped out of the room like a tiger. Jason, less acclimatised to Moon gravity, followed him more cautiously.


  THEY WENT a good way along the main corridor and then descended to the lower level by sliding down a pole. They passed into a huge ship-servicing hangar. Row upon row of scout ships, types Jason had come to know out in space, stood in lines. Mechanics swarmed over them. The place was full of the noise of riveting and the sizzle and snap of electric welding arcs. As Jason looked around an overalled man pushed past, carrying on his shoulder a complete motor assembly, a load which back on Earth he could never have lifted off the ground.


  “Atomics and fuel-tanks are installed elsewhere,” Dickenson explained. “That job has to be carried out under safety precautions. This way.”


  He led the way diagonally across the hangar, ducking under a fuselage, and stepping over stacks of rods and girders. They passed through a door into a smaller room.


  “There!” Dickenson exclaimed, “what d’you make of that?” A single ship occupied the centre of the room, set high up on trestles. The ship was short and tubby, and it was coloured a deep scarlet.


  “A Jacko ship!” Jason exclaimed. “So we’ve captured a Jacko ship at last!


  Dickenson shook his head. “This was made right here in these workshops. Look there!”


  He waved a hand to draw attention to the array of drawings, diagrams and blown-up photographs on the walls.


  “As near as we can manage it however,” he went on, “this is a Jacko ship. Perhaps it’s a little better than a Jacko ship; it’ll accelerate harder, and carry more fuel. We’ve been working on this for more than a year, and a lot of thought and time and money has been put into it. Can you guess what we mean to do with it, Jason?”


  “No, sir—had it been just a mock-up I’d have guessed it was intended for training, for familiarisation, but you say it’s a real ship.”


  “It’s certainly no mock-up.” The admiral clicked open his cigarette case. “Smoke?” he invited. He himself lit up and perched on the end of a work-bench.


  “D’you know where the Jackoes come from, Jason?”


  “No, sir. All I know is the usual theories; that they come across from Alpha Centauri; or that they come from one of the big planets, Jupiter or Neptune or Saturn; or there’s the theory about the big mother-ship hanging around outside the orbit of Neptune. According to this all the little scouts we don’t manage to kill go back to the mothership to get themselves patched up and re-armed.”


  “What d’you think of these notions?”


  “I can see serious objections to each one of them, sir. The trip across from Alpha Centauri is no afternoon excursion; it’s feasible only if the little beasts have a much longer life-span than ourselves, or can put themselves into a state of suspended animation. And even if one of these things is true, why do they bother? What do they hope to get out of it?”


  “What about the Neptune or Saturn theory?”


  “Their ships aren’t able to lift off a high-gravity planet, that’s certain—of course our own scouts can’t take off from Earth either, I know, but even so in our case the gravitational difficulties are not insuperable.”


  “And what d’you think of the mother-ship idea?”


  “Well, I see it this way—there’s a whole race of Jackoes somewhere, living and eating and sleeping and breeding. They build a lot of ships, or at any rate they service and repair and maintain a lot of ships; all that amount of life and activity can’t possibly be explained by the mother-ship theory. No ship however large could carry that amount of life.”


  “All quite sound reasoning,” Admiral Dickenson agreed. “And to tell you the truth not one of us has any better idea on the subject than you have. But we’re going to find out.”


  “Yes, sir?” Jason asked politely.


  “Here’s how we’re going to do it. Somebody, yourself if you choose to volunteer, somebody’s going to take this ship out to the asteroids in company with a squadron of our own ships. Sooner or later out there you’ll meet up with a pack of Jackoes—do I have to tell you any more?”


  “I get the idea now all right,” Jason agreed. “In the mix-up our imitation Jacko ship attaches itself to the Jacko squadron and goes along home with them. But I can see a lot of difficulties.”


  “I’d like to know what difficulties you see.”


  Jason had no inhibitions, no shyness, he was able to speak calmly and frankly even to very senior officers.


  “First,” he said, “the difficulty of killing an enemy ship and substituting this one un-noticed. It’s a trick we can only try once.”


  “That’s a problem of manoeuvres—it’s got to be worked out between yourself and the squadron detailed to act with you.”


  “Very well,” Jason nodded, accepting the point. “Next difficulty—the Jackoes have radio; I’ve heard them often enough chattering to each other. Now I’m to join their formation and ride this ship back home with them. Some Jacko might possibly think it odd if one of their pals stayed speechless for maybe so long as a week.”


  “As to that,” Dickenson said,” here’s Admiral Hayes, who’s responsible for the technical side of this project. Ah, Hayes!—Lieutenant Jason. He’s being considered as a possible pilot for the ship. Show him bur answer to the problem of radio conversations between our man and the Jacko squadron.”


  “It hasn’t taken you long to spot the snags,” Hayes commented. “Come up on top and I’ll show you our answer to that one.”


  HAYES LEAPT the twenty feet up onto a platform which extended above the ship. Jason followed.


  “That projection there,” the former explained, “that’s the root of radio antenna. Now see that dirty long groove across the hull? What would you say had been the cause of that?”


  “A solid projectile from one of our guns grazed across the hull, made this diagonal groove, and clipped off the radio mast at the root. I see what you’re getting at,” Jason nodded.


  “Any objections?” Hayes asked, smiling.


  “A few small ones,” Jason told him. “Perhaps their ships have two independent radio systems—perhaps they have other non-electronic means of communicating—perhaps their radio is effective after a fashion even with the antenna clipped off. All the same sir, I think these are small chances, well worth taking.”


  They jumped back down on to the floor.


  “Well, Jason,” Dickenson asked, “what d’you think of our project now?”


  “Frankly, sir, I don’t think much of it as yet. I agree the ship has a considerable chance of joining up with the Jackoes and of going along with them undetected, but the chance of ever getting back with any information is smallish.”


  “We have an answer to that too,” Hayes told him, stepping over to a bench. “This gadget here is a camera. Not quite an ordinary camera, for it cost more than ten thousand pounds, and it carries nearly a mile of film. Whenever the destination is reached, our pilot starts up the camera motor and films everything in sight.”


  “But the information, whether it’s stored on this film or merely in the pilot’s brain, has got to be brought back,” Jason pointed out.


  “Ah!” Hayes exclaimed enthusiastically. “But wait—whenever the filming’s done, as soon as the pilot thinks he’s collected every possible item of information, he moves this big switch here . . . A television eye then begins to scan the film and broadcast it back to us. We’ll have a ring of ships waiting to pick the stuff up. In addition, this scanning and broadcast can be done at high speed, so that what takes half an hour to film will be sent back to us in five minutes. What d’you think of that, eh?”


  “So far as the success of the project is concerned, it’s the perfect answer,” Jason agreed dryly. “I can see one objection still, but it’s so minor that it’s hardly worth mentioning.”


  Hayes’ enthusiasm was so open and child-like that Jason’s remark merely puzzled him. Admiral Dickenson however stepped into the breach.


  “When the film’s been shot back, the pilot’s job is done and he can blast for home.”


  “With every Jacko in every squadron of every Jacko fleet hot on his tail,” Jason added. “And how many millions of miles will he be from home?”


  “Quite true,” Dickenson admitted. “I said it was a dangerous job . . . But there are one or two factors which favour the pilot. This is a very special ship. It carries twice the usual load of fuel and it can accelerate a little harder and a little longer than any Jacko. Therefore, given even a small start you should be able to show them a clean pair of heels.”


  “It’s unarmed?” Jason asked.


  Dickenson hesitated. “Yes. Remember the ship will be riding in close formation with an enemy squadron for some days. If we mounted a pair of Sandbatch cannon they’d give our game away at once.”


  “There’s something up there looks like a D-ray bell-mouth,” Jason remarked, looking up at the bows of the ship.


  “A dummy,” Hayes explained. “You know the D-ray gives out a back-lash of hard radiation; that’s a problem we haven’t managed to lick yet. Anyone using an unscreened D-ray is going to make himself a very sick man indeed. We calculate the pilot gets a better chance if we give him all possible speed and fuel.”


  Jason was introduced to other details of the project, then Admiral Dickenson concluded: “I don’t want your decision now, Jason. What I want you to do is to draw some of your back pay from the accountant, take the train over to Moon City and have a small spot of amusement. Give yourself time to think. Report back in twenty-four hours, with your decision.”


  Jason saluted and went off.


  “Better start looking out another volunteer,” Hayes told Dickenson ironically.


  “Why so?” the other asked.


  “You know the chances of getting back from this little expedition are about twenty to one against, and Jason has worked out the odds already. He spotted all the difficulties immediately and he’s sane and balanced, not a suicidal fanatic. You must look for someone less intelligent and more fanatical, Admiral.”


  Admiral Dickenson scowled. “Sure the boy’s intelligent. This is no job for brute force or ignorance or fanaticism. Not only is he intelligent, but he’s calm, level-headed. Did you notice how still he stood—no twiddling his fingers or puffing nervously at cigarettes? He’s got no complexes; he’s polite all right but not over-anxious to win my approval. No false humility either, no protesting he’s unfit for the job.”


  “All of which seems to add up to just what I said. He’s intelligent; he’s no fanatic; he’s got no complexes—he’ll turn the job down.”


  “I know these English,” Admiral Dickenson stated. “There’s times when I hate their damn guts, but the best of them have got something. It’s tradition, I guess. Always doing their duty. Never let the side down, whatever the job is, whether it’s inglorious or otherwise. Do it with all your energy, just because your grandfather did it in the second world war, and his father before him, and so on right back to Waterloo.” Admiral Dickenson said this in a poor imitation of an English accent.


  “For a man who can’t stomach the English, you’re quite a fair advocate,” Hayes grinned.


  Next day, precisely twenty-four hours later, Jason reported to Admiral Dickenson and agreed to undertake the job. Dickenson looked at the fair-haired youngster, the girlish complexion, the slender hands and thin fingers. The ancient warrior nearly burst into tears.


  “Very well, Jason,” he said gruffly. “Any comments on the scheme as a whole?”


  “Yes, sir. I’d like to have that dummy D-ray removed and one of the genuine articles fitted instead. I understand that with a bit of luck one may survive a short squirt of radiation, and a short squirt might be just the one thing necessary to ensure my safe return home.”


  “Very well, Jason. I’ll get Hayes to fix it.”


  EVEN IN these modern times, and even though the United Nations had been managing human affairs for several hundred years, human nature was still human nature; Italians, Russians, Germans, Spaniards, Americans and even Esquimos each considered themselves to be finer, braver, handsomer, more intelligent, or perhaps merely cleaner than other races. This oddity of human thinking had its consequences even out at Advanced Fighter Base, where the squadrons of one-man scouts were organised on a national basis. The Spanish Squadron was captained by a large individual named Louis Alvarez—or Lucho to his friends—and Was entirely Spanish speaking, although only one member besides Alvarez was actually Spanish. There were two Peruvians with traces of Indian blood in them, a Mexican, a Chilean and a character called Don Miguel Macdonald, whose existence was due to the Scotsman’s propensity for leaving his native land, settling down elsewhere, and marrying a local girl.


  The Spanish Squadron monopolised one corner of the mess where it habitually talked Spanish with much gesticulation. It had recently been ordered to stand by to undertake a special and particularly difficult task; it thought it quite proper to be given the most difficult and dangerous work, but this opinion did not hinder its members from grumbling and complaining about the matter.


  They were so much occupied with this job of grumbling that they scarcely noticed a newcomer who came into the mess. He asked a question of someone near the door, then drifted over in their direction. Captain Alvarez gave him a cold and haughty look, and went on talking. The newcomer made to sit down in the one empty chair. Alvarez put out a large hand to restrain him.


  “Your pardon, hijo,” he said, “here we are all Spaniards together; this corner is exclusive to us. And in addition, that seat is reserved for one whom we expect here presently.”


  The newcomer did not make any objection to being called sonny. He said in an extremely casual English sort of way: “Sorry, old boy—not the slightest intention of intruding. What’s the name of the bloke you’re keeping the chair for?”


  Alvarez paused dramatically, gesticulating hand still in mid-air. He gave an imitation of a man interrupted in some serious business by an ill-mannered child. He looked the questioner up and down.


  “Boy,” he said, “you are new here so I excuse you. When you have been with this group for some time, and if we think well of you, we may then invite you among us, but for the present you do not interest us.”


  “This’ll surprise you, old thing,” the other told him calmly. “I’m the fellow you’re expecting. My name’s Jason—I’ve just got here. We’re to carry out an operation together.” He twitched the chair round and sat down on it, smiling round the group.


  Alvarex recovered himself swiftly. “But, Senor,” he exclaimed, “A thousand apologies. For this project we expected a seasoned fighter, some grandfather of forty with a hundred kills to his credit. I do you no insult when I say you are almost a child . . .”


  “Don’t blame me, Captain,” Jason smiled. “I was asked to do this job and said yes. That’s the whole story from my end.”


  They looked at him—young, fair-headed, boyish, smiling. Alvarez was forty; Macdonald just a little younger. The youngest of the Spanish Squadron was twenty-eight. Jason was twenty-two and looked eighteen.


  Alvarez swore rapidly in Spanish, and muttered his opinion of Headquarters, who chose to send children out on dangerous tasks.


  “No doubt Headquarters knows its business,” he said, “and one does not of course question your courage or determination. But, have you encountered these Jackoes before, Senor?”


  Jason told him. They settled down to discuss the manoeuvre which they had to perform together.


  JASON WENT out several times during the next week with the squadron to rehearse. After a number of trials, Alvarez asked to have two additional men attached to his squadron.


  “I see it like this,” he explained. “The Jackoes know we operate in squadrons of seven. If they see less than this number, they will begin to be suspicious. Therefore we will have seven operating together, plus two in hiding. We will engage a Jacko squadron, we will allow ourselves to be split up, and we will turn and run. Out of seven it is certain that one of us will have a Jacko on his tail. Let the Jacko think his guns are jammed, or what he will. In any event, our man runs, the Jacko pursues. Our man makes for the rocks. Nothing surprising in this. Quite usual under the circumstances. Behind one rock there is lurking . . .” he paused and looked round the group, “. . . there is lurking our two additional ships, and Senor Jason also. As our man approaches the hiding-place he signals ‘I come’—he sweeps behind the rock—following him comes the Jacko—the two in ambush leap upon him. Before he can turn, before he can signal his companions, Pam! Pam! Pam!—he is gone—then a moment later, an apparent Jacko ship emerges from cover and joins his companions—our job is done.”


  Alvarez was an able and determined commander. Using another squadron to take the place of Jackoes, the manoeuvre he had described was rehearsed again and again until they felt themselves ready to try it in earnest.


  Five days later the manoeuvre went off without a hitch. Behind a screen of rock Jason saw a Jacko ship pounced on by those two ancient and skilful killers Alvarez and Macdonald, and destroyed in an instant. Immediately, he fired his jets and slid out into the open. The Jacko squadron had been scattered by the engagement, but as it began to reform he moved in and took position in it.


  The Jacko ships accepted him without question. They turned and headed—outwards.


  Alvarez sent off a signal which in due course reached Dickenson and Hayes at Moon Base.


  “Well,” the old warrior sighed, “the boy’s on his way. Good luck to him. Now let’s make sure they’re getting a screen of ships out to pick up his television broadcast when he sends it, and I think we’ll have some patrols well forward in case he comes back with a hoard of Jackoes swarming on his heels.”


  “D’you really think he’ll get back?”


  “There are times when I think his chances are good. He hasn’t been spotted at the start, so why should he be spotted later? He need only keep along with them, spend ten or fifteen minutes filming, then blast for home, and his ship’s faster than theirs. Nevertheless, playing war is not like playing chess. Unknown factors invariably crop up—plans begin to go wrong and get out of hand.”


  THE JACKO squadron accelerated hard for half an hour, then cut its jets. The ships lay about half a mile apart. Though their actual speed relative to the sun was now several thousands of miles an hour they appeared to be quite motionless. Jason’s ship had a radio receiver and for a little while he was able to hear his strange companions communicating with each other in their rattling chattering tongue. No doubt they made attempts to call him, but to any fighter-pilot his silence would be immediately explained by the sight of the long groove in his hull and the ruined aerial. No move was made to investigate him closely.


  The chattering stopped after a while. Perhaps like human pilots they were accustomed to sleep during periods of coasting. At any rate Jason had a chance to relax from his first state of anxious vigilance.


  After several hours of silence a sudden babble of chattering woke him to alertness. He deduced that some object had been sighted, but as he had no radar detector fitted he was blind to everything outside visual range.


  Watching anxiously he saw flickers of flame from nose-jets. Imitating the manoeuvres of his neighbours he managed to keep in formation while the ships turned through ninety degrees. Immediately after this turn-about the squadron formed itself into line astern. Jason did not need to wonder what was happening; some group of earth-ships must have come into range, some squadron which had no business to be so far out, which ought not to be operating in this sector at all. Thus he found himself in the middle of an enemy formation rushing to attack his fellow humans.


  There was nothing he could do about it without spoiling the plan; he must stay with the Jackoes, and hope that none of his friends got in position to take a shot at him.


  Things began to happen with bewildering speed. In a moment seven familiar-looking shapes were in sight, rushing towards him. Jason knew the Jackoes always tried to maintain their line-astern formation so he kept his eye on the ship ahead of him. The two formations met. Jason’s field of vision was filled with wheeling ships and flaring jets, and the stabbing blue flame of D-rays. He saw the Jacko leader blow up. He saw—a thing he had often heard of but never seen before—a Jacko turn out of line and destroy one of his own companions who had been seriously damaged by gun-fire. Then, how it came about he could not say, but he found himself pursuing an earth ship.


  Admiral Dickenson knew that any military plan, however good, will inevitably show signs of breaking down during its evolution under the impact of chance factors. He knew that nothing but resourcefulness, decisiveness and intelligence could repair such break-downs and keep the plan in being. He understood human nature and had picked Jason for this job because he believed the young man had the necessary qualities. He had picked him in preference to other more experienced and more dashing and picturesque pilots.


  Jason lay in his cushions while the problem revolved swiftly in his mind. From the point of view of a Jacko pilot, he had a sitting target just ahead. Behind him, watching him closely, were a couple of real Jackoes. They were waiting to see him do his job. The ship ahead jerked back and forth on its lateral jets but there was no excuse for holding fire, and very little excuse for missing.


  If Jason refrained from firing, would the Jackoes suppose that his D-ray was out of action? If so, would they refrain from investigating him closely? Jason concluded that he could not hope to get away with it. He would be examined, discovered, and destroyed, and the project which had taken so much time and effort to plan would be destroyed also—and destroyed finally, for it could not be made to succeed at a second attempt once the enemy had discovered the ruse.


  His problem was clear. Either spare the unknown young man in the ship ahead, and lose his own life and ruin the plan, or kill him and save the plan.


  At this moment Jason demonstrated that Admiral Dickenson had made no mistake in selecting him. His fresh young face was calm as he sighted along the tube of the unfamiliar weapon. His finger pressed the button without hesitation. A long thin ray lanced out ahead of him and licked the rear end of the ship in front. A brief instant, and then it blew up.


  As Jason manoeuvred his ship into line again, a sudden wave of heat poured through him. This hot sensation passed quickly, but the unpleasant prickling continued. He realised that he had been subjected to a back-lash of hard radiation from the D-ray apparatus. The engagement broke off. There were only four Jacko ships left, counting Jason’s ship as one. They re-formed and resumed their journey—outwards.


  The ships coasted forward, outwards, away from the sun. Jason had no doubt that his Jacko companions lay half-asleep as did all pilots in such circumstances. But Jason was not asleep. Although he had acted without hesitation, although his brain still assured him that he had made the right decision, he was filled with horror at what he had just done. He would be court-martialled, of course. For a moment he contemplated the fact that no-one need ever know, but he knew he would have to confess and take the consequences—if he got back. A wave of prickling discomfort assailed him again and he began to wonder whether a man could really survive such a dose of hard radiation as he had experienced. If he did not, he reflected, his fate would have a flavour of classic justice.


  As the ships slid forward through the velvet dark these thoughts went round and round in his mind.


  JASONM MUST have slept finally. He was awakened after what seemed like a long interval by bursts of Jacko chatter coming over the radio. He looked out around and ahead. His three companions’ ships were still in position beside him. A vast area ahead was filled with points of light. Not the haphazard many-coloured variable brilliance of stars, but uniform reddish points of light lying in orderly rows. He was unable to attach any meaning to what he saw, but he pressed the button of the camera and let the machine take this in for three seconds.


  He continued to watch. Passing like ghosts above him a squadron of Jacko ships accellerated inward. He heard further bursts of chatter, presumably from one of his companion ships. There was no impression of motion, but nevertheless the rows of lights ahead slid swiftly nearer. The pattern of them across the sky swelled till it filled his view.


  A flicker of flame from the nose of the ship alongside, and for a few moments he was occupied matching speed and changing course. When he had time to look again, the picture had clarified. He saw that each point of light marked the position of a ship. The glow of starlight pouring through the emptyness of space shone dimly on their flanks, while each ship’s bulk made a patch of dark against the curtain of the stars. He pressed the button of the camera, and swept it slowly round the array. The super-sensitive film would record this scene better than his eyes could see it.


  So this was the answer to the problem of the Jackoes’ origin. They came not from one ship, but from many—from hundreds—and what ships! Immense fat cylinders lying in orderly rows and ranks and files.


  Another change of direction—some ships of a shape he had never seen before slid past below.


  The group of four ships of which he was one slid in among the mother-fleet. Like fishes in dim clear water they glided underneath a monstrous belly. Jason scanned it with his camera. Another lay ahead. A patch of its surface was brightly illuminated and three round objects were crawling upon it. Another shot of that.


  The four scouts slid among these monsters, with only an occasional short flick of jets to change direction. Mounted on top of one of the monsters he saw some unfamiliar object which had the appearance of being a weapon. A long shot of that. Underneath another a huge brightly illuminated hatch hung open; as he watched a Jacko scout of standard appearance emerged from it.


  A staccasto burst of chatter on his radio, and a flicker of jets. The four scouts began to manoeuvre underneath the belly of one of the big ships.


  A section of the hull swung ponderously outwards disclosing a brightly-lit interior. Jason had the camera running all the time now. On a ledge round the open hatch he saw spherical objects moving purposefully, slinging out grapples; further inside he caught a glimpse of rows of scout-ships stacked closely side by side and one above each other.


  One of his companion ships edged forward underneath the open hatch. Grapples seized it and pulled it into the hold where it was manoeuvred out of sight.


  AND NOW Jason knew that his time was nearly up. Once inside that hold his chance of escape would be negligible. As he reached this conclusion, and as he began to consider the moves he must make to escape, he had an inspiration, a wonderful and terrible inspiration.


  A second ship was drawn into the hold. He heard a brief staccato rattle of Jacko speech. Just as certainly as if the words had been spoken in English he knew this was an order to him to move forward.


  He took a quick look round to determine the position of the fourth ship which still remained, then gave a touch to his jets, to send the ship forward and upward into the hold. He checked that the camera was running, and grasped the controls of his D-ray. He was sweating and trembling with excitement; his teeth ground together and his mouth was clamped tight shut in a sort of grimace of concentration.


  One of the row of stacked scout-ships came into the line of his sights—he aimed at its stern, at the motors and fuel tanks, and flicked the firing-button. Instantly he swung the weapon and did the same to the next ship—then the next—then he swung the ray round and about and up and down, slashing like a sword.


  At the final instant he pushed the nose-jet lever hard over, his ship shot backwards as if kicked out of the hold by a giant. When a ship has its fuel tanks hit by a D-ray there is an interval of a second or so before its fuel tanks explode. The scout he had hit first blew up just as Jason finished his backward run. He paid no attention to the chaos of bursting ships he had created; for there remained the fourth Jacko ship just behind him. He slid past underneath and gave it a short stab with the ray in the region of its motors, then he spun his ship round, glanced at his gyro to verify direction, and began to weave his way back among the big ships, accellerating hard.


  Behind him, reflected in the mirror, he saw flash after flash as the scouts exploded one after another in their racks. Finally there was a much bigger flash, as if a number of them had exploded simultaneously.


  He set a mechanism running in the camera which caused the film to undergo a developing process, and wound out his concealed transmitting aerial.


  A sudden awful wave of nausea overwhelmed him. For a moment he could do nothing but dig his fingers into the cushions and try to master it.


  He switched on his radio and called, “Jason here! Jason here! Stand by! Stand by!”


  He was still sweeping in among the big ships. As he passed by the rear end of one of them he shot a long dose of D-ray at the bulge on its stern which he took to be a motor. After he passed something exploded.


  Just as he passed out clear of the fleet he was violently sick.


  Then he saw that the developing process had been completed and the film was ready for transmission.


  “Stand by! Stand by!” he called thickly. “Ready to transmit. Ready to transmit.”


  He was feeling unwell in a way he had never known in all his life, but he continued to do his job carefully and thoroughly. He checked that his sending aerial was aligned correctly, that the film had engaged itself in the sending mechanism, and that the transmitter was live.


  He moved the lever. Things inside the machine clicked and purred.


  He laid his head on the cushion and was sick again. When he had recovered a little he tried to look around. He had no radar and so was unable to tell what ships might be converging upon him, but he reckoned that by this time something must have been organised against him.


  In between waves of nausea he kept a watch out rearwards, but at one point when he looked ahead he saw a squadron of Jackoes across his path. They were some distance away, and judging by the flare of their jets, were changing course.


  The film completed its run-through; he re-wound it and set it to run a second time.


  “Jason calling,” he transmitted. “Setting film for second run-through. Stand by.”


  His stomach heaved dreadfully in an effort to be sick. This time nothing came up but gouts of blood.


  The Jacko squadron ahead completed its turn-round, but did not appear to have spotted him. He continued on a straight course towards them while the film had its second run-through.


  By the time this was completed he was almost among them. No doubt they had already been receiving instructions from some central control, but it was doubtful whether any of the Jacko community knew exactly what was occurring. Perhaps they thought that there had been an accidental series of explosions, or more likely, that one of their own scouts had run amok. At any rate this squadron let him approach without taking any action.


  His head was swimming, and his eyes streaming with tears. He passed right among them and chopped the three foremost with quick stabs of the ray. They blew up one after another in rapid succession after he had passed.


  Looking behind him again he saw a considerable number of the enemy, in no particular formation streaming after him.


  At this stage he was out ahead of his pursuers, and so far as he knew there was nothing between him and home except whatever outlying Jacko patrols could be brought onto his line of retreat. There was no reason why he should not make a run for it—except he knew he would never live to reach home now. Except that since he had killed one of his own comrades on the way out he had known he would never return, he had ceased to want to return.


  HIS HEAD cleared momentarily. He fumbled for levers, fired jets, and changed course back towards the Jacko mother-ships. While pursuing scouts were still uncertain about what was happening; before they could re-act to this change, Jason was speeding back through their midst. None of them attempted to hit him, but he hit two more.


  Then he was in among the big ships once more. He made no attempt to damage them, for he thought his ray would merely over-heat part of their massive structure and cause only local damage. But there was plenty of game for the hunter. Jacko scouts, and other types of ship he had never seen before were wheeling about in every direction.


  He slid among them. Many paid no attention to him. At every opportunity he chopped one. Every couple of minutes there was the blinding flash of a detonation.


  But at every pressure of the button he received another dose of radiation; every instant he became more dreadfully ill; When he tried to spit some of the foulness from his mouth two of his teeth came out.


  The Jackoes identified him at last. They managed to bring their forces into order. Their ships drew off so that for a short while he drifted, alone among the big ships.


  Jason, whose mind and intelligence was flickering and dying, was still conscious of his duty; he must not allow himself to collapse and die and leave his ship floating for the Jackoes to examine.


  He raised his head from the cushions and looked around out of bleary eyes. The dark looming hulls of the big ships were around him. Beneath one he saw an open hatch with light streaming from it. The Jacko scouts had withdrawn, but soon they would be re-organized and ready to deal with him.


  He set his ship on a slant, upwards towards the open hatch of the big ship. He pushed the power-lever forward to maximum acceleration and placed his finger on a red button marked DETONATE. Precisely as the nose of his ship passed inside the hatch he pressed this button.


  THE END


  The Martian Artifact


  August Derleth


  The thing in the auction gallery may have been a musical instrument, a child’s toy, or a piece of surrealist sculpture, but whatever it was those two collectors were determined to have it. But there was another collector around town who knew how to outbid them without spending a cent.


  TEX HARRIGAN looked into the clubroom. Seeing me, he came in.


  “I thought I’d find you here,” he said. “Got something to show you.” He dropped a Parke-Bernet priced book catalog before me and opened it. “Take a look at that.”


  No. 77, I read. Curiosa. Unidentified musical instrument. Believed to be an ancient lute. Fine condition. From the collection of Gregory Saunders.


  NB: One telephone bid to Saunders home at $10,000. Bidding starts at $12,000.


  I knew Parke-Bernet as one of the greatest auction houses, specializing in rare books, works of art, and related pieces. It did not seem to be Harrigan’s usual field. I looked up.


  “Are you on an assignment?”


  “I’m always looking for something to go into my file of queer people. You must recall Saunders—a gray little old fellow who always insisted he was in communication with Mars. Died last month. Parke-Bernet got hold of some of his things and have them on sale. I talked to Mason—he’s my editor on the World—and he gave me the green light to go out and get what I could. I found this.”


  “What is it?”


  “I meant to find out. I asked myself what kind of ‘unidentified musical instrument’ is worth a bid of ten thousand out of hand. I went down, but I got there a little too late. It had been sold. Parke-Bernet wouldn’t reveal the sale price, of course, but I gathered it was more than twice that bid. Ever hear of Samuel Millerand? Or Herman Schliemann?”


  The names sounded familiar. Harrigan said, “The fact is, they’re brothers-in-law who’ve been associated in business for years. They rank with the top bibliophiles in the world. They live together over on Central Park West.”


  “But the item’s listed as a musical instrument. What would a couple of book collectors want with a musical instrument?”


  “That’s what I’m curious to learn. There may be a story in it. In any case, a pair of rich eccentrics will make copy of some sort. Are you game?”


  SAMUEL MILLARAND was a thin wisp of a man, neither tall nor short, with closely clipped graying hair, and bird-bright eyes behind his golden pince-nez. His brother-in-law was corpulent and generously bearded.


  Millerand fingered the card his butler had brought in. “Gentlemen from, the World,” he murmured. “What can we do for you?”


  Harrigan came straight to the point. “We understand you’ve bought something from the Saunders sale at Parke-Bernet. Specifically, an unidentified musical instrument said to be a lute. We’re interested in knowing whether two widely, reputed bibliophiles have branched out into another field.”


  A wintry smile crossed Millerand’s face; it did not linger. “No, sir,” he replied shortly. “Would you care to see it?”


  “I would, sir.”


  Millerand got up and went into an adjoining room. Returning, he beckoned us over to a little table which stood under a green-shaded lamp.


  “This is the Saunders piece, Mr. Harrigan.”


  It did resemble an ancient lute, except for two things; it was angular and it was flat. The whole thing was flat, in what seemed to be three layers or parts. It showed some evidence of use, but far from being the replica of an ancient instrument, it looked like something which would not be out of place in an exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art.


  It looked complex. Its base was of some kind of material I could not identify. Attached to this base from the top was a sheet of some kind of material which was neither plastic nor celluloid, but looked somewhat like both; actually, it suggested a sheet of silicon. To this was affixed a series of fine, scintillant wires—not connected, but in little sequences—some scarcely an inch long, some merely straight, some very intricate in design. Each of these groups of wires was set beside what looked like musical keys, capable of being slightly depressed, as in any wind instrument.


  Over all this lay a protective sheet of some transparent material, perforated with sizable triangular openings over the wires. There was neither note nor letter printed on the body of the instrument, but across the top in a straight line lay five meticulous round designs, which I recognized at once as representations of the five major planets; Saturn’s rings were unmistakable, as were Earth’s continents. This row of planets was surmounted by a small orb.


  “I’m afraid my knowledge of music has been neglected,” said Harrigan. “What kind of instrument is this?”


  Schliemann growled. “It doesn’t happen to be a musical instrument in the accepted sense of such an artifact.”


  “I take it you’ve never seen anything like it?” asked Millerand, with a faint smile.


  “Never,” said Harrigan.


  Millerand glanced at me. I shook my head. “Schliemann—the comparative piece,” murmured Millerand.


  SCHLIEMANN got to his feet with some effort and moved in a rolling gait into the adjoining room. He came out with “the comparative piece” and put it down beside the Saunders “lute.”


  “But this, surely, is not entirely unfamiliar to you,” pressed Millerand.


  I could see what he meant by “comparative.” The new curiosity was paddle-shaped, similarly hooked, and made for the most part of well-worn wood. The secondary sheet corresponding to what looked like silicon in the Saunders piece was of vellum. On it were imprinted a large cross, in place of the planets on the “lute,” and the alphabet in large and small letters. These were followed by the vowels in a single line, and the consonants in tabular form. Beneath this primary information were the Lord’s Prayer, and, at the bottom of the paddle-shaped sheet of vellum, the Roman numerals. The vellum was protected by a stiff sheet of transparent horn. The whole thing looked very old and bore the signs of long use.


  “I’m afraid I have to admit I’m not familiar with this, either,” said Harrigan. “It’s a little out of my line.”


  “What does it suggest to you, Mr. Harrigan?”


  “If I had to guess—a primer of some kind.”


  “Very good, sir. This is a hornbook, one of the earliest forms of the primer. In some places, the hornbook was also called the christcross row, or crisscross row, because of the cross which you see here. It was attached to the child’s girdle, hence the hook.”


  “Ah, then the Saunders piece is a musical primer!”


  “Say, rather, a sound hornbook. When depressed, the little keys cause a small bow, or, in some cases, a claw-like appendage, to scrape the wires—or what would appear to be wires. We’re not quite sure what their composition is.” He took up the Saunders hornbook. “Let me show you.”


  He pressed one of the little keys. Immediately, an almost invisible tiny claw came up out of the key itself and plucked the wires, being evidently sheathed in the stem of the key. A faint, faraway sound flowered into the room. It was not so much a musical note, as the birdlike enunciation of a vowel. I could not distinguish which vowel it was, though, for it didn’t seem to reproduce exactly any one of the familiar vowels, and it was not a sound I had ever heard before.


  MILLERAND pressed another key. Again a faint sound, different from the first.


  “Why are the sounds so faint?” Harrigan asked.


  “Well, just suppose, Mr. Harrigan, that the book was designed for use in some place of more rarified atmosphere.”


  “Mountain country?”


  “Even more rarified than that. I’m afraid you’re woefully limited to the terrestrial.”


  Harrigan skipped that. “How would such a thing be used, Mr. Millerand?”


  “We can only conjecture. Given a child whose circumstances are more conducive to learning by vocal study, and who may need help to sound his words—”


  “Do you mean to say those sounds we heard were words?”


  “Words, or parts of words; the equivalent of our vowels and consonants, perhaps. It’s a fascinating speculation. We don’t know very much about the place where this hornbook was commonly used. We don’t even know the special quality—and we suspect there may be more than one—of the material out of which the sound hornbook is made.”


  “You can have it analyzed.”


  “We’ve tried, Mr. Harrigan. Part of it would appear to be silicon. But that is as far as we can go. The base material has so far not been identified by science.”


  Harrigan flashed him a dubious glance. “I’m afraid you’re way out ahead of me, Mr. Millerand.”


  Millerand sighed. “I feared so. The caliber of newspapermen isn’t what it used to be. I’m trying to suggest that this hornbook may not be used quite as our ancestors used theirs—that is, not in a collective school, but in solitude. Each hornbook may have qualities for sending and receiving messages. They may be capable of use in a school, and I use the term loosely, whose pupils are widely separated, one from another, perhaps by many miles, and who study very much as children of today do by television. I’m trying to make this as simple as possible for you, Mr. Harrigan.”


  “THE QUESTION is, where would such a place be?” Harrigan challenged him.


  “Well, there are certain inferences to be made. Take a look at this row of planets depicted across the top of the hornbook. Does it suggest anything to you?”


  “Not particularly.”


  “I submit there’s something especially tantalizing about it. The row of planets is surmounted by a small, rayed orb, which must certainly stand, for the sun. The arrangement of the planets below it is most interesting. In any representation of planets made here, wouldn’t you expect Earth to occupy the central position?”


  “I suppose so.”


  “But here, you see, Earth is on the left of the central planet, and, like all the others, inferior in representational size to that central planet. It’s easy to identify Saturn, and Jupiter’s moons leave us in no doubt about it. Venus also seems quite clear. Mercury is absent. All the planets shown here are quite remarkably detailed insofar as land masses and water areas are concerned, when these occur. The two moons of the central planet identify it plainly, even if the surface map is unknown to us—as are all the other surfaces, save that of Earth. That planet is Mars. Can you think of any reason why Mars should occupy the central position on the hornbook other than that it is the center of the manufacturer’s universe?”


  Harrigan could certainly see as well as I in what direction Millerand was leading us, but he preferred to pretend he did not understand. He shook his head.


  “Ah, well,” said Millerand, shrugging his shoulders, “I suppose it’s too much to ask of the press. Mr. Harrigan, we believe this artifact comes from Mars, purely on the basis of the prima facie evidence: the unknown materials out of which it is made, the quality of the sounds it emits, suggesting that the hornbook was intended for an atmosphere as rarified as that of Mars, and the position of Mars as central planet on the face of the hornbook. The first book from another planet to appear on Earth, Mr. Harrigan—and how fitting that it should be a child’s book!”


  Harrigan did not blink an eye. “Supposing we accept that premise,” he said, “would this be an ancient hornbook or a modern one?”


  Schliemann chuckled. “An iconoclast, Sam.”


  “Presumably one now in use, if its condition is any indication,” answered Millerand seriously. “But we don’t know anything about the durability of the materials, though they seem indestructible, nor can we tell, of course, how long Saunders had it.”


  “I hope it isn’t impertinent to ask how much you paid for it?”


  Millerand flashed a glance at Schliemann, who shrugged.


  “Twenty-four thousand,” said Millerand.


  “A bargain,” put in Schliemann. “We were quite certain what it was. We would never have got it if Dr. Rosenbach had been alive.”


  “What would he have bid for it, I wonder,” mused Millerand. “Fifty thousand? A hundred thousand?”


  “I take it you gentlemen aren’t averse to being quoted,” ventured Harrigan.


  “Not at all,” Millerand replied.


  “Hold on!” cried Schliemann. “Quoted in what way?”


  “As claiming to be in possession of a sound hornbook from Mars.”


  “We can’t offer anything but presumptive proof,” said Schliemann. “If you’ll make that clear, please. And we’d prefer that the price we paid remain unknown to the press. We don’t particularly care for publicity—but it has had its value in bringing to our attention various items here and there on the globe.”


  “Could I send a man around to take a photograph of it—say, beside the genuine hornbook?”


  Millerand and Schliemann agreed, although reluctantly.


  DOWN ON the street again, Harrigan smiled wryly. “That’s what comes of reading too much science-fiction.” He stopped to light a cigarette. “I’ve known a good many characters like that, though most of them weren’t as rich. But the possession of money isn’t any guarantee of practicality or common sense.”


  “It doesn’t seem likely that, two men as canny as Millerand and Schliemann could readily be persuaded to subscribe to anything, too wildly incredible,” I protested.


  “Oh, it’s as easy to hoodwink an intelligent man as a moron,” retorted Harrigan. “All things are relative, and in a case like this the willingness to suspend the critical faculty in favor of the will to believe is all that’s necessary.


  “The circumstances were right. In the background was Saunders, who had the reputation as a crank on the subject of Mars. The artifact was found among his effects. How easy it is to link the two! Would you have me believe that the unidentified bidder soon after Saunders’ death was a Martian anxious to retrieve the hornbook?


  “Go on from there to the prima facie evidence they mentioned. It needn’t be somebody from Mars to put Mars in central and enlarged position among the planets, and we have artisans in the out-of-the-way places of this planet who can and do perform wonders of skill with their hands, equivalent to those strings or wires, or whatever they are.”


  “But that metallic material out of which it was made!” I cried.


  “I admit I can’t name it. Grant them that point for the time being, and forget that it’s presumptively possible to turn out in a laboratory something not readily identifiable. Besides, we have only their word that it can’t be named. All the remaining points yield to other explanation as well.”


  “How’ll you do the story?”


  “Straight—with tongue in cheek.”


  Harrigan’s story broke two days later, together with a reasonably clear photograph of the two hornbooks side by side. He had painted a not unkind picture of the two eccentric bibliophiles and blown up the idea of the sound hornbook from Mars, adding a colorful biographical sketch of its late owner, Gregory Saunders. He had drawn liberally on his imagination to suggest that Saunders might actually have been in communication with Mars, as he had always claimed, and that the sound hornbook might have been acquired by him from Martian visitors. He had even dropped some pointed hints about the possible extraterrestriality of the mysterious bidder prior to the Parke-Bernet sale.


  Harrigan’s story was compelling, dramatic, and completely incredible. He had not failed to stress, at the last, the basic absence of any real proof to support vivid conjecture, and he had slyly added his own prosaic explanations.


  I SAW HIM ten days later, early one morning, at a bar we both frequented. He hailed me.


  “Any reaction on that story about the Martian hornbook?” I asked.


  “Plenty. The news services picked it up, and other papers copied it pretty liberally. I’ll wager the story’s had as many readers as any major news break in the last two weeks.”


  “What about Millerand and Schliemann?”


  “Nothing from them. By this time, they’ll have heard from half a hundred crackpots, a dozen different reporters, and two or three people who might have something genuine to offer them. And those two or three will make the whole thing worthwhile for them. I know collectors. I’ve got enough of them in my file.”


  We were still talking about Harrigan’s file of queer people when Harrigan was called to the telephone.


  “Talk about coincidences,” he said, coming back. “That Was Millerand. The office told him he might find me here. Says he has something for me. Got time to come along?”


  MILLERAND looked pale and troubled. He was capable of nothing more than a quiet greeting.


  Schliemann, like Millerand still in his pajamas and dressing gown, did the talking.


  “You were so good at suggesting possible explanations other than the one so manifest to us, Mr. Harrigan,” he said sardonically, “we naturally thought of you when this happened. It seems like proof to us. But to you—who knows? We priced the hornbook at a million. Thanks to your story, which was so widely circulated, the attention of certain outsiders must have been drawn to it . . .”


  He and Millerand had been crossing toward the inner room from which they had taken their hornbooks on our previous visit. The door of that room stood open, and from the threshold we saw what was doubtless an inestimably valuable collection of books in glassed-in and locked cases—vellum-bound folios, books bound in gleaming calf, books showing the marks of perhaps centuries of use, ancient manuscripts . . .


  And we saw something else. Opposite the door was a window which had once been secured by steel shutters. It was now wide open. Window and shutters—apart from just enough of the remains to show that they had once been there—were, gone.


  Harrigan would have crossed the bare floor directly to it, but Schliemann barred his way.


  “Come around here, Mr. Harrigan,” said Alillerand, leading the way along one wall in a circuitous route to the window.


  “Melted away!” exclaimed Harrigan, examining the frame.


  “What we found particularly interesting, Mr. Harrigan,” said Schliemann in a rasping voice, “is that not only do the glass and steel seem to have been melted, but the brick and wood of part of the frame. Not burned—melted!”


  “The Martian hornbook, of course, is gone,” said Miller-and, and sighed.


  “And now perhaps Mr. Harrigan would like to look at the prints on the floor. They lead from the window to this table here where we kept the hornbook,” continued Schliemann. “The floor is highly waxed, so they are really quite clear. Careful, don’t walk on them.”


  I bent over Harrigan’s shoulder to look.


  The prints on the floor seemed to have been made by a clawed foot with scaley paws—neither quite bird nor beast, and of considerable weight, for the prints, which led straight from the window to the table and back, were cut deep into the floor.


  “Perhaps Mr. Harrigan has an explanation for that,” suggested Schliemann.


  “An imaginative and ingenious burglar,” said Harrigan. “One who was able to scale the outside wall for a height of seven stories and leave no mark. Armed with a weapon unknown to any scientist of my acquaintance, which will melt wood, steel, glass and brick simultaneously and with equal ease,” added Schliemann with a bitter laugh.


  “I suppose,” said Millerand, “Mr. Saunders’ Martian friends disliked the thought of their hornbook in possibly unfriendly or unappreciative hands.”


  “And, being subscribers to the World, came back for it,” added Harrigan with a broad smile. “Call the police, gentlemen. This isn’t my department.”


  “I don’t know how they did it,” Harrigan said in the elevator going down, “but it’s as clever a way out of the position my story put them in as anything I could imagine.”


  WHAT TROUBLED me most about the matter of the Martian hornbook was the testimony of seven people who had quite possibly never heard of it. A policeman, two chorus girls, a playboy, a cab driver, and a scrub woman on her way home late that night. Their stories appeared in the papers on the same day. One and all swore solemnly to seeing an unidentified flying object in the vicinity of Central Park West the night before. The policeman insisted that he had, in fact, seen it lying up against a building in the early hours of the morning, hovering in the air about seven stories from the street.


  Harrigan couldn’t explain that, either.


  Purple with Rage


  Irving E. Cox, Jr.


  He knew there was something wrong with the school system; he saw it coming. And what he overheard in the purple light, when he tracked those errant teachers into the hills, proved it.


  IT WAS MY fourth transfer out in less than two weeks, but I didn’t expect any sympathy from Ed Hollwell. He’s just a toothy, dim-witted public relations man, not a real educator.


  “Just why is Beth leaving my class, Ed?” I asked. If I insisted on an explanation, it might put Hollwell on the spot.


  “An elective conflict, Mr. Stratten. Beth wants to take art and—”


  “There’s a first period art class; put her in that.”


  “The class is full.” Hollwell was lying, of course, and we both knew it. These new men do that so skillfully.


  I tried another angle. “Beth’s a V.I.P. They’re supposed to be scheduled into my classes; you know that, Ed.” The V.I.P.’s are kids with I Q’s over one hundred twenty—potential leaders for tomorrow. It’s our responsibility to give them the best education we can, which they certainly won’t get in a new teacher’s class.


  “Miss Venter is doing a magnificent job, Mr. Stratten.”


  “Oh? I’m no administrator, Ed, but it occurs to me that the confusion in her class is a very inadequate sort of discipline.”


  “We each have our own standards. Miss Venter believes in the friendly, informal approach. The kids love it. They’re learning a lot from her.”


  “The kids? Since when have we been running the schools to please them, Hollwell?” The words tasted like a bitter acid in my mouth. “As for Venter’s classroom standards—well, there’s only one standard worth talking about, and—”


  “And you have it, naturally, Mr. Stratten?”


  “I try to. My experience should count for something.”


  I signed Beth’s transfer and walked out of Hollwell’s office.


  He was typical of the administrators who have taken over public education in the past few years. Soft-spoken half-wits. It was no local phenomenon, but a national trend. Everywhere the old time principals were resigning, as Dr. Lynn had at Hollybeach High. Ed Hollwell stepped into Lynn’s job last September, and in three months the school had degenerated into a undisciplined madhouse.


  It was three minutes before the bell would ring and my class in first-year general science would file in from the hall. Slovenly, sloppy, sleepy-eyed kids, without the smallest interest in science. What brains they had were crammed with juke box jingles and television banalities. Teaching them had become a kind of glorified baby-sitting.


  I opened my roll book and crossed off Beth’s name. My fourth transfer to Venter’s class, and all of them V.I.P’s. Hollwell had left me nothing but the dregs.


  THE BELL RANG and my class came in. I had the mob whipped into line in three or four minutes; you learn the technique after twenty years of teaching. They all had their books open, looking up the answers to the questions I had written on the blackboard, The room was quiet.


  I had intended to use my class time to grade the papers from my morning physics class. But I couldn’t concentrate. The papers were shoddy work; Hollwell had been raiding my physics classes, too, transferring all the V.I.P.’s to Miss Venter.


  A conspiracy. The more I thought about; it, the more sense it made. If Venter and her kind weren’t outright subversives, they were unwitting morons playing the subversive game.


  I’m a science teacher. I’m trained to think like a scientist and I’m accustomed to facing facts. I have absolutely no sympathy for our current witch hunt among intellectuals. But Miss Venter certainly did not fall into that category.


  She consistently disregarded the academic standards of a good science teacher. I had many times offered to help her, but she always ignored my suggestions. She openly made fun of our textbooks. Furthermore, she made no attempt to teach her classes the basic learning a list of the fundamentals of science which I had written up myself. Every kid enrolled in any science class was expected to know the basic learnings before he could receive credit for the course; yet Venter disregarded them entirely.


  Because of my deeply ingrained sense of professional ethics, I had tried not to point out Venter’s shortcomings to the administration. She was a teacher in my school and my department. It was my professional duty to accept her as an equal. But I realized, suddenly that doing so was a form of cowardice. I had a higher duty, to the kids themselves.


  For the first time since Venter came to Hollybeach, I made; myself, weigh all the evidence against her. Morally, the truth was inescapable. Yet I needed details before I could make it clear to the administration.


  I spent the next four weeks observing Miss Venter’s classroom methods. That was quite; easy for me to do.


  Mr. Hollwell ignored my first report when I put it on his desk at the end of September.


  “Really, Mr. Stratten,” he said, “I’m not concerned with what my teachers talk about at lunch.”


  “Dr. Lynn always wanted a full report.”


  “That kind of spying smells of thought control.”


  “Thought control, Mr. Hollwell, is a catch phrase the leftwingers use to justify a lack of personal discipline.”


  Without reading it through, Hollwell tore up my report on Venter. But he had not in so many words said I wasn’t to submit another. Therefore, during my free periods, I began to drop in unexpectedly on Venter’s classes.


  ONE DAY I found her describing atomic structure to the kids. There was nothing really wrong about that, of course, although I never cover the atom until the second semester. Miss Venter had somehow made working models of half a dozen structures—all very inaccurate. Her models, sealed in glass cubes about a foot square, were remarkably ingenious, I never did understand how she made the little, colored electrons spin in free orbits around the nucleous, which had a tiny, functioning internal mechanism of its own. Her toys naturally fascinated the kids. They were all clustered around her demonstration table. Not a child was in his seat reading his book—where he would have been in my classroom.


  I cleared my throat. Miss Venter smiled at me warmly, as if she were really pleased I had come to see her toys. “Move back a little, children,” she said. “Mr. Stratten wants to watch, too.”


  That crack was hitting below the belt, viciously. Granted, I am a little overweight. I have too many school responsibilities. I don’t have the time to exercise as much as I should. But I certainly wasn’t too large to squeeze past the kids behind her table.


  “You’re doing the atom early in the course, Miss Venter,” I reminded her coldly.


  She smiled again. “It seemed to me that was where we should begin, Mr. Stratten.”


  “I hope you aren’t neglecting the basic learnings.” I knew she was, of course. To prove my point, I turned to the kids and snapped out a few simple questions, which any moron in my classes could have answered. Her kids stared at me open-mouthed, as if I were talking Sanskrit. That exhibition should at least have disturbed her, but so far as I could see she was totally unimpressed.


  Two days later I visited her class again. At that time she was discussing what she chose to call “the limited planetary phenomenon of gravity.” In spite of the fact that she saw me standing at the back of the room, she had the gall to say to a classroom full of impressionable kids that there was no such thing as a law of gravity. “Or, for that matter,” she added, “a law of science. A truth which works for us under some conditions may not work at all under others. We must build that point of view into all our thinking. There can be no scientific absolutes. We use gravity in mechanics, but use must not be confused with philosophy. When we speak of a law, we begin to deify it; we tend to forget that it is only a group of words summarizing an observation which appears to be true. Time always introduces contradictory data. What about the force of magnetism? Doesn’t that suggest that we might develop an equally valid law of antigravity?”


  At that point I turned on my heel and walked out. To hear a teacher of science preaching such nonsense to a high school class! If people like the Venter woman continued to masquerade as scientists, they would make chemistry and physics as vague and insubstantial as the soda sciences. I had only one consolation. Although Venter’s class had for once been sitting quietly and listening to a lecture, I was sure it went completely over their heads. Ever the V.I.P.’s wouldn’t understand her. You have to talk down to kids these days. They don’t have the background for real education—too much television, I suppose. Venter’s doing her best to warp their minds, but she wouldn’t succeed. The only really important loss was that her classes weren’t being taught the bask learnings.


  THE FOLLOWING day I visited Venter’s room again and I found her reading them a story from a science-fantasy magazine. It sounds improbable, but that’s precisely what she was doing. For twenty years I’ve fought that insidious filth, and here it was in my own school! I went directly to Mr. Hollwell; there was nothing else I could do, under the circumstances.


  “Six years ago,” I reminded him, “I caught one of our teachers actually writing for a fantasy magazine.”


  “And you wanted him fired;” Hollwell replied. “I’ve seen the file on it, Mr. Stratten.”


  “At least Dr. Lynn agreed to transfer him to Central High. The slum kids down there aren’t college material.”


  “I don’t understand your objection, Mr. Stratten.”


  “No teacher has the moral right to betray what he teaches.”


  “But how is it a betrayal?”


  “Science-fantasy is neurotic escapism written for fools and morons.”


  “So Plato and Thomas More wrote for idiots?”


  “I’m not here to argue, Ed. I want you to do something—”


  “Miss Venter’s boys and girls are tremendously enthusiastic about science. She’s making it come alive for them. Next semester we should triple the number of pupils who are electing a course in science. You should be pleased with such an increase in your department.”


  “I take it, you refuse to do anything about this Venter situation?”


  “I don’t consider it a situation, Mr. Stratten.”


  It was entirely clear to me that Hollwell was playing on Venter’s team. The fact that I was in the fight alone didn’t disturb me. All the eminent scientists have faced that same sort of blind opposition.


  Mr. Hollwell’s secretary was an older woman, a holdover from Dr. Lynn’s administration. She and I were good friends. I dropped the hint, and she slipped me Venter’s folder out of the principal’s file.


  Venter, I discovered with some surprise, had graduated from State with a B.S. and M.S. Her transcript was unusual: top grades in every subject. It was evidence of scientific genius. State doesn’t dish out a record like that very often. Then why hadn’t Venter gone into research or taken a university fellowship? Why was she satisfied to be a high school teacher? And why had she made such gross errors in her atomic models?


  I was acquainted with Dr. Jennings, the Dean of the Graduate School at State. I telephoned him that evening. I said I was making a routine check up on Miss Venter’s qualifications. That satisfied Jennings. He spoke enthusiastically of her scholarship, and Jennings was not a man who readily praised a student.


  While she was at State, Miss Venter had never questioned the authority of science; that Jennings would never have forgiven. Her personal life at the university had been utterly innocuous.


  “As a matter of fact,” Jennings remarked, “the teacher training coordinator from the School of Education was afraid she wouldn’t make the grade in a public school. He thought she didn’t have enough-of an outgoing personality.”


  “What organizations did she belong to, Ur. Jennings?”


  “None. She lived alone. She always had her face buried in a textbook—never took part in any social activities. I hope she isn’t in trouble at Hollybeach, Straiten. She ought to be an inspiration to the brighter kids.”


  “She has all the V.I.P.’s Dr. Jennings.” I tried to conceal the bitterness I felt.


  “Then you understand her superior qualifications.” After that remark, I knew Jennings was a naive old fool. The universities are full of them— well-meaning half-wits hiding in their ivory towers.


  I asked Jennings who Venter’s close friends had been. He gave me five names. “It was like a closed corporation, Stratten. All of them excellent scholars, you understand; wonderful kids to have in class. They were always together. If I remember it correctly, they bought a mountain cabin somewhere; they used to spend their week ends there. On the campus they were always with an older man who had a fellowship in the School of Education. Ed Hollwell. But you must know him, Stratten. Didn’t he take the principal’s job at Hollybeach?”


  “Yes.” I could have added that the six good friends were at Hollybeach, too—all of them new teachers hired in September, and all of them hired by Mr. Hollwell. Conspiracy? Could anything have been more obvious? Our new teachers pretended to be strangers. None of them had ever admitted knowing Hollwell at State.


  I SHOULD HAVE stopped there. I had enough evidence then to turn the whole filthy mess over to the board of education. But I wanted to dig out the rest of it, too. There was a conspiracy; that much I was sure of. But what were they really after? And, more important, who was behind them? Who was pulling the strings?


  The day after my call to Jennings, I made another visit to Venter’s room. She was demonstrating the electromagnet and she had rigged up another of her ingenious toys, like her functioning atom models. This time it was a small, flat disk which she pretended to suspend in mid-air without any visible support. She said the disk was powered by a “build-in magnetic force field”—some of the ridiculous double talk she picked up from her science-fantasy magazines.


  The kids were watching her, fascinated and eager to build their own disks, which Venter had been foolish enough to promise they could do. I clenched my fists and said nothing. The harm she was doing was not permanent. After Venter was out, it wouldn’t take me long to get her classes back on the right track again.


  The bell rang and her class filed out; they seemed to be sorry the period was over. But what kid wouldn’t be in such a circus-like atmosphere? Miss Venter caught her floating disk and snapped a switch on it before she pushed it into a drawer of her demonstration table.


  “I have to be so careful, Mr. Stratten,” she explained. “If I left it on, this might pull the whole desk loose from the floor.”


  That remark was an insult to my intelligence, but I let it pass. I asked, “Are you planning on staying in town this weekend?”


  “I usually go away, Mr. Stratten, but of course if there’s something you want me to do—”


  “Oh, no. A change is good for all of us.” Then, very casually, I slipped in the jackpot question, “Do you ever go up to the mountains, Miss Venter?”


  She looked at me steadily and, for a split second, I thought she knew why I had asked her that. But she gave me an empty smile and said, “I love the mountains, Mr. Stratten.”


  “Some of our teachers have built their own cabins.”


  “I have—” She hesitated imperceptibly. “I have access to one.”


  “Is it near Pinecrest by any chance?”


  After a long pause, she snatched a piece of foolscap from her desk and scrawled out an address for me. “It’s in Snow Hill, Mr. Stratten; very easy to find. Drop in and see us when you’re up there.”


  I got it so easily. Venter, like every conspirator, was overconfident; she was so sure of herself, so unaware of her own carelessness. As I turned toward the door, she put her hand on my arm and looked into my eyes.


  “Mr. Stratten, I want to ask you about—about a problem child.”


  “Classroom discipline?” I suppressed a grin of satisfaction; at last she was beginning to recognize her complete lack of control—although a good teacher would have come to me for help weeks ago.


  “A hypothetical ease,” she replied evasively.


  “I always say, Miss Venter, if you don’t beat them down first, you’ll never have their respect.”


  “I mean the isolated case, the one disturbing influence in a class.”


  Only one bad apple, I thought, in the sort of class she conducted? That was a laugh. I had never listened to a more thorough going understatement. An incompetent needs such illusions, I suppose, to protect his ego.


  “At our first department meeting last September,” Venter went on, “you told us, Mr. Stratten, that the teacher is justified in contriving a situation that will lead to the child’s suspension.”


  “Absolutely. Provoke the child to make an outright violation of the school code. It’s not difficult to do. Remember, you’re an adult dealing with the unstable emotions of adolescence.”


  “You really believe it’s ethical to take such advantage—”


  “The ethics of the profession are something they talk about in the School of Education. When you teach high school kids, Miss Venter, you’re dealing with utter savages. Figuratively speaking, you crack them in the teeth before they have a chance to take a crack at you.


  If you don’t, you won’t survive as a teacher.”


  “The law of the jungle.” She pursed her lips unhappily, “Thank you, Mr. Stratten. You’ve made it very clear to I me what I must do.”


  Venter’s question about discipline puzzled me; she seemed to have dragged it out of the void. But then I saw that it was a halfbaked sort of flattery. She certainly knew, after three months of teaching, that her own classroom methods I created chaos; and she wanted me to believe she would take my advice.


  THE FOLLOWING Saturday I went to Snow Hill. I didn’t get an early start, because I wanted to make sure that all six of our new teachers had gone out of town for the weekend. If my hunch was right, they would all be at the cabin together. Whatever they were up To, I would catch them red-handed. It didn’t occur to me that I might be in any danger. I’m a scientist; I don’t believe in emotional melodramatics.


  It had snowed during the week, and traffic on the mountain roads was slowed to a walk. I hadn’t counted on that, nor on the hundreds of cars headed toward the resorts for the weekend. It was four in the afternoon before I finally found a motel in Snow Hill where there was a vacancy. Twenty-five dollars I paid for one night in a plasterboard cubicle so poorly put together that the wind screamed through open cracks in the walls!


  I put on my coat and walked to the village. Snow was piled four feet high along the road. The sun was setting and the wind was ice cold. In the village the walks, relatively clear of snow, were thronged; most of the mob were young kids. They sniggered when I slipped on the ice. But what else could I expect? Kids these days have no concept of courtesy.


  Miss Venter’s cabin was east of the village, beyond the ski lift. It stood by itself on a point of land jutting out over the canyon. I counted six automobiles parked in a rectangular clearing dug out of the snow. And I recognized the cars as belonging to our new teachers at Hollybeach. So my hunch was right; they were all here.


  I could have walked up the drive and knocked on the cabin door, but I wanted to take them by surprise. A few trees, heavy with snow, grew in a row back of the cabin; they offered the only possible shelter.


  I circled the parking area and began to wade up the hill through the deep drifts. I could only go a few feet at a time before I had to stop to get my breath. My legs became wet and painfully numb. It took me more than an hour to climb less than four hundred feet. It was dark when I reached the cabin.


  A window was open a few inches at the bottom and I could hear them talking inside. I worked my way cautiously toward the window. Their voices became more distinct; they were not speaking English, but a gutteral foreign language I couldn’t identify.


  When I was able to see them, my heart hammered with excitement. All six of the new teachers were grouped around a radio transmitter-receiver, hidden behind an open wall panel. Mr. Hollwell was using the tiny microphone, speaking in that harsh, foreign tongue. The others were listening to a high-pitched, rasping voice that came occasionally from the grid of a speaker.


  I saw Miss Venter nod her head. In English she remarked, “I think he’s right. We should start changing the social studies curriculum at Mice.”


  One of the other teachers added, “We can’t make real progress if we confine ourselves exclusively to science.”


  “But it means more risk,” another put in. “The general public doesn’t care what happens in science, but every pressure group in the country dabbles in history. The fanatics always want the kids taught their pet biases.”


  “Leave it to Hollwell. He can keep them pacified.”


  I turned away. The transmitter was evidence enough. Hollybeach High had been dangerously infiltered by subversives who took their orders from a foreign nation. I would have known more if I could have identified the language, but that was of no real importance. It was foreign, and that was all that counted.


  The conspiracy was too big for me to handle alone. I went back to the highway. Three times I slipped and fell in the deep snow. My damp clothing began to freeze, but I was hardly conscious of my own discomfort. I had a duty to do; everything else was secondary.


  I HAD SOME difficulty locating the sheriff of Snow Hill, and considerably more explaining to him what I wanted. I finally got his cooperation by reminding him how the FBI a year or so ago had rounded up a mob of fugitive communists hiding out in a Sierra cabin. The possibility of national publicity appealed to the sheriff—an attitude typical of the ethical standards of public servants nowadays.


  The sheriff called two deputies and the four of us drove back to the cabin. I was surprised to find the six cars gone from the parking area; the drift of snow had been cleverly swept back into place. I think I knew then what had happened, but I couldn’t believe it.


  When we knocked on the door, we had no response. The lock was open. I persuaded the sheriff to search the empty cabin. Even if the conspirators had run out, we could still find the transmitter. The panel which had concealed it was closed. I pried it open—and there was nothing behind it, not even a space large enough to hold the transmitter I had seen.


  I was utterly confused. It was an impossible situation. How could they possibly have guessed I had seen them? How could they have disposed of the evidence so completely?


  “I’ve heard about crackpots,” the sheriff sneered, “who pull deals like this. Never thought I’d run into one in Snow Hill.”


  I clenched my fists. “Sheriff, I’m a science teacher. I know precisely—”


  “Next thing you’ll be telling us you’ve seen little men from Mars.”


  “I was here. I saw them using the transmitter!”


  “Take my advice, friend.” He tapped my chest with his dirty forefinger. “Keep off the bottle for a while.”


  The sheriff didn’t have the decency to offer me a ride back to the village, not that I would have taken it. When he and his deputies were gone, I stood in the highway, shivering and staring up at the dark cabin.


  I examined the place where their cars had been parked. The teachers had put the drift back very carefully; it looked entirely natural. The thin, surface crust of ice was continuous and unbroken.


  I heard a faint, whistling sound in the night air and I saw a metal sphere, settling toward the cabin. It stopped in mid-air, like, the disk Venter had used to demonstrate the electromagnet. A panel slid open. A shaft of purple light spilled out on the snow. Hollwell and Venter, followed by the five other teachers from Hollybeach, began to descent a swinging ladder.


  The sphere was not a machine produced by human technology. That much was obvious, and I knew what it implied. I knew why I could not identify the language they used; I knew why I had caught Venter reading science-fantasy to her class; I knew why her gadgets had seemed so ingenious. This was conspiracy, yes, this was subversion. But the danger was far greater than I had supposed. It was not a human enemy, but an alien who had come to destroy our process of education. It was a plot to make our children morons, to keep them ignorant of science and teach them disrespect for authority. What could have been better calculated to soften us up for conquest?


  Whatever I did I had to do alone. I knew that, too. What chance did I have of explaining this to the sheriff of Snow Hill? He obviously believed I was a crackpot; this would only prove the point.


  I RAN UP the drive toward the cabin. I was not frightened. It was logical to believe that the aliens were afraid of men. Otherwise they would not have tried to subvert our education before the conquest.


  Yet I desperately wished I was armed and, by a miracle, my wish was granted. I saw a revolver lying in the snow, where the sheriff or one of his men must have dropped it. I snatched it up as I ran.


  The teachers were all on the ground, but the sphere still hung above the cabin. Hollwell crossed the rectangle of purple light and flung open the door. From inside the sphere I heard a voice speak that shrill, alien tongue. Hollwell replied, waving his hand cheerfully.


  I sprang toward him. At the same time I heard footsteps in the snow behind me. I whirled and saw Miss Venter holding a I tube of some sort in her hand. I had no doubt it was a weapon. I raised my revolver and fired, instinctively, in self-protection. She screamed as she fell. I saw her blood spill across the snow, black in the purple light.


  I heard footsteps all around me. I tried to use the gun again, but a thick haze closed over my mind. My muscles were slowly paralyzed. I remember thinking that they must have drugged me in some way. I fought desperately, but the haze thickened and I slid down into an endless blackness.


  I remember the trial only in disjointed fragments. Whenever I tried to fit the pieces together into a coherent pattern, the haze came again. I was the only man on earth who knew the truth; I was the only person capable of saving humanity. But I couldn’t make anyone understand. When I tried to speak, the haze confused my words and made them gibberish.


  I watched helpless while they paraded their witnesses to the stand. Schizophrenia with a persecution mania: that’s what the nitwit court psychiatrist said it was. Blind, ignorant fools! Every little thing I had done since September was used against me. Hollwell testified that I had wanted Venter fired because she was more popular with the kids than I was. As if that mattered! Hollwell put on a good show. He pretended to be reluctant about giving his testimony; he made them think he was so sympathetic toward me. “I told Mr. Straiten he was overworked,” Hollwell repeated again and again. “I wanted him to take a leave of absence and relax—forget about school problems.”


  A stranger testified that the gun I used was registered in my name. As a matter of fact, I did recognize it; I’d bought it years ago, when we were having a siege of juvenile delinquency, But I had not taken that gun to Snow Hill. I had no idea how it got on the drive outside Venter’s cabin.


  The prosecution even dragged in Dr. Jennings front State, to show that I had tried to dig into Venter’s past; and the sheriff of Snow Hill, who told how I had taken him to an empty cabin looking for what he described as “a nonexistent radio transmitter.”


  Throughout the trial Miss Venter sat in the audience, always on the front row and always keeping her beady eyes on me. Her arm was still bandaged where my bullet bad struck her. That affected the jury considerably on the one occasion when the state put her on the stand. She spoke in a soft, quiet voice; like Hollwell, she pretended the whole thing was very unpleasant to her.


  “I did everything possible to cooperate with Mr. Straiten,” she said. “I was new at Hollybeach, green at teaching. Naturally I wanted his advice.” I wanted to interrupt and tell them about the alien gadgets she had used in her classroom, but I wasn’t able to get the words out.


  “I don’t know why Mr. Stratten followed me to Snow Hill,” Venter went on. “He came to my cabin Saturday night with a gun. He called me all sorts of names. I tried to reason with him, but it did no good.”


  AFTER HER testimony, the verdict was a foregone conclusion. She went back to her front row seat. There was a faint smile on her face. I saw it, but of course none of the others did. I sat glaring at her, with my fists clenched, and gradually the fury of my hate drove the paralyzing haze out of my mind. My eyes met Venter’s.


  I remembered our conversation in her classroom before I went to Snow Hill. She had asked about a problem child. I heard her voice clearly, as if she were speaking to me again, “You told us, Mr. Stratten, that the teacher is justified in contriving a situation that will lead to the child’s suspension.”


  She had done exactly that—to me! I was a stumbling block in what they intended to do at Hollybeach, so they had set up a situation to drive me out—to send me to the madhouse. Very clearly, like the tinkling of a distant bell, I heard her voice, an intense whisper deep inside my mind.


  “Man is worth saving, Mr. Stratten, but not the conventions of thinking which the past has clamped oh his mind as absolute truth. If he can be freed of those, man will find his own magnificent potential—the dignity of maturity. Some of you, unfortunately, will have to be sacrificed along the way.”


  That was the end of it. I have not been foolish enough to think I can make the psychiatrists here at the asylum understand. In the courtroom, Venter had admitted the truth to me. Naturally, so the psychiatrists say, since no one else heard her, it is simply another detail I invented to support my basic delusion.


  I’m not trying to convince them any more. They’re all dimwitted fools; most people are. It rather amuses me to know that I’m the only person who knows the real truth. One of these days, when the aliens take over, they’ll all be sorry they didn’t listen to me.


  And I’ll just sit here in the asylum and laugh. But I mustn’t laugh yet. Sometimes I forget about that, and they increase my treatments. I hate the therapy. It’s very painful, and I find it so difficult to think clearly afterward; sometimes I even forget what happened.


  I don’t want to do that. It’s the only, revenge I’ll ever have—to laugh at these fools when all this is over.


  THE END


  Bright Sentinels


  Charles A. Stearns


  If you’re fortune-hunter, never, never marry a Limquat!


  IT WAS RUTHIE MAY’S misfortune that her fifth, the last husband, turned out to be a Limquat.


  Had it not been for the peculiar habits of that species, Ruthie might have gone her merry way forever; but perhaps the law of averages was against her. There are more Limquats upon the face of the earth than most people realize. They look, speak and act like humans; their flesh is soft and viable. Limquats, however, have one definitive characteristic that is shared in common only with high-fashion models and Indian statesmen.


  They do not eat.


  Limquats claim to be direct descendants of Apollo; however it is considered more likely that they are the degenerate spawn of some ancient, pre-Cambrian star race which once settled on Earth. They also claim immortality, but, as a matter of fact, Limquats breed and reproduce by fission once every five hundred years or so, and as often as hot the adventure kills them just as dead as it would you or me. You may be sure that any; trafficking with human beings is just for fun.


  None of this would have been intelligible to Ruthie May, even if she had known, for she was all too human, and played the lonely hearts columns the way some people play the horses—single-mindedly, but with more success.


  At forty-five, Ruthie May still managed to be a svelte blonde of thirty-six. A perfect thirty-six, twenty-four, thirty-five-and-a-half.


  Her technique was not complex. She placed her little advertisements in the proper magazines—demure, ladylike ads which could end in the most torrid sort of personal correspondence. And each time, it was love.


  Not, as sister Lavinia said, “a wicked, sinful and mercenary business,” Poor Lavinia lived in a chaste, spinster cottage and was incredibly fatuous. Her life, intellect and libido were sublimated to the efforts of raising hollyhocks and the moral standards of the community.


  Actually, Ruthie May had given a great deal to each of her husbands, and asked only a little in return. She was an excellent cook. She never scolded or complained about cigar ashes on her rugs. She insisted only upon marital fidelity and prompt payment of the insurance premiums.


  Bride’s white pointed up her wonderful complexion while widow’s black flattered a figure that needed no accentuation. And since she was almost always wearing one or the other, it was no wonder, people said, that Ruthie May could attract men like Arnold Bassett.


  AS FOR RUTHIE, she had fallen deeply in love with Arnold the moment she set eyes upon him at the railway station. He had proposed by mail, and she, lonely since her fourth husband’s death six months ago, had accepted.


  He had stepped down from the Pullman, a tall, ascetic-looking man in a long, black cloak of foreign cut. The gray hair, stern, aquiline visage and dark, eyes were more striking, even, than they had seemed in the picture. And from the moment those restless, black eyes met and rested on hers, there could no longer be any doubt that they were meant for each other.


  He had taken both her hands in his own, and looked at her so intensely that she thought that she might drown in the bottomless depths of those strange eyes.


  “You are more beautiful than I had dreamed,” he said. “My Ruth, my dear Ruthie! Believe me, when I say that Du Barry, could not hold a candle to your beauty.” He had a curious, lisping accent, cultured and compelling, yet faintly suggestive of the alien.


  “You’re just saying that!” Ruthie whispered.


  “Indeed not,” Arnold said a bit morosely. “I happen to know. Well, well! This is the sort of quiet village that I had hoped for, my dear. I should not be surprised if it makes a new man of me. Possibly even two of them. But we won’t go into that. Are you willing to go through with the ceremony at once.”


  “Tonight!” she said, and laid her head upon his lapel.


  “You poor, young creature!”


  “I’m not young, Arnold. Truly, I’m over thirty-six.”


  “Pah!” he said. “In my day I have had quite enough of ingenues. It wants half a century, at the very least, for a woman’s character to develop.”


  “You’re so right,” Ruthie May simpered. “And do you know what, Arnold? I feel as if we’d known each other that long, instead of two weeks.”


  They had gotten into the station wagon, and he leaned over to put his arms around her. “My darling,” he said simply, “we have known each other forever. In whatever age, in whatever station your essence may have lived in the past, I was there too. And you may be sure that we found each other.”


  Arnold Bassett—that was not his real name, of course—was counting upon a phenomenon well known to Limquats. One may make the most bald revelation of fact to a human being without giving away any secrets. They never listen anyway.


  Ruthie May took the wedding license and two other papers from the glove compartment.


  “What are those?” he said.


  “Our insurance policies,” Ruthie May said. “When I accepted you, Arnold, I got to thinking. My father left sister Lavinia and me with very little more than the houses over our heads. I got to thinking. One ought to leave something to one’s dear husband if she should happen to die. So I took out these policies on both of us.”


  Arnold laughed shortly. It was almost a bark. “That was thoughtful,” he said, “but I shall live a long time. A long, long time.”


  “We never know,” Ruthie said piously. “We truly never know.”


  THE MORNING came, and it was a bright, peaceful June morning. Ruthie arose and dressed leisurely. Her husband was still asleep, and she kissed him quietly and went out into the yard to lean on the back fence and watch the sun come up over the hollow.


  Lavinia was already at work in her flower garden. Her head and shoulders were covered with a shawl and she moved slowly with her sprinkling can, up and down the rows. Lavinia had to move slowly. She had a very bad heart. A heart so timorous and weak that travel, excitement or amorous adventure were impossible for poor Lavinia.


  And so she had remained at home with her flowers and become, with the passing years, a little strange. Just now she was gently chiding a hollyhock for failing to stand at attention.


  Ruthie May opened the garden gate and went in, stepping on a snapdragon in the process.


  The creaking gate gave her presence away. Lavinia turned with a cry. She dropped to her knees beside the snapdragon and tried to straighten it. But it was discouraged, and would not respond.


  “Oh, it’ll be all right,” Ruthie May said.


  “It will die,” Lavinia said. She always spoke in hollow, impressive tones, like a medium.


  “I’m married,” Ruthie May stated.


  “I always fancy that I hear a supersonic scream of anguish when they die,” Lavinia whispered. “Mandrakes scream. Why not snapdragons?” Lavinia was an ardent spiritualist and had frequent contact with the Other Side.


  “His name is Arnold—Arnold Bassett.”


  Lavinia got to her feet. In her face there dwelt a classicality of features, and in her lovely blue eyes, a serenity that Ruthie May long had secretly envied.


  “Poor, poor George,” Lavinia said.


  George had been Ruthie May’s fourth husband. He had been kind to Lavinia. Too kind.


  Ruthie May smiled without a sign of humor. “You liked George, didn’t you, Lavinia?”


  Lavinia’s eyes were large. She seemed to be in a trance. “I saw George’s spirit last evening,” she said. “He was crossing the garden toward the churchyard on the hill. I often see him there. He never steps on my snapdragons.”


  “George was always careful,” Ruthie May said. “But he snored something terrible. You’ll never know how he used to snore, Lavinia.”


  “Sometimes Roger passes this way, too,” Lavinia said. “But not often. Roger usually takes the back way, back of the chicken house.”


  Roger had been Ruthie May’s second husband.


  Lavinia suddenly fixed her with a terrible stare. “Desecration of the spirits is a wicked, wicked thing,” she said. “Even the pastoral spirits that hang around gardens and woodlots. They are mischievous, but not really bad. You must not laugh at them.”


  “Oh, I don’t want to hear any more of your nonsense about spirits,” Ruthie May said, her good humour suddenly gone.


  “What nonsense?” said a voice directly behind her.


  IT WAS ARNOLD. He was wearing an old figured wrapper and a quaint skullcap which would have looked ridiculous on a human being.


  Still, he was impressively handsome for seven o’clock in the morning, and Ruthie May’s heart swelled with pride.


  “Arnold dear,” Ruthie May said, “this is my sister, Lavinia. She believes in pastoral spirits.”


  Arnold positively jumped. “Who told her about them?” he demanded.


  “Whatever is the matter with you, Arnold?” Ruthie May said.


  “Nothing—nothing,” he said. His smoldering black eyes were boring into Lavinia. Some hidden, terrible question was in those eyes. But Lavinia’s own guileless, blue-eyed mien seemed to present no answer.


  “The pastoral spirits cannot harm you,” Lavinia said gently. “Except for the dryads, I mean. You have to keep your eye on them.”


  “Yes, I know,” Arnold said.


  “Is it possible—it is barely possible that we have met—but no, I suppose not.” The way he was looking through Lavinia made Ruthie May uncomfortable, even though it did not appear to bother Lavinia in the slightest degree.


  “Come on, Arnold,” she said rather petulantly. “Let’s go have breakfast.”


  “A hack that I once knew, said, ‘There are more things in heaven and earth . . .’ You go ahead, my dear. I’ll be along later.”


  “But your eggs will be ready in three minute s,” Ruthie May protested.


  “I shall want no breakfast.”


  “Nonsense,” Ruthie said, and her lower lip quivered. “You need breakfast. It’s the most important meal of the day.” She tugged at his arm a little. “Lavinia, stop staring that way. It’s very rude.”


  With a sudden movement, Arnold pulled loose from her. “There is one thing, my dear,” he said, “which must be understood. I will not be bullied or nagged by a woman. I am a nervous, temperamental being, and nagging affects my basal metabolism. I go to pieces. Now run along and do not wait for me. I never eat anything at all. For breakfast, I mean.”


  Ruthie May stared at him, speechless with indignation. Well, I never! she thought. And she never had. Not even Linus, her first husband who had delirium tremens, had talked to her in this way. At least, not on their honeymoon.


  She started back to the house, with tight-pressed lips and a steadily growing refrigeration of her sympathy cells.


  “Please don’t forget to close the gate,” Lavinia called after her. “We must not let the dryads in.”


  “Oh shut up!” Ruthie May yelled, and fled, tears streaming down her cheeks.


  RUTHIE MAY was essentially a woman of action, however, and she did not brood for more than two or three minutes.


  Instead, she came to the quiet, sane realization that Arnold must be dispatched at once. He had goaded her beyond endurance and, indeed, had proved to be no better than all the others.


  And it hurt desperately, because she loved him so!


  Not knowing that Arnold was a Limquat, she was able to set to the task with a better heart than would have been possible had she known of the difficulties that lay ahead.


  As it was, she made coffee in the percolator. Percolator coffee was one of her specialties, and she invariably made it good and strong.


  There was a small, brown bottle in the medicine cabinet, labeled Paregoric. It contained something a good deal more interesting than harmless paregoric. It contained a powerful barbiturate.


  The barbital, however, produced merely an instant, painless narcosis, and Ruthie May desired something with more character this time.


  After all, she was a woman scorned, and the expression of her vengeance could not be effected merely by causing Arnold’s extinction. He must suffer. It was just and proper that he suffer as she was suffering.


  And so, after some deliberation, she chose the prussic acid. The symptoms of prussic acid she knew well enough, and they were gratifying. Fixed, staring eyes with dilated pupils, frothing at the mouth, lockjaw, bright red and purple spots on various parts of the body, particularly under the fingernails. Intense agony.


  And good strong coffee could mask the taste of bitter almonds.


  She seasoned the coffee with a generous teaspoonful, and met Arnold at the door with a kiss.


  He was contrite.


  “My darling Ruthie,” he said, “forgive me for being harsh with you.”


  “Oh, don’t let it bother you,” Ruthie said. “What’s done is done, anyway. I suppose Lavinia has been boring you with those silly witch stories of hers.”


  He stiffened abruptly. “Lavinia is psychic,” he said. “Only human, perhaps, but psychic, and even we do not sneeze at such powers in human beings.”


  “Of course you’re right,” Ruthie May said. “I have made you some nice hot coffee, Arnold dear.”


  “I really do not—” began Arnold.


  “Just one cup!” pleaded Ruthie May sweetly. “And you don’t ever have to eat breakfast if you don’t want to.”


  “Well, I never have,” he said, and picked up the cup and saucer. He started to put it to his lips and stopped. “What about lunch and dinner?”


  “My goodness,” Ruthie May said, “everyone has to eat sometime.”


  “I do not,” he said, and set the cup down.


  “Very well, dear,” Ruthie May said hastily. “No lunch, no dinner. Not until you want it. Now will you drink your coffee?”


  “I can’t do it. I am sure that it would upset my metabolism.


  “Milk then?”


  “No, I think not. Listen carefully, my dear, to what I am about to say. I shall try to make our marriage work, but you must make two concessions. The first is that I must not be prevailed upon to eat breakfast, lunch or dinner. It would not be good for me. I should be ill, and I know you wouldn’t want that.”


  “And the other thing?”


  “I have left a small, black box beneath the dressing table in our bedroom. You are not to touch it or disturb it. It would be dangerous for you. You must trust me, and perhaps some day I shall be able to explain to you. Indeed, I may introduce you to a life and a knowledge far older and more profound than anything of which you have ever dreamed.”


  Ruthie May took the coffee pot into the kitchen and emptied it down the drain. There is nothing more unpalatable than cold coffee.


  BY THE END of the week, Arnold still had not eaten anything, and she thought she had begun to see a glimmer of the truth. Arnold Bassett was either a detective set upon her trail by one of her disgruntled former in-laws, or else he had become suspicious, and was raiding the icebox while she slept.


  She made up her mind that she would not go mad. Instead, she would set a closer watch for another week.


  On Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday nothing happened, but on Thursday night, shortly before midnight, Arnold got out of bed and went over to the black box.


  She slitted her eyes and continued to snore softly, but her heart was beating so furiously that it seemed he would surely hear it.


  Arnold looked very old in the subdued light of the night lamp. He opened the box and took out a flask that glowed with a golden-white life of its own. He uncorked it and held it up so that a single, radiant drop fell upon his tongue.


  The change which occurred in him was subtle, but pronounced. He became straighter, his carriage at once youthful and springy. The agelines in his face seemed to diminish. He replaced the stopper and flash, hiccupped, and came back to bed.


  Ruthie May fell asleep, dreaming of wedding marches, marching hollyhocks and chemical formulae.


  In the days that followed she observed no signs of actual profligacy between Arnold and Lavinia.


  However, Lavinia had begun to leave her shawl in the house when she worked in her garden, and Arnold and she often could be found leaning on the back fence, talking in low tones.


  The old fool.


  The die was cast, however. Her mind was made up, and only the opportunity was wanting.


  It came one day when Arnold drove into, the city to hear an Indian diplomat give a speech at the Grange Hall. Arnold seemed to believe that the Indian might be someone that he had known a long time ago.


  Ruthie May went at once to get the black box. It was harder to open than she had expected, but eventually she was able to release its ingenious locking mechanism and get at the flask inside.


  The luminosity was not from the flask, but from its contents, which shone through the transparent container. It was a white-fire liquid, warm to the touch, and it tingled on the tongue. She was careful not to swallow any of it.


  She decided that it must be a potent vitamin concentrate. Its usefulness in her plan, however, derived from its appearance. She knew of one other substance which looked exactly like this concentrate, and that substance was far from being succulent.


  When Arnold Bassett returned that afternoon his decline, though he did not yet know it, had already begun, and it was gradual and relentless.


  In three weeks he took to his bed, and could not get up.


  Ruthie had called a doctor, and was sitting at Arnold’s bedside. “How do you feel now, Arnold dear?” she asked.


  “I can’t move my arms or legs,” he gasped. “I can’t breathe. I do not understand what is happening to me. At first I thought it might be a fission, but now it seems that I am getting vastly older instead. My dear, I am afraid that I shall not be with you much longer.”


  “I’ll try to be brave,” Ruthie May said, and reached for a chocolate.


  “There is only one chance. Go and get the flask from the black box.”


  “But you told me not to touch it.”


  “Hurry!”


  She went and got it, and poured a liberal portion down his throat. He gasped weakly for a moment, then lay pale and limp upon his pillow. She thought that he was gone.


  Presently he revived, however, and opened his eyes.


  She gave him a little more. “Is that better?” Ruthie May said.


  “Strange . . . doesn’t seem to help . . . bit . . .”


  “Did you think it would?”


  “Should have told you, my dear. I am . . . nonhuman . . . must have life-prolonging ambrosia. Potent elixir . . . in flask.”


  “Not now, there isn’t,” Ruthie May said.


  DOCTOR LUCAS came an hour later, and though he was somewhat drunker than usual, he was still able to walk from his car to the house and sign the death certificate.


  Arnold had waited until he arrived to die, and Ruthie May was very grateful, for a post mortem might have revealed that Arnold was so saturated with white phosphorus that it was a positive wonder he didn’t glow in the dark.


  Actually, although she did not know it, the effect of the poison had been practically negligible. It was only the deprivation of the elixir, coupled with that continued and frantic dosage, which had taken its toll.


  The undertaker came and got Arnold and brought him back the same afternoon in a plush coffin. Ruthie was old-fashioned and sentimental; she believed in wakes.


  A few neighbors came late in the afternoon, eyed Ruthie May’s tears and black lace cynically, and left again. Only Lavinia came for a moment to shed a tear over the remains of Arnold Bassett, and then the lid was shut and fastened forever.


  The undertaker presented his bill. And left. It was very quiet and very oppressive.


  Ruthie May left Arnold to his dreamless sleep, went out and got into her station wagon, and drove to town to see the insurance agent.


  Having retired for the night he was not happy to see her.


  “I am calling about my husband’s insurance. Arnold Bassett. He passed away this morning. I thought you might like to know.”


  “I was dying to hear about it,” the agent, an irritable, bald-head man, said. “Are you Lavinia?”


  “No, of course not. You remember me—Ruthie May. I was his wife.”


  “Then I’m sorry to inform you, Mrs. Bassett, that your husband changed his beneficiary a week ago. He was planning divorce, he said. The new beneficiary is your sister, Lavinia.”


  Looking back, Ruthie May could see that the affair had been going on right under her nose all of the time.


  Twice, when she had returned from the village, Arnold had been coming through the gate from the garden, but she had not guessed that it could have progressed so far in this short time. Now she was doubly glad of what she had done.


  The funeral expenses must be met, however, and there was not much money in the cookie jar in the pantry. She had lived high after George’s death, and since her tastes were discriminating, she had spent a lot of money. Now she must be dependent upon the largesse of Lavinia.


  Lavinia was fussy and would demand an exact accounting for every cent that Ruthie May spent. There was always the possibility of putting Lavinia away in an asylum, of course, but she had already tried this two or three times, and it had never come to much.


  Ruthie May had a few bleak moments before she rallied. Something had to be done with Lavinia. That was the problem. With her out of the way, the insurance would revert to nearest kin.


  And presently the plan was born, slowly, deliberately, horrifyingly, in her mind.


  She toyed with it awhile, speculatively. It seemed sound. She went over it, step by step, developing the details, and each detail, in its turn, was deemed plausible and safe. There could be no slip-up. It must be perfectly executed.


  When she arrived home she lost no time in finding a screwdriver and setting to work on the casket. She removed three dozens brass screws and lifted the lid.


  Arnold was lying there, splendid as life.


  “I could spit in your face,” Ruthie May said, “but I’ve got a better idea.”


  IT WAS ALREADY quite dark when Ruthie May went to the woodshed. It was after nine o’clock, and she knew that Lavinia would be long since sound asleep. Nothing less than a tornado could awaken Lavinia.


  She found a wheelbarrow, a piece of oilcloth and a spade. These she took to the back door and left them there while she went in to get Arnold out of the casket.


  He was not very heavy, but it took her ten minutes to get him out of the door and into the wheelbarrow. His feet dragged along the ground unceremoniously, but that was nothing.


  She covered him with the oilcloth, put the spade on top, and wheeled her burden along the stone walk until she came to Lavinia’s garden fence. She opened the gate.


  The wheelbarrow scraped through narrowly, and she pushed it between rows of hollyhocks until she reached die southwest end of the garden. Here was the corner which Lavinia always reserved for her annual planting of Chinese flags. For some reason, Lavinia always planted the flags in this exact spot, on the same day of the year—Flag Day—and the flags responded in identical manner each time by refusing to come up.


  Flag Day was day after tomorrow.


  Ruthie May dumped Arnold on the ground, spread the oilcloth out beside him, and went to work.


  First she carefully removed the sod from a two-by-six foot area. These squares of sod were carefully placed upon the oilcloth, and then she began to dig in earnest. Soon the wheelbarrow was filled with soft loam, and she had excavated a trench two feet in depth at one end, and a little over a foot at the other. At the upper end she had excavated a trench two feet in depth at one end, and a little over a foot at the other. At the upper end she struck an ancient tile and chipped it, but that did not matter.


  She placed Arnold in the trench, feet downhill, replaced a little dirt, and began to fit the sod back in place. At last only a single square of raw earth was left, and here Arnold’s pale face looked up, like chiseled marble, at the moon. She replaced the last piece of sod.


  Lavinia’s first shovelful of earth would be certain to turn up this very bit of sod, and though Ruthie May, personally, was not squeamish, she was aware that the effect on Lavinia would be profound. Lavinia’s weak heart would have its rest at last.


  Afterward, it would only remain to replace the sod on Arnold, and call Doctor Lucas, who would be too late as usual.


  So considering, Ruthie May took her wheelbarrow-load of dirt, her oilcloth and spade, and went home. And the rows of hollyhocks, like impotent sentinels of Lavinia, seemed to watch her in grudging admiration as she went through the gate.


  Ruthie May deposited the dirt behind the garage, restored the tools, and went into the house.


  SHE TURNED on the lamp in the front room, but the house still seemed dark and cheerless. It was a curious thing, a maddening thing, but she still had the feeling that there was something more that must be done. Something she had forgotten. Some slight evidence that she had overlooked, perhaps. But there was nothing.


  She got her box of chocolates and a copy of Wide Screen Movie Monthly and sat down to read.


  She could not concentrate. The house was stuffy and too empty; it seemed to be closing in upon her. She knew what she would do.


  She would go away from here—at once. Right after the funeral. Right after it happened. The magazine had given her the idea; she would go to Hollywood. There must be enough money for a bus ticket, and to last her until the insurance came through.


  But she remembered the look in Arnold’s eyes just before he died. It was as though he had sworn his undying vengeance with those terrible, bottomless, black orbs.


  “You are just being a silly girl, Ruthie May,” she said aloud.


  She went into the pantry and got down the cookie jar. It amounted to a hundred and seventy-three dollars. Enough.


  Then she saw the elixir. It was sitting on the top shelf in a fruit jar. She had put it there and forgotten it.


  She could not leave it there. Then she emptied the flask.


  Thoughtlessly, she poured it into the sink.


  The elixir flowed down the drain to the sewer tile. Then it trickled along the tile until it came to a place where someone had inadvertently broken the tile, and allowed it to become clogged with dirt. At this point it began to soak into the earth, and upward by capillary action. It is amazing how far a half-pint of ambrosia will go.


  Ruthie had begun to pack her suitcase. It did not take her ten minutes, but that was too long. While she was packing, the kitchen door seemed to blow open and a cold wind swept through the house.


  Investigation revealed that the kitchen door was indeed open. She closed it.


  The kitchen was dark, but she felt, somehow, that she was not alone. She stood very still for half a minute, listening.


  “Is that you, Lavinia?” she said.


  Someone said, “You left the gate open.”


  And she turned to look, but there was something very black and very tall, and smelling of damp earth, standing between her and the window. There was really no place to run.


  “Not that gate, my dear,” he said.


  THE END


  Psi for Survival


  Manly Bannister


  Seranimu wanted to be a Mental Giant—in fact it was the only way he could impress his nagging wife. Then he spotted that ad on a pack of Earth-made matches: Clip the coupon—first easy lesson free. He clipped the coupon—and the psychic chain reaction was on!


  SERANIMU fingered the book of matches and reflected upon its advertising message. Naturally, the matches bore advertising. They had come from Earth.


  Everybody in the galaxy made matches, but only the Earthmen made matches like these. Frail paper things, you could strike them under water. If you brought the match out quickly enough, it would continue to burn. Remarkable people, the Earthmen, and the artifacts of their culture were remarkable.


  The message, though, was even more remarkable than the matches. It was printed neatly, briefly, in the cramped space, in Morforese, the principal idiom of Zingu, Seranimu’s home world in the Galactic Federation.


  You can become a Mental Giant! Study at home for only 7 shrilr a month. Study, Learn the powers of Mind. Free sample Lesson; No cost, No obligation. Fill out coupon inside and return to Home Study Mind Power, Inc. Earth. (Send Cover Only—Not Matches!)


  Earth, a fabled place, thought Seranimu. If the galaxy weren’t so overpopulated that everyone’s place of residence was irrevocably fixed, he would change his to the planet Earth. There, better things were made in better ways, of better materials, by better workmen. Was it not all true, just as it said in the Earthmen’s ads? Of course it was. Just look at the refrigerator in his own kitchen—a Frigitemp from Earth. It was far and away superior to that fright Korisu had had reprofaxed in from Bolangus. Seranimu sneered.


  But that was Korisu. A trifle blunt, mentally. Could Korisu become a mental giant? Not likely. He would not be interested. Korisu was an ideal example of the devitalized culture of the Federation. He was happy on Zingu . . . happier than he should be, at any rate, even with such a lovely, personable wife as Anisel.


  Well, let Korisu be happy, poor fellow. He had not read and studied like Seranimu. He knew nothing about what life might be like if there were not so many people in the galaxy.


  Seranimu looked back at the matches in his hand. Free Yourself From the Shackles of Boredom, it said there. Well, he would. With a firm hand, he filled in the coupon, slipped it into an envelope and addressed it to the Earth corporation.


  Stepping across the room to the self-powered, apartment model reprofax, he dropped the envelope into the slot for mail and twisted a dial. There, it was gone. At this instant, within or without the province of Einsteinian simultaneity of events in the space-time continuum, the envelope and its contents were materializing on the planet Earth, three thousand light-years away. There would be an extra charge on his reprofax bill at the end of the month, in view of the long distance transmission.


  Reprofax was basic to galactic culture. It provided instantaneous communication between far-flung worlds; even allowed personal travel, if a man could afford it. Local transportation, however, was cheaply had by reprofax, and all Seranimu had to do was stand on the platform on the other side to be whisked to his job in the government offices of Morfors, or to the market, or the theater, or wherever it was, locally, he desired to go.


  “There,” said Seranimu. “I have taken the first step toward becoming a Mental Giant!”


  “Becoming a what?” asked Pimo, Seranimu’s pretty wife, stepping in from the kitchen.


  “A Mental Giant,” said Seranimu, unconsciously capitalizing the words in imitation of the matchbook ad. “I have answered an ad of the Earthmen. They teach you, like school, but at home.”


  “If Earthmen are behind it,” sniffed Pimo, “it costs money. What do they teach you at home?”


  “How to become a mental giant,” repeated Seranimu. Furthermore, they do it very Cheaply—only seven shrilr a month.”


  “Seven shrilr! My God and Zingu, Seranimu, are you made of money?”


  “It does not become a lady to curse,” said Seranimu firmly. He gazed fondly into Pimo’s dark, tip-tilted eyes from his eight-foot height. “Wouldn’t you like to have a mental giant for a husband?”


  “I certainly would,” she agreed, “except I already have you, lover.”


  “And soon,” replied Seranimu, “you shall also have the other!”


  A CULTURE, roughly speaking, is an agglomeration of social groups, each with its own little ax to grind. Galactic culture fitted the definition, but all the axes were the same size, shape, and degree of temper. And the edges of all were dull. Earth, that remarkable planet, was the only exception. It was not a member of the Federation. It retained freedom and independence for its people. If anything big came to pass, you knew it had originated on Earth.


  To Seranimu, galactic culture, outside of Earth, represented a vast, wriggling blob of protoplasm, rather than a civilization. There was nothing attractive in being jammed nose-to-tail as they were in cramped living quarters, in swarming so thickly in their city streets that you brushed your way through traffic. There was nothing inspiring in being chained to a government job, a mere occupation designed to keep you out of mischief and nothing else.


  Take Seranimu’s job, for instance. He was a looker. That is, his job consisted purely and simply of looking. Every day, from eight to four-thirty, Seranimu looked, with that detached interest of a government employee out of love with his job. Once a week, he turned over to his superiors a written report on his looking. That is all there was to it. The theory behind the job was simple. If a man looked long enough and hard enough, you never could tell what he might see. And why did he look, day after day, year in and year out? Well, the government had a corps of experts who did nothing but look into that, and so far, they had come up with neither the head nor the tail of it. Seranimu suspected that they never would.


  Now, he thought, things would be different. Becoming a mental giant opened up a totally new kind of life, that might lead to . . . what?


  The free sample lesson, when it came, was a little disappointing. But what could you expect for nothing?


  “What is that, now?” asked Pimo, over his shoulder. She had responded as soon as he to the buzz of the reprofax and the lighted screen announcing, Incoming Transmission.


  “It is my free lesson from Home Study Mind Power,” said Seranimu.


  “I know that, silly. I can read the return address on the envelope. Open it and see what’s inside.”


  Seranimu opened it and shook assorted papers into his broad palm.


  “A half a gram of iron filings, a magnet and a booklet of instructions,” he said, irritated with Pimo. “Also, an application for enrollment and an easy payment plan prospectus. What more do you want?”


  “Seven shrilr a month should buy more than that, Seranimu!”


  “I haven’t paid any seven shrilr! I haven’t even decided to take the course.”


  “Seven shrilr a month for how many months?” harped Pimo.


  “It doesn’t say.”


  “You had better find out,” Pimo warned darkly. “You know about the Earthmen!”


  “We Zinguans can still learn from them,” Seranimu returned loftily.


  “Such as how to become a mental giant,” encouraged Pimo, baiting him.


  “Exactly. What I shall do depends on the outcome of the experiment outlined here. So please stop bothering me.”


  “What are you supposed to do with that—if you don’t mind my saying so—junk?” asked Pimo.


  “Sprinkle the iron filings on a sheet of clean paper,” read Seranimu. “ ‘Hold the magnet under the paper and watch the filings arrange themselves along the lines of magnetic force as the paper is shaken lightly.’ ”


  “That’s kid stuff,” scoffed Pimo. “Why don’t you do it?”


  “Because it says here that the magnet loses its magnetism going through the reprofax. I have to remagnetize it first.”


  He followed directions, remagnetized the magnet and held it under the paper, on which he had sprinkled the filings.


  “There,” he said. “Isn’t that pretty? Elementary, of course, but it illustrates quite well how a force can control matter.”


  “I hope,” sniffed Pimo, “you aren’t going to pay seven shrilr a month for that!”


  “Certainly not. There is more. It says, ‘As soon as the filings are arranged along the lines of magnetic flux, remove the magnet, straight downward.’ There, I’ve removed the magnet. See how the filings stay in place?”


  “Shake the paper,” sneered Pimo, “and they will not stay long.”


  “That is just what I shall do. First, though, I have to look at the pattern and memorize it.”


  He did so, looking with the accomplished verve of a professional. When he had the location of every last particle firmly in mind, he shook the paper.


  “IT SAYS to lay the paper on a table.” He frowned. “They should know we don’t have tables on Zingu.”


  He moved over to his “desk,” which was a cleared space in a corner, with slots in the floor for paper, pencil and other bits of bookkeeping paraphernalia. He laid the paper carefully down and squatted beside it. Pimo watched without audible comment, but her expression needed no words.


  “So what do you do now, you mental giant, you?”


  “Now,” said Seranimu with a trace of annoyance, “I rearrange the particles with the power of mind into exactly the same pattern the magnet produced.”


  He read the instructions twice, carefully. Then he fixed his glance on the particles and concentrated. His head felt unaccustomedly queer. With a barely audible rustle, the particles moved, hurrying like so many microscopic black bugs, and arranged themselves exactly—or nearly so—as they had been.


  “You did that very well, lover,” Pimo observed with satisfaction. “Now that you have had your trouble’s worth, forget the whole business.”


  “Forget it? Why, this is marvelous! You saw what I did! I didn’t touch it or anything!”


  “Yes,” said Pimo. “I saw. It was interesting, but not seven shrilr a month interesting, if you understand me. I need a new dress, and our percolator hasn’t worked fright in ages, and—”


  “Telekinesis,” Seranimu interrupted gravely, “is worth seven shrilr a month. It is worth going without a new dress and living with a malfunctioning percolator.”


  “I go without! I live with!” complained Pimo bitterly.


  “This is only a free sample lesson,” he said severely. “This they teach me for nothing. How much more for seven shrilr a month? Use your imagination! Listen to what it says here. ‘If you do not at first succeed in making the particles move, do not worry. Further lessons in this course contain valuable information that will make the feat easy for you.’ They don’t expect me to do it right off, like I did. Wait till I tell them. I’ll write . . .”


  “Seven shrilr,” murmured Pimo sadly. “Seven shrilr a month!”


  Home Study Mind Power, Inc., Earth, in the person of Mr. Flanagan, Seranimu’s correspondence instructor, seemed unimpressed by the claim of success. Flanagan replied, writing with a note of weariness, urging Seranimu to study, to become adept, to let no amount of failure dismay him. He sounded, Seranimu thought, as if he had not even read the letter Seranimu wrote. He had noticed the, seven shrilr, though. The reply also brought Lesson Two.


  Months went by, and seven shrilr with each of them. Lesson followed lesson. Telepathy was the one that bothered Seranimu. Not that it was hard. It was very easy, but the course warned against using it. A good way to keep your friends, said the text, is not to practice this ability on them. In spite of the warning, Seranimu dared to read Pimo’s mind. After that, he kept his mindreading to himself, feeling somewhat injured. Pimo’s opinion of his investigations was bad enough when tempered with verbal expression.


  There were lessons in precognition, dowsing, crystal gazing, transmutation of elements, levitation and teleportation. Some were complex, tricky subjects, and had several lessons devoted to them.


  Seranimu not only studied, he learned. His studies opened up a whole new plane of existence. Flanagan of Home Study Mind Power, Inc., Earth, remained unimpressed, showered him with exhortations to study, learn, become adept in spite of all apparent failure.


  SERANIMU’S friend Korisu lived across the hall in the communal pletsch that was home to thousands of their kind. Sometimes, Seranimu asked himself what he saw in Korisu. The man kept his eyes shut and his mind absolutely closed. Of course, he played a good hand of prej, and Anisel, Korisu’s wife, was no mean antagonist in the game, either. Moreover, Seranimu thought Anisel quite pretty. He enjoyed having her in their prej games.


  They played this time in Seranimu’s apartment. Korisu dealt out the plastic disks while Pimo marked up the preceding hand on the score sheet.


  “I think,” said Korisu with typical stolidity, “that you often let yourself be carried away by the Earthmen’s advertising, Seranimu. You have let those people work on your mind until you think you are doing the things they claim they can teach you. Rot, I say.”


  “Have it your way,” shrugged Seranimu. “I tried to prove it to you. I teleported a book in your own apartment, and you just laughed. You said either I had hypnotized you, or your eyes showed you the impossible and therefore lied.”


  “I would rather believe my good sense than my eyes any day,” murmured Korisu. The prej halted their clicking round. Seranimu leaned forward, scooped his from the floor.


  “You have a closed mind,” he said. “You will not believe the Earthmen have developed psi powers any more than you will believe that Earth-made refrigerators are better than that piece of junk you bought on Bolangus. You would rather lie with a broken leg than admit a physician might heal it for you.”


  “I know about broken legs,” said Korisu serenely. “The treatment for them is accomplished fact. You forget, Seranimu, that I am a temperament analyzer. I know my job well. Even without resort to laboratory paraphernalia, I can analyze your temperament without difficulty. You are a self-centered dreamer with overtones of exhibitionism.”


  “Thank you,” said Seranimu, coldly polite. “Consider your fee my next loss at prej.”


  “Korisu!” said Aniself. “If Seranimu believes, it is his business. Remember that you are a guest.”


  “Thank you, Anisel,” said Seranimu gratefully. “When you tire of that stupid oaf for a husband, you may come live with Pimo and me.”


  Pimo, sitting tailor-fashion beside him, pinched him.


  Later, when Korisu and Anisel had gone, Seranimu said to Pimo, “Korisu is an idiot. That is all I can say for him.”


  “I know you are accomplished, lover,” said Pimo graciously. “Why seek admiration outside our family circle?”


  Seranimu felt that Pimo had put a double meaning there, but he ignored it.


  “Korisu is my friend,” he said crossly. “I should like to convince him.”


  “Friend,” sniffed Pimo. “Well, all right as a friend, I suppose. But don’t take too much for granted, lover. He was in the other day, while you were gone. He suggested analyzing my temperament.”


  “Korisu thinks of nothing but his job.”


  “And your job is looking. Do you spend your free time looking at Korisu’s wife? I should hope not. Anisel would slap you to sleep.”


  “You misjudge Korisu. He has zeal.”


  “Not to mention a few other things, more apparent to a woman’s eyes. Still, I would not shatter your illusions about the fellow. I can take care of myself.”


  “You doubtless have dishes waiting in the kitchen,” Seranimu said coldly. “Go attend to them. I have some writing to do before going to bed.”


  Invoking husbandly prerogative was the best Seranimu could do to defend himself. He had slipped, he admitted, in bragging to Korisu. The lessons had warned him. How about Korisu, now? Fie sighed. Women sometimes imagine men are chasing them. Again, didn’t Korisu often act a little odd around Pimo, making with a sort of simpering attitude, having a little of bowing and scraping in it? He tried to wash his mind of the implication.


  “DON’T COMPLAIN to me,” said Pimo, when Seranimu protested that not even Flanagan, of Home Study Mind Power, Inc., Earth, paid any attention to his claims of success.


  “It would seem,” grumbled Seranimu, “that my own instructor thinks I’m lying to him. He just writes back, recommending more study, more hard work. He never pats me on the back, saying, ‘You have done very well, Seranimu.’ I like recognition for my work.”


  “Aren’t you getting your seven shrilr a month worth?” asked Pimo drily.


  Exasperated, Seranimu teleported a vase of flowers across the room and smashed it against the wall.


  “Shame!” said Pimo, picking up the pieces. “Not satisfied with your accomplishments, you must have recognition, too. Well, why don’t you show this Flanagan you can do as you say?”


  Seranimu gave her a contemptuous look. “I should have to go to Earth to do that. Three thousand light-years, woman! Have you any idea what it would cost to reprofax a man of my bulk that far?”


  “You are a mental giant,” said Pimo. “Why depend on reprofax? Teleport yourself!”


  The import of her words dazed Seranimu. He staggered. Why hadn’t he thought of that? He knew why he hadn’t. The very thought made sweat break out all over him in stinging little globules. Teleport himself three thousand light-years? Hit exactly a tiny grain of sand at the other end of the trajectory? He shuddered. The possibility was fraught with error.


  “Well, it’s your problem,” said Pimo airily. “All I did was suggest. Do as you please, but don’t bother me with your gripes. As you are fond of noting, I have dishes to do—why can’t I get a government stipend as a dishwasher?”


  “Woman’s place is in the home,” rebuked Seranimu. “You may thank God it has not yet been turned into a government job!”


  “If it were,” said Pimo slyly, “it would undoubtedly be departmented, with a rate of pay for each department. In some departments, Seranimu, I could get rich off you!”


  She went out, slamming the door.


  As little as any man wants to admit it, his wife occasionally has an idea almost as good as one he could think up himself. Seranimu wrote to Flanagan, baring his abused state of mind and concluding, Furthermore, Mr. Flanagan, since you do not believe I tell the truth, I shall visit you on Earth three days from now and prove it. Shame on you. You should have more faith in me. Respectfully, Seranimu; Morfors, Zingu.


  He sealed the letter and reprofaxed it.


  First, he had to wangle a leave from his job. He had vacation time coming. That disposed of, he went about the other preparations. Three days later, he kissed Pimo goodby, settled himself and tried to concentrate. He could not at all seem to get into the proper frame of mind, until he realized what it was that worried him.


  He got up from his squat, crossed the hall and knocked at Korisu’s door.


  Anisel answered, smiling at him. She’s very pretty, thought Seranimu, daring to think so as he looked at her. Doubtless, she secretly admires me.


  He said, fawning, “Is Kori-su at home?”


  “Yes,” she said, with a trace of what seemed like reluctant assent. Was she disappointed, then, that he came when Kori-su was at home?


  Seranimu expanded with a fine humor. “A time for the beast,” he said, “a time later for beauty.” He beamed and winked at her.


  Anisel laughed, appreciating the compliment.


  “I heard that,” said Korisu, coming to the door. “By what right do you comment on my wife’s beauty?” He turned to Anisel. “Go into the kitchen and do your dishes dear.”


  It came as a shock to Seranimu to realize that Anisel soiled her pretty hands in dishwater, just like Pimo. What a brute Korisu must be to make her do it!


  He said, as soon as the door closed behind Anisel, “I am going away for a brief time, Korisu.”


  “Good!” grunted Korisu. “We shall be spared the look of your ugly face.” He laughed to show he didn’t mean it. “Vacation Center, eh?”


  “That government stewpot?” Seranimu frowned. “Much farther, Korisu. I won’t say how far. I want to tell you I am leaving Pimo here. I am asking you to stay out of my apartment while I am gone, and refrain from trying to analyze Pimo’s temperament.”


  “I wouldn’t think of it,” said Korisu innocently.


  Seranimu broke the rules and took a peep into Korisu’s mind. What he saw there convinced him Korisu was a liar of the worst.


  “I know a few things,” Seranimu said darkly. “I just thought a warning proper, that is all.”


  SERANIMU looked dazedly at his surroundings. The intense concentration required for teleportation had left him groggy. The place was definitely alien. Was it Earth? Spacious lawns, tree-dotted, shrubbed and flowered, undulated gently to the horizon. Low buildings, set here and there among clumps of trees, had an aspect of serene relaxation. He had certainly left Zingu, no doubt about it. Over-populated Zingu was nowhere like this.


  He looked at the building before him, his sight clearing. Over the door was a sign. Home Study Mind Power, Inc. He started, surprised. Why, he had done it! With a little finer direction, he might have landed in Flanagan’s own office!


  So this was Earth—where people did as they pleased, where there was room to move about . . . Seranimu let his glance roam again across the grand width of open area. If only it were like this on Zingu!


  He turned his attention back to the building, realizing that the sign on it was in Morforese. Smaller letters informed him that this was the Zinguan Division of Home Study Mind Power. To reach the Bolangus Division, follow the arrow. Other arrows pointed in other directions, with other names beside them. The building gleamed in the light of a mellow sun. Fleecy clouds drifted above it. The air was warm and sweet with the unaccustomed smell of growing things.


  Seranimu squared his shoulders and went inside.


  “Hello,” said a busty young woman at a desk just within the door. “You must be Seranimu.”


  She spoke passable Morforese with a peculiar, lilting accent which he thought charming and quite in keeping with her doll-like size. His eight-foot height towered over her in the foyer. She had to bend her head far back to look up and smile at him.


  “Mr. Flanagan is expecting you. Since you did not come reprofax transmission from through on the last regular Zingu, we decided you must be coming by special. I’ll tell Mr. Flanagan you’re here.”


  She went away, adjusting her already meticulous coiffure with darting motions of hands that seemed to Seranimu unbelievably tiny.


  Of course, he had known that Earthmen seldom reach a stature much above six feet, but this girl was even smaller. Seranimu found it simply difficult to adjust immediately to a world of “little people.”


  Flanagan turned out to be short, balding, paunchy, anachronistically inclined to the wearing of spectacles. His attitude was cold.


  “You may go, Clarissa,” he said, waving a hand at his doll-like secretary.


  He spoke idiomatic Morforese with an excellent inflection. Clarissa smiled daintily at Seranimu and withdrew. Seranimu smiled politely at the closed door in return. Cute, he thought, but not up to Pimo . . . or Anisel. Not enough body.


  “Sit down,” said Flanagan, not looking directly at him. “That is . . .”


  He seemed embarrassed. There wasn’t a chair in the office that would have held Seranimu’s bulk or weight. Seranimu smiled and seated himself cross-legged on the floor. The building shook as he settled himself.


  Flanagan, behind his desk, took off his glasses and polished them nervously.


  “If it is a question of asking for your money back,” he said, “I am prepared to give you a draft at once. Clarissa is drawing it up now. It will take care of the amount you have paid for tuition, plus the expense you have been out on reprofax.”


  What was Flanagan thinking about? Seranimu dared break the rules for a momentary peep into the Earthman’s mind, but without result. Failure jolted Seranimu. Did his psi powers fail him here on Earth, among these psi conscious Earth-folk?


  “I want to show you how well I can do the lessons,” he said aggressively, “and I didn’t come by reprofax. I teleported myself.”


  “Naturally,” sneered Flanagan. “You didn’t come by starship, of course. There’s limiting velocity, and all that. I know reprofax is expensive, but we are prepared to reimburse—”


  “Perhaps you did not hear,” said Seranimu. “I teleported myself, as in Lesson Twenty-Six!”


  Flanagan stabbed at him with his glittering spectacles.


  “If you came here to pull my leg, Seranimu, forget it! I was not born yesterday.” He fumbled on his desk, picked up a memo. “It says here you came in by reprofax, special transmission from Zingu, at two-fifty-two. p.m. I guess the Reprofax Company knows who its customers are!”


  Seranimu shook his head. Was his mind slipping! Or was Flanagan simply crazy?


  “We’ve had people like you around here before,” Flanagan continued flatly. “You come in, raise a fuss, then holler for your money back. Well, I’m saving you some trouble. You can have your money back.”


  “I don’t want my money back!” cried Seranimu, beginning to feel angry.


  “Listen here, fellow! If you think you can sue us for fraud and make it stick, you’re in for a surprise!” Flanagan leaned back in his swivel chair, scowling severely. “We operate our institution on an eighty-six point seven percent refund basis to take care of you smart cookies who complain. We make our profit off the dumb clucks who can’t see through our hocus-pocus.”


  Did Flanagan admit that Home Study Mind Power was only a fraud? That he, himself, was a cheap crook, selling what he thought was a valueless course of instruction in nothing?


  “I CAN SHOW you I am a Mental Giant!” shouted Seranimu.


  The building quaked. Flanagan, a pained expression on his face, put both hands over his ears.


  “Stop shouting, and don’t be a fool! Home Study Mind Power has never made a mental giant out of anybody! I tell you it’s all fraud—but you’d be hard put to prove it in a court of law. Don’t think you can sue! You’d better take the money we offer you and be satisfied.”


  “I’ll show you!” Seranimu bit off.


  If he could levitate Flanagan from his chair, up near the ceiling someplace, maybe that would convince him. He concentrated. Flanagan tapped the desktop with his glasses.


  “Are you ill or something?”


  “No,” growled Seranimu. “I’m not ill!”


  “Then what are you grunting about?”


  “I didn’t know I was,” Seranimu retorted sourly. He was annoyed. Things were different on this planet Earth than on Zingu. He said, “My wife, Pimo, knows what I can do. I will teleport her here and let her convince you!”


  He realized vaguely that Flanagan had stood up suddenly, but the queer, rushing sensation in his mind immediately overwhelmed him. He had the confidence gained from teleporting himself to Earth. He found Zingu, sensed himself over Morfors. He narrowed his field of concentration . . . his own apartment . . . his own living room . . . The close rapport of home engulfed him. He felt a living presence. He grasped and snatched.


  Slowly, he opened his eyes. A figure towered over him in Flanagan’s office. Not Pimo—Korisu!


  “Seranimu!” roared the new arrival. “Where am I?”


  Seranimu jumped up. “Not where are you—where were you? What were you doing in my living room?”


  Korisu glanced once at Seranimu’s working features, blanched, stepped backward.


  “Now, look, old friend—”


  “My living room!” thundered Seranimu. “I warned you!”


  All the rage and frustration that had been building in him from Flanagan’s cold, mad reception burst forth upon the bewildered person of Korisu. Seranimu lunged at him. They grappled, swaying back and forth. They plunged to the floor and the building shook as if in the grip of an earthquake. Earth people were shouting around then scampering madly back and forth. Furniture smashed and splintered as they rolled upon it. They clawed and thumped each other. They grunted, wheezed and swore. Korisu clamped his hands on Seranimu’s throat. Seranimu was surprised. He was the injured husband, with right on his side. Should he not be the one to best Korisu? As it was, strength was leaving him rapidly, and it was all he could do to keep on belting his neighbor in the face.


  So this was the way it ended, he thought. A roaring in the ears, shadows sweeping in, bursting lights in a darkness of pain. Well, what was there to live for, anyway? Better dead in fact than the living death of . . . Lesson Fifteen, he thought. I am going down the long road because Korisu is a better man than I. Lesson Fifteen. I am dying all right, I can feel it so plain. Lesson Fifteen. Devil take . . . Lesson Fifteen . . . How to Overcome . . . Physical Opposition . . . with Mental Power . . .


  Seranimu went limp, twitching a little. His mind gathered, coordinated and hurled its energy. At once, he could breathe again. Korisu’s clutching fingers fell away from his throat. Korisu himself fell back thunderously upon the floor. Seranimu got up, rubbing his neck.


  There were a number of the little Earth people in the room, men and women, dodging about to avoid his weaving passage, gibbering in their own language.


  “Did you kill him, Seranimu?” cried Flanagan worriedly.


  “I didn’t hurt him . . . much,” rasped Seranimu. “I’m sorry now that I . . .”


  Flanagan seemed relieved. He straightened and looked severe. “A fine mess you’ve made of the place,” he glowered. He turned to the other Earth people. “Get out of here, all of you. I’ll handle this.” He turned back to Seranimu and shook a finger up at him. “You’ll pay for this damage, all right! I’m going to sue. It will cost you a pretty penny, too. Just look at what you’ve done! Every bit of furniture smashed—probably the roof and the foundations are damaged, too. Oh, you’ll pay for this, fellow! Now take your friend and get out of here. You will hear from our lawyers!”


  “I WAS SORRY I acted hastily almost immediately,” explained Seranimu later to Pimo, in the privacy of their apartment on Zingu. He nursed a bruised neck. “Especially, after Korisu fastened his grip on my neck and I couldn’t shake him loose. How was I to know Anisel had sent him over to borrow some sugar?”


  Pimo sighed. “It is a good thing you made up with him for it. I’m sorry now I said about him what I did that time. I only said it because I was jealous of the attention you were paying Anisel.”


  Seranimu hugged her to him in a fit of remorse. If he hadn’t lost control of himself, he might have convinced Flanagan. As it was, he had let jealousy override his judgment. Stupid, fool jealousy—for what reason? Because Korisu sometimes thought of Pimo in the same, innocently admiring way he himself often thought of Anisel. He heaved deeply.


  “Now there is this letter from Flanagan’s lawyers. Do you see what they charge me with? Felonious destruction of property, that’s what! To the tune of three thousand, two hundred and seventeen shrilr!”


  Pimo began to cry. “We’ll lose everything—the TV, the reprofax, the few rags of clothes I have . . . even that nogood percolator!”


  Seranimu squeezed her tightly in his arms and comforted her. A light of tattle glinted in his eyes.


  “I—I was so proud of you!” she wept. “Really I was! I—I thought something would come of it, if you—if you—”


  She broke down, burying her face against his broad chest.


  “We cannot avoid the law,” he said heavily. “We’ll have to pay up and face ruin, unless . . .”


  “Unless what, lover?” Pimo straightened, dashed tears from her eyes.


  “Unless we go someplace where the law cannot reach!”


  “You mean . . .” There were stars in Pimo’s eyes.


  He nodded, his lips set firmly together in an odd little halfsmile of triumph.


  “Another world!” breathed Pimo, awe-struck.


  “A free world—an uninhabited world,” said Seranimu. “There are many such in the galaxy. The starships turn up two or three every decade and unload reprofax machines for transmitting whole populations to them. But they travel so slowly—less than the speed of light. Moving people to the new worlds they discover doesn’t begin to take the pressure off our population. We’ll find our own world!”


  The fragile idea beckoned like a gleaming star, bursting with the light and promise of an expanding nova . . .


  IT WAS THEIR dreamworld, all right. Just what both of them had always wanted. They stood in the sunset in a grassy glade, beside a purling stream. Out of sight, a waterfall made music on the still, evening air. Trees arched filmy branches over, their heads. The sky was blue and rose, golden and aqua. Not a creature of intelligence roamed the whole, broad surface of this unknown world. Only animals, birds, flowers, brawling creeks and broad rivers, oceans and inlets . . .


  They went back to Zingu to pack their things.


  “The TV,” said Pimo. “We must take that.”


  “We won’t need it,” said Seranimu. “We’ll never be bored again. Anyway, all TV programs are local rebroadcasts. We could never receive any. But the reprofax, by all means. It contains its own power, and it will let us keep in touch. We can have Korisu and Anisel over from time to time for a hand of prej. Korisu, poor fellow! What a beating he gave me!”


  “And what a beating I will give you again,” threatened Korisu from the doorway, “if you don’t take Anisel and me with you, wherever you are going. I’ve been standing here, listening to you plot. I have overheard you before, too.”


  “Korisu!” cried Seranimu. “I thought you would rather stick here in the mud . . .”


  Korisu wagged his head. “I have had my eyes opened somewhat, friend Seranimu, thanks to you. You beat something into my head, too. And I beg you now, for myself and Anisel, take us along. We have been talking it over . . .”


  It was a strain on Seranimu’s psychic strength to teleport the four of them, including their possessions, to the new world far away across the galaxy. But he was glad for the extra effort. Korisu and Anisel would be a great help building a home in that distant place.


  The idyll began in the glade among the trees, where he and Pimo had stood within sound of the musical waterfall. They had got tents and pitched them, and their belongings were all neatly stowed away, and they had little to think or talk about save the wonderful peace and freedom of their new way of life.


  The reprofax, too bulky to occupy either of the tents, stood to one side, under the trees.


  “We have been here two weeks,” said Seranimu one evening. “I think we should have some news from home—see if our disappearance has caused any kind of a stir.”


  He turned on the reprofax and readied himself to dial for their home facsimile newspapers from Morfors. The machine warmed slowly. As Seranimu started to reach for the dials, the machine began to buzz and the screen flooded with light, announcing, Incoming Transmission.


  He stepped back, astonished, calling to Korisu and the others. Who could be transmitting to them on this unknown world? And why? They could only wait and see. The machine could not even be turned off with a transmission coming through.


  The reprofax hummed louder with a sudden surge of power. A man stepped off the platform and came toward them.


  “GOOD EVENING, Seranimu,” said Flanagan of Home Study Mind Power, Inc., Earth.


  Before Seranimu could gather his startled wits, a horde of Earthmen poured out of the machine, one after another, and scattered around the clearing.


  Seranimu gulped. “This is arrest!”


  Flanagan beamed, humming under his breath, as he strolled past them with a nod. He peered this way and that among the trees, looked up at the sky, and shouted directions in his own language to the other Earthmen. He smiled at Seranimu and his companions.


  “Any native population here?”


  “Only—only animals,” stammered Seranimu.


  “Wonderful!” beamed Flanagan. He was a totally different fellow from the Flanagan Seranimu had met upon Earth. Physically the same, yes; but how changed! “Simply wonderful! This will lighten the pressure on Zingu by a great deal.”


  Seranimu and the others just stared. Flanagan stopped pacing. “I’m afraid,” he said, “I owe you an apology, as well as an explanation. What you have done, Seranimu, is the end result of your training with Home Study Mind Power. We planned it this way ail along. You know how slow the starships are at turning up new worlds to take care of our extra people. Well, it has been Mind Power’s aim to speed the process; to train qualifiable psi experts in teleportation—”


  “You didn’t say that the last time I saw you!” cried Seranimu.


  Flanagan smiled, waved one hand in a deprecatory gesture. “Forget it, Seranimu, and forgive me, if you can. That was an act I put on, to guarantee success on your part. Don’t you understand? I couldn’t have treated you otherwise without grave danger to your psi abilities. It took us a long time to work out the correct psychological approach with successful students.”


  He sat down on the grass. Seranimu followed his example gratefully. He felt as if his knees wouldn’t have supported him much longer.


  “You see,” Flanagan went on, “we of Earth undertook Home Study Mind Power with the purpose in mind to develop psi faculties to the point where teleportation would become a feasible method of transporting masses of population to new, uncrowded homes. We had nothing definite to go on . . . just a long history of claims to psi events. If teleportation was possible at all, we thought, we could turn up the talent by establishing a school and offering a correspondence course. The ability predicated the desire to take such a course, you see. Anybody who had such a latent talent, believing he could learn through an established course of instruction, would bring it out in himself to a usable degree.


  “At the same time, we heaped encouragement on those who showed promise, much to our later embarrassment. We didn’t understand at first that the psi faculty is a survival characteristic. Ordinarily, the psi faculty shows itself only at times of stress in the individual’s career, and is seldom recognized for what it is. Under conditions of recognition and encouragement, the psi faculty simply folds up. You don’t need it to survive under such conditions.”


  “I don’t understand,” said Seranimu. “Pimo encouraged me.”


  “Not at first,” she broke in. “I made you work to show me.”


  Flanagan laughed. “That is exactly what I made you do. Subconsciously, you succeeded in order to survive in the affections of your wife. Then you went all out to survive in my esteem. I made you fail by closing my mind to your probe, by nullifying your effort when your tried to levitate me—”


  Seranimu flushed. “You knew about that!”


  “Of course,” said Flanagan serenely. “I am a psi expert of sorts, myself. But you moved too fast for me when you teleported your friend all the way from Zingu. You had me in a sweat when you did that. It was fortunate I could turn your act to my own ends. By threatening to sue you for damages, I put you again under the pressure of survival. You came through admirably, in just the way I intended you should. This is the first planet that has been opened up psi-consciously for Zingu. Your government will appreciate—”


  Seranimu winced at the word “government. That means . . .?”


  “No more government job for you, Seranimu,” smiled Flanagan. “Now that you have come through the worst, your psi faculty is set permanently. That’s the way it always is. There are others worlds for you to find, after we have started this one on the road to settlement. Korisu will have his work cut out for him here, too. We will send in men and materials—a complete civilization—by reprofax.”


  “Suppose we hadn’t brought the reprofax?” breathed Seranimu. “I could have decided against it, as I did against the TV, and then you would never have found us.”


  Flanagan chuckled, deep in his chest. “I can’t teleport, nor do a lot of the things you can do, Seranimu. But there is one thing I’m no slouch at—a talent that accounts for my position with Home Study Mind Power, and which guaranteed that you would take the reprofax with you!”


  “What is that?”


  Flanagan favored him with a teasing smile.


  “Remember ‘Lesson Fifteen’ ?”


  Seranimu remembered.


  “You put that idea in my mind when I was fighting Korisu?”


  Flanagan nodded, grinning.


  “My field, Seranimu, is telepathic command!”


  THE END
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  The Golden Calf


  Frank Belknap Long


  On Earth cleanliness may be next to godliness, but in the world of Kulls, the nearest to divinity was bovinity.


  IT TAKES about four hours to get to the interior of the Kull planetoid. Four hours of heavy plodding through jungle detours and switchbacks, sandy wastes and open grazing lands where swarms of stinging insects hover like Grecian furies.


  Grayson was traveling light and he relieved the tension by pretending that the planetoid was a tropical island on Earth, bright with fragrant, many-petaled blooms and golden-crested lories. From time to time he paused to stare back at the starship, a bright triangle of radiance against the blood-red sky.


  The little man at Grayson’s side carried no personal equipment. But he was bent almost double beneath a heavy pack of emergency medical supplies, and he frowned in disapproval every time his companion swung about on the thin-cropped grass.


  “We’ve got to keep moving,” the little man warned. “There’s no twilight here. Night descends like a swooping vulture. One minute you’re in bright sunlight and the next—”


  “You’re in total darkness. Sure, Kennedy, I know. You can’t see your hand before your face. Strike a match and you’re a walking target. The flare doesn’t even have to last more than a fraction of a second. The darters come right at you.”


  “I’m glad you realize that,” Kennedy said. “They go for your eyes, but it’s the flame that attracts them. I guess all insects are attracted by light—on every planet of every sun. Even blind worms on Terra.”


  He tightened the clasp on his pack, curling his hand around the cold metal.


  “We’re blind worms ourselves, in a way.”


  “A man is a worm only when he wants to be,” Grayson said, irritably. “And I wish you’d keep your entomology straight. A worm isn’t an insect.”


  “If he’s a human worm he might as well be,” Kennedy retorted. “Haven’t you ever felt completely insect-like in the presence of the unknown?”


  “No. Have you?”


  “Of course. And it’s a good way to feel—a safe way to feel. No one would deliberately turn aside to trample on a worm. Oh, a child might, or a peculiarly vicious sadist. But in the main the rule holds good.”


  “What are you trying to say?”


  Kennedy looked up at the weathered sandstone cliffs and the long line of gigantic conifer ferns which ran parallel with the grazing lands for several miles in an easterly direction. In all his years as captain of a colonist-transporting ship, he had never before encountered such a landscape.


  It was a kaleidoscope of contrasting colors, with vegetation that soared to the zenith, and then became stunted and niggardly. The valleys were too deep, the cliffs too precipitous, and the grazing lands seemed always to terminate in arid depressions. They were the color of flame by day, but at night their barely perceptible contours became overpowering and dreadful.


  Kennedy shut his eyes. The Kull planetoid vanished and in his mind’s gaze be was back on the starship. He was two parsecs out and homeward bound, with another hazardous settlement project safely concluded. Then had come the bitter, tragic How—an SOS from the colony be had helped to establish.


  Every line of that incredible message danced fitfully before Kennedy’s inward vision.


  Come back immediately. Landslide. Two-thirds of colony obliterated. Tragedy inexplicable. We camped beneath mountain on advice of robot calculators. Perfectly safe terrain. Data fed to calculators checked and double-checked. Kulls approached camp but kept right on grazing, apparently unconcerned by tragedy. Condition of survivors critical. Rush medical aid.


  “YOU HAVEN’T answered my question,” Grayson said. “Just why did you ask me if I ever felt insect-like in the presence of the unknown? Were you thinking about the Kulls? There’s very little we don’t know about them. We’ve had plenty of opportunity to observe them.”


  “I wasn’t thinking about the Kulls,” Kennedy said.


  He gestured toward a distant hillside where a saddle-backed area of denuded top-soil shimmered in the fine bright sunlight. Across the slope, eight Kulls were lazily grazing, their long necks extended as they munched on succulent herbs.


  “There are forebodings you can’t analyze, can’t pin down,” Kennedy went on. “A hundred men and women die and the Kulls go right on grazing. We know that they’re highly intelligent animals, in many respects superior to the great apes. But you can’t make me believe that grazing quadrupeds with the intelligence of two-year-old human infants had anything to do with that landslide.”


  His arm swept the valley in a wide arc. “The whole planetoid has been over-grazed. You can see how short the grass is everywhere. The Kulls are intelligent cattle—nothing more. The only thing that vitally concerns them is their food supply. Someday it will give out. But until it does, human colonization isn’t likely to antagonize them. Men are not grass-eaters.”


  “We’d eat grass if we were starving.”


  “How would you expect the Kulls to know that? It’s curious, but when we first arrived I wasn’t in the least concerned about them. I took their friendliness for granted. I still do. But after my fifth or sixth day here, I began to grow uneasy. There’s something on the planetoid that is antagonistic. Not the Kulls, mind you. It’s a tension-generating something that developed slowly and insidiously after we set up camp. Just before we left I was having nightmares—really bad ones.


  “A voice seemed to be warning me: ‘You should never have come. You’re in deadly danger. The entire colony is in danger.’ If I had been in the least superstitious . . .”


  A soft rustling announced the arrival of a fresh wind. It blew through the thin-cropped grass, agitating each blade separately, making each blade seem razor-sharp and menacing. A million tiny knives underfoot, hacking away at human soles, warning away trespassers.


  “Perhaps the calculating robots were in error,” Grayson said, ignoring the rustling. “Perhaps that camping site wasn’t safe.”


  “Nonsense!” Kennedy retorted. “Calculating robots are machines. You feed them data on a tape and they analyze, judge and report. Their reasoning processes meet all the demands of logical thought. They can no more go off on a sidetrack—”


  A shout interrupted them. Kennedy looked up and saw Jimmy Preston, a lad from the camp, coming toward them.


  He was quite a young lad, and he bore himself with an air of maturity unusual in a boy of fourteen. He was. running now, and he might have been just a boy racing along a stretch of open countryside on Earth, had it not been for his unnatural pallor and the terror that shone in his eyes. Above his head, through lacy clouds, a vengeance of blueness seemed to hover.


  He was breathing harshly when he came to a full stop before the two men.


  “It’s pretty awful, sir,” he wheezed, addressing himself directly to Kennedy. “You don’t know how glad I am that you came back. They’ll all be glad, even though some of them may not want to let on that they gave up all hope when the robots disappeared.”


  “The robots disappeared?”


  Kennedy gripped the boy’s arm, so tightly that he cried out in pain. Instantly Kennedy said: “I’m sorry, Jimmy, I didn’t mean to hurt you. You’re just about the bravest kid I’ve ever known. But what you said about the robots took me by surprise. Exactly how bad is it?”


  “It couldn’t be worse, sir. Right after the landslide dust cleared we practically gave up all hope. Of staying, I mean. We knew you’d come back fast the instant you got our message. If it hadn’t been for that—”


  “Well, we’re on our way, as you can see. We can’t travel quite as fast as you can, so you’d better run on ahead and tell them we’re coming. We’ve got medical supplies here—everything they’ll need.”


  “All right, sir. I’ll do that.”


  They had turned and left them, and they resumed their journey in silence.


  THEY HAD advanced scarcely half a mile when a shot rang out in the stillness, and Kennedy’s pack was lifted from his back. It all happened with such appalling suddenness that Kennedy stood amazed, following the direction of his companion’s gaze with a nightmarish sense of unreality.


  Something bright and metallic glittered for an instant behind a nearby conifer fem. Then it vanished from sight.


  “Keep down!” Grayson warned, a desperate urgency in his voice. “It’s one of the robots from the camp. It’s trying to kill us!”


  Kennedy laughed harshly. “Look over there—behind that hillock! There are at least six of them!”


  Grayson stared around him. There were unmistakable movements now behind each of the nearer hillocks—a dodging and a weaving about, the glint of sunlight on metal.


  Grayson was silent for a long moment. Then he said, “We’re unarmed and completely at their mercy.”


  “I know.”


  “There’s nothing we can do. They’ll fire again, and we can’t stop them.”


  “We’ll have to wait for them to come to us,” Kennedy said. “If we don’t move they may not attack us. That shot may have been intended as a warning.”


  “It’s tempting fate,” Grayson said, his lips white. “Every instant we stand here in plain view—”


  “We’ve no choice. We’d be dead by now if they wanted to kill us. We’ll just have to wait and see what happens.”


  For five full minutes neither Grayson nor Kennedy moved. The air seemed to sparkle and grow brighter and needles of light danced above the nearer hillocks. Then, from behind the thin-grazed slopes and the conifer ferns, eight robots came into view and converged upon them, walking with their shoulders held straight and their segmented arms clasping compact little energy weapons triggered for instant action.


  The robots came up and surrounded the two men. One of them came very close to Kennedy and prodded him in the stomach with the stock of its gun.


  “Walk, man,” the robot commanded. The creature’s conical head and massive body-box vibrated slightly as he waited for Kennedy to obey.


  Kennedy started to walk.


  Grayson stared in dismay. “Challenge them!” he pleaded. “Start asking them questions. If you don’t, I will. We’ve got to find out why they’re behaving like this. There must be an answer.”


  “But what you’re suggesting is ridiculous! They’d never obey orders hostile to us! Every command fed to them on a tape must be checked by data in their relays before they’ll act on it. You know that as well as I do. An order to injure a man would be rejected instantly as suspect and unsound.”


  Grayson was walking directly behind Kennedy now, with robots on both sides of him. His mouth twitched and there was a look of desperate pleading in his eyes. “If we don’t act now we may never get another chance. We’ve got to take the bull by the horns—”


  “Not now!” Kennedy warned, looking back over his shoulder. “It would just be an unpleasant way of committing suicide.”


  “But we’ve got to find out where they’re taking us. My God! A thing like this is not to be endured.”


  “You’d better do as they say if you want to go on living,” Kennedy advised.


  One of the robots prodded Grayson between the ribs. “Walk, man,” it commanded.


  Grayson tightened his lips and stumbled along in Kennedy’s wake, his face ashen. “This is unbelievable,” he muttered. “It can’t be happening to us.”


  THE CAVE was wide and deep and dripping with moisture; a natural rock structure which penetrated a mossgray slope like a wedge of steel. The high-arching entrance was choked with foliage which absorbed and filtered the sunlight into grotesque patterns of light and shadow. The wind kept up a continuous drumming, setting twigs to dancing like eerie ghosts through depths beyond depths of spectral radiance.


  There was a momentary halt while three of the robots went ahead and cleared away the obstructing vegetation. Then, with the metal creatures on both sides of them and guns at their ribs, the two men stumbled into the cave’s brightly glowing interior. For a moment they remained motionless, blinking in the unexpected light, aware only of shivering movements about them and the pounding of the blood at their temples.


  Then Kennedy cried out, “Good Lord! Just look at that!”


  In incredulous amazement, the two men stared about them. On both sides of the cave, gigantic murals towered. The scenes depicted were infinitely larger than life, with edges so sharply defined that they seemed stippled into the granite-gray surface of the rock itself. The pigments were crimson, gold, emerald, and purple, and they flashed with a luminosity so intense that no part of the cave remained in darkness.


  There were mountains and rivers and low-hanging cloud banks. There were ferns that towered to the zenith and in the near distance thousands of grazing Kulls, their long necks outstretched in the light of a coppery sun.


  The Kulls were alone on the slopes. But in the far distance the sloping grazing lands became highways of stone and aerial runways bright with moving vehicles. In the far distance were towering machines, stark symmetries of metal and crystal so vertiginous in their brightness that the mind lost all sense of direction in attempting to view them as units, or to bring them into sharp visual perspective. For miles the great turbines and sun-mirroring heliographs seemed to blaze and blend, becoming symbols of a scientific triumph unique in space and time: the perfected mechanical dream of a race of creators and builders who had dared greatly under the stars.


  Grayson had forgotten where he was. With an effort he forced himself to remember. But still he remained calm, his fear held in abeyance by a soaring exaltation and awe.


  “Only the greatest art could have achieved such an illusion of reality in depth,” he exclaimed. “The Kull must have had . . .”


  He paused, staring at his companion with a wild surmise.


  “Say it,” Kennedy urged.


  “A great civilization at one time. Don’t you agree?”


  “Naturally.”


  “But how could grazing quadrupeds with the intelligence of two-year-old human infants—”


  “You’ve asked me that question a dozen times. There’s only one answer that makes sense. Their civilization must have waned and died. If the Kulls underwent degenerative changes—”


  “Man, sit!” one of the robots ordered.


  Grayson and Kennedy sat down on the smooth floor of the cave. The robots stood for a moment in a circle looking down at them.


  “Food will be brought to you,” one of them said.


  “You will be brought fresh fruit. You will eat and rest. You must not worry.”


  “Not worry!” Grayson groaned. “Oh, God!”


  Without another word the robots turned, and disappeared into the shadows at the far end of the cave.


  GRAYSON rubbed his jaw with the back of his hand.


  “I’ll be damned,” he said.


  “Al we can do is wait,” Kennedy said. “I’m sure they will keep their promise.”


  Grayson suddenly sat bolt upright, his jaw muscles tightening. “Listen. I’ve got an idea. If we could catch one of those calculating robots alone, with his guard down, we could find out what’s wrong with him.”


  Kennedy nodded slightly, but said nothing.


  “They’re coming back with some food,” Grayson said. “Perhaps only one of them will come back. If we can take him by surprise—”


  Kennedy smiled, and his eyes lighted up. “For some time now I’ve been way ahead of you,” he said. “I suggest we work it this way. I’ll stay right where I am. You get up and stand a short distance behind me. Flatten yourself against the wall. If the robot comes in alone he’ll see me first and start wondering where you are. Then you can jump him.”


  Waiting was nerve-wracking. It was unbearably hot inside the cave and both men were drenched with perspiration. Grayson’s mouth felt parched his eyelids ached and the gray rock surface at his back abraded his flesh as he leaned heavily against it.


  Suddenly, footsteps sounded at far end of the cave and a robot emerged from the shadows. It came clumping slowly toward them, carrying an incredibly bright assortment of fruits in a wooden bowl.


  “Watch yourself now!” Kennedy whispered.


  The robot stood for a moment looking at Kennedy. “Where other man?” it asked. Kennedy managed to look puzzled. He shook his head and screwed up his eyes in mock bewilderment. With short, uncertain steps the metal figure moved past the seated man into the shadows.


  “Now!” Kennedy called out.


  Grayson leaped straight toward the robot. With the dexterity of an accomplished gymnast, he landed on his toes directly in front of it, gripped it by the shoulders and swung it about, his hand darting toward the immobilizing connection at the summit of its bodybox.


  Instantly a metal arm raked his flesh. It tore a deep gash in his shoulder and sent him staggering backwards.


  “Man fool!” the robot said.


  It came at Grayson with both of its long arms in flailing motion.


  Kennedy’s heart shuddered. “Be careful!” he warned, leaping up. “It could cut you in two!”


  As the shout reverberated through the cave, the robot swung about. Kennedy was ready for it. He advanced upon it in a weaving crouch, his head lowered.


  He waited until the robot was almost upon him. Then he sidestepped abruptly and ducked under the flailing arms with a grim and sardonic purposefulness. The robot brought its arms sharply downward in a vicious, chopping motion. But Kennedy anticipated the move; he swung his boot at a metal ankle and the robot went sprawling.


  Instantly Kennedy hurled himself on top of It. He got his fingers securely around the immobilizing connection and clicked it off.


  He sat on the ground for a moment, rubbing his jaw, looking up at Grayson.


  “Thanks!” Grayson said.


  “Pick him up!” Kennedy said. “Set him against the wall and start working on him. He’s all yours.”


  AT FIRST the dismantling of the robot was routine. But after a moment both men were caught up in the utter strangeness and wonder of it.


  It wasn’t an ordinary, manmade calculating robot any longer. Complex and mystifying changes had been made in the relays, the memory banks and in nearly all of the basal circuits.


  From a storage slot, Grayson selected eight metal tapes covered with fed-in data and tested them one by one. It was like a job at the camp, a routine checkup on a model that had developed a mechanical impediment.


  He passed each tape through a vocal recorder without animating the corresponding motor circuit. The robot thus remained completely motionless voice answered questions deep and inert while a faint, tinny within its body-box.


  The questions had been phrased with intelligence and precision. But the answers followed no rational pattern.


  Before the landslide someone at the camp had asked: “In view of all the data at your disposal, would you say that the Kulls are emotionally capable of understanding us? In more general terms, can a grazing quadruped understand the instinctive drives of a big-brained biped on any level—human or otherwise?”


  The first answer defied analysis. “Sweet is the grazing and beautiful the greenness of the land. But when the grazing is no longer sweet there may still be understanding in the mind. Yes . . . there may be understanding.”


  The original answer had never been delivered. It had been punched out and discarded automatically by the robot and a less bewildering answer had been substituted for it.


  The robot had simply replied, “Yes.”


  “The actual reply was straightforward enough,” Kennedy said, “but its thought processes before that were baffling. Precisely what did it mean by ‘understanding in the brain?’ ”


  Grayson passed another tape through the recorder. “Are there any poisonous fruits on the planetoid?” another colonist had asked. “Or any poisonous herbs?”


  “Many, many,” the tinny voice replied. “They are not deadly to the Kulls but a man would perish quickly and in great agony—”


  Almost instantly the answer had been discarded and another reply substituted. There was a sudden break in the tinny voice and the words came slowly and confusedly: “To the Kulls there is no danger from anything that grows. They have built up a natural immunity. But to a man there would be . . . some danger. Yes, there would be some slight danger without understanding.”


  The third question-and-answer tape was even more confusing. Not only was the final answer incomplete, but it failed to convey the subtle, disturbingly inadequate warning implicit in the earlier answers. It seemed without conscience or remorse, to be nudging the questioner toward and abyss. “It is safe to assume so,” was the trend of the fourth, fifth and sixth answers. Safe to assume that all of the water on the planetoid was pure and uncontaminated, all of the vegetation palatable, all of the rock structures so solid that a cave-in or landslide was unthinkable. Safe, safe, safe. No deadly insects, poisonous snakes, quicksands or far-ranging forest fires to threaten men with extinction.


  No danger for men any. where at all. . . .


  “YOU HAVE discovered the difference between a creature and a creator,” a calm voice said. “You built those robots. When they thought in human terms their only concern was for your safety. But when we altered their circuits they began to think in our terms, and to serve our interests. Only at first was there bewilderment, confusion. The thought patterns you instilled in them left faint, ghostly echoes. For a few days, as you measure time, a struggle went on in their mechanical minds. They served two masters. Then all of the human echoes died.”


  In some strange way the voice seemed to cut through Kennedy’s skull and into his brain. It may have been ultrasonic. Or it may have been a telepathic voice. He only knew that it was a voice—a very strange and terrible voice speaking directly to him.


  “Creatures cannot reason with any degree of independence,” the voice went chi. “We changed their circuits to give them Kull attributes. They began to think like Kulls, to act like Kulls. But still they could not reason imaginatively, as we can reason. The robots asked themselves: ‘What will best serve the Kulls?’ The answer came, quick, and instinctive: ‘The destruction of man. If man truly hungers be will destroy everything that walks and crawls and flies. He will even destroy the Kulls.’ ”


  Kennedy was on his feet, wild-eyed and staring. Grayson looked at the tapes in his hand and quickly tossed them aside. He rose slowly to stand beside Kennedy, his face drained of all color.


  “The robots had to reason that way,” the voice went on. “One compulsive rule of thumb guided their functioning—what was best for the Kulls. We had changed them and made them ours. Being our creatures, they had to serve us blindly. But creature wisdom can be shortsighted and vain.”


  Kennedy raised his head and spoke directly to the voice. “Then the landslide that wiped out two-thirds of the colony was brought about by a deliberate lie?”


  “It was not a lie to the robots,” the voice said. “It was a logical, consistent reply. The colonists asked: ‘Is the mountain safe?’ The robot replied: ‘It is safe’ meaning, ‘If then is a landslide and the colony is destroyed so much the better. But with or without a landslide the mountain is safe for the Kulls. Only the colony will perish.’ ”


  Kennedy did not move. He steadied his eyes on the mural, as if he half-expected to see the owner of the voice materialize on one of the distant slopes.


  “Do not look for me there,” the voice said.


  “But you ore a Kull?”


  “Yes,” the voice said.


  “And you have a great, complex civilization which you have concealed from us. In some miraculous way you have concealed it.”


  “We had cities once,” the Kull voice said. “We had a technology which surpassed anything your little race has known. It was a great vanity, a foolishness. A few small, amusing trifles remain. This cave, for instance, is so saturated with electronic impulses that,. ultrasound waves are generated every time you whisper or scratch your nose. But such trifles are no more than sentimental toys to us—objects treasured in childhood which have long since been outgrown.”


  The voice paused, then went on: “You see us now at the height of our evolutionary ascent. What we once accomplished through the instru ments of technical science we can now accomplish through pure thought.”


  “Yet you graze on the slopes like cattle. You pretend to be docile and dull, with minds that—”


  “Wait! Did I say that all Kulls were alike. On Earth you have men and women who live in rude huts in a virgin wilderness, as naked as the day they were born. There are others who ride the wild stallions at the core of exploding suns. We are the great, evolved Kulls. But all Kulls are brothers and will someday share the same great, eternal dream.”


  “And the robots?”


  “They served only the Kulls who graze on the slopes. We changed their circuits to enable them to aid the slopegrazing Kulls. If Kulls are to evolve they must act with independence on each and every evolutionary level, from grassgrazer to contemplator of eternity. You were men and the grass-grazers were our brothers. We naturally sided with our brothers. But blindly, stupidly, the robots went too far. They reasoned that the men who were their former masters would destroy all Kulls.


  “They failed to realize that only the grass-grazers would be endangered by human colonization, and that we, the evolved Kulls, could intervene at any time to protect our brothers.”


  A note of tragic sadness crept into the voice. “Even the wisest of men make mistakes. And Kulls are no wiser than men in that respect. The disaster to the colony was unjustified—a grievous blunder we should have foreseen and guarded against. It may have served as an evolutionary object lesson to the grass-grazers . . . even as a challenge to their initiative. But the taking of intelligent life can never be justified in time or space.”


  DISBELIEF widened Kennedy’s eyes as the voice paused for the third time. When it spoke again, it seemed almost to be pleading for forbearance and understanding, the bright dissolving of unnecessary barriers, the bridging of unfathomable gulfs.


  “You must believe me when I say that we bear you no ill-will.”


  “Then why did you have the robots bring us here?” Kennedy demanded. “Why?”


  To convince you that you must leave the Kull planetoid forever. A third of the colony has survived, and you—you are a born leader of men. You can persuade them all to go.”


  “And if I refuse.”


  “You will not refuse.”


  “What makes you so sure?”


  “I am about to show myself to you,” the voice said.


  They heard the music then. It was a song of solitude and meditation, of ever-g rowing knowledge and power. It was a song of space and distant voyages, of a strange golden idol once worshipped by men long ago on Earth.


  Slowly the mural’s radiance increased in brightness and the landscape faded from view. Where the grazing lands had stretched to far horizons, a pinpoint of brilliance danced. The pinpoint expanded and became a glowing oval hanging suspended in mid-air. From the depths of the glow two great horns emerged.


  Kennedy’s mouth was dry. He waited, half terrified, half eager, as the Kull took shape before him, sitting upright and enthroned.


  The Kull sat erect and the brightness about it increased and became suddenly intolerable.


  Grayson cried out: “No! No! No!” and covered his eyes.


  But Kennedy looked straight at the Kull and a strange wild cry came from his lips.


  “Holy Cow!”


  Then both men turned and fled from the cave, and Kennedy knew that he would do what the Kull asked. High above in the night sky, a thousand twinkling points of light blazed down in weaving patterns of splendor, inviting man to rejoice in his small but exciting destiny under the stars.


  THE END


  Observation Platform


  Martin Pearson


  Keeping an eye on mankkind is only logical for extra-terrestrials in these H-bomb days—but whose eyes?


  OTHER eyes watching? Or was it just another notion to scare the fanciful and foolish? Eyes watching mankind from . . . somewhere? Impossible, fantastic, illogical? Or was it? Other eyes watching? But of course! They had better!


  Moodily, Danny kicked a pebble at the pigeons. The birds, disturbed in their incessant foraging and philandering, fluttered away for a moment, then settled down again near his park bench. Danny watched their iridescent feathers ruffling, heard them resume their cooing and puffing, and continued his thoughts.


  After all is said and done, humanity is not a sweet creature. Humans are deadly, the deadliest beasts of the Earth. Lions, tigers, snakes, eagles; the wicked wolverine, the snarling panther—all mere bait for a bloodlusting huntsman’s holiday. Humans are the only animal that kills en masse, that kills not merely for food, but for sport, for lust, for frenzy, for the whims of political and religious fancies—motives of passing validity, generally discarded or revised after a few short decades in favor of some new excuse for mass butchery.


  To a creature living on some other world, a creature that may have achieved the peace of social maturity, this ravening mass of human beasts might well resemble a glass case filled with snakes—with the glass cracking. Snakes, perhaps interesting or instructive to watch, even colorfully pleasing to the eyes, but a screaming, deadly emergency when the glass vanishes. And the humans were removing the glass now!


  The drone of an airplane penetrated Danny’s mind. His eyes raised to the horizon, ringed with the towers and skyscrapers of New York around this central park, watched the silvery speck cross the sky en route to some far continent on this planet. Propeller job, thought Danny, but somewhere on this Earth rocket ships are operating. Korea, New Mexico, various proving grounds, Siberia probably, Manchuria certainly, rocket ships of increasing agility, speed, height potential. Somewhere men are working on the application of atomic power to flying craft—several places, Danny was sure. Just a matter of time; maybe just a matter of—months.


  Other eyes watching? Other eyes checking, evaluating, pondering . . . warning? No, thought Danny decisively, this was no speculation. A race hundreds or thousands of years in advance of us could keep watch; more definitely must keep watch. The snakes were breaking the glass.


  So—where? His eyes swept the horizon, lingering on the tall towers of the world’s greatest city, looking at the many thousands of glistening windows shining down at him, looking back at him and the others like him.


  A CHILL raced its prickly fingers up and down Danny’s spine. Where else indeed? A hundred thousand windows looking down on the central city of the most advanced industrial land of this planet. Certainly from one of those hundred thousand must watch an alien eye.


  Danny suddenly got up. He had a month’s leave from his work, he had two good friends to share his views, he had no time to lose. He strode off, scattering the pigeons from his path with a great flutter of wings.


  The psychometer ticked its silent electronic tick, registering the thoughts around it. The psychometer’s sympathetic twin registered by induction a similar set of electronic impulses. A void unthinkable to park pigeons separated the two devices. A host of mechanical things, silent to the observable ear, but a mass of whirling action to a sub-atomic sense, sorted through the series of classifications inconceivable to a human mind and turned up certain indicators. A digit was added to a growing column. Another individual was singled out.


  Danny finished his explanation, sat back. He was a little tense, he was not sure of his reception. A man doesn’t get a reputation for brillance, a record for philosophy, for proven scientific ability, and risk it all on a speculation as apparently wild as this. But Danny felt sure of his premise, and, in any case, he knew he would have the sympathy of the Tylers. Carla and Jonathan Tyler were that unfortunately rare thing, a happily married couple in their thirties, whose home was always a haven of calm and peace to Danny, whose work was identical with his, and who usually shared his views.


  Carla poured some more coffee. “Why should they bother to actually station spies here? It would be a physical nuisance if their physiques were not suited to Earth’s atmosphere, and it would present a constant danger of exposure. Wouldn’t it be just as practical to simply watch us, say from the moon, through telescopic instruments that could conceivably be exact enough to see our every action?”


  Jonathan, sitting silently near the window, shook his head. “I can see Danny’s point. Even with the best instruments, they would still encounter so much atmospheric interference that it is doubtful if even such an obvious source of information as newsprint could be read from the moon. Not to mention more subtle investigations. There can be no real substitute for getting down among the people themselves to test and record their feelings. You know, Carla, you never can understand a problem from mere theory. You have to get into it, get deeply into it, before you can grasp it. In a matter of this sort, it would be imperative for the ‘Other Eyes’—if we might call them that—to overlook nothing.”


  “Besides,” Danny pointed out, “the matter is too important to them, I should dunk, it only superficial attention. A general surveillance from outer space would have been—probably was—sufficient a few hundred years ago, and for the thousands before that. But today, with atomic developments and ionospheric flights, the situation has become crucial. And where else but New York would be the place to keep an eye on world trends?”


  Carla ran a hand through her hair. “And what are we going to do about it? After all, why shouldn’t they keep an eye open to what the World Government is up to? I, for one, am entirely in favor of it. Why should we three interfere?”


  “Well, now,” Danny said, leaning forward. “The point is that, for better or worse, we are human beings and all in this boat together. We didn’t know what these aliens might be like or what they might do. We can’t assume they will take a paternal viewpoint—why should they? We wouldn’t in a similar situation. If they are creatures that have followed a line of evolution leading to personal intelligence, the same sort of line we followed, I would imagine that their benevolence capacity towards dangerous beasts is no better than our own. I don’t think that our finding this spy in our midst would stop their efforts, but it would serve as sufficient proof to alert the world’s leaders to the danger.”


  TYLER stood up, went to the window. “And where,” he waved a hand outwards, “are you going to find your needle in this cement haystack? What do we do, advertise?”


  “W ante d—one interplanetary monster. Applicants please be prepared to prove identity as anti-human spies,” Carla laughed.


  “That wouldn’t get much results, would it?” said Danny. “But, seriously, we should be able to narrow it down. I would say let us put ourselves in the position of an interplanetary spy and see what we would do. Where, for a start, would we locate? It’s logical, for a starting premise, to make this city the headquarters. What next?”


  Tyler stood at the window, looked out, up and down, and thought. On the broad ledge, two pigeons were preening themselves, in the streets sparrows were hopping about, mothers were wheeling their babies, a dog was sniffing at a post, a car passed occasionally. The noises of the buses on the avenue could be heard. This was a quiet area, near the park, residential. Tyler did not see this street, for example, as an ideal spot for observation. It was closed in.


  He raised his eyes. You couldn’t see the skyscrapers from here, but he knew that this four-story building’s roof could be seen from some of the taller buildings. Why not, as Danny suggested, your alien observation platform in a high floor of a skyscraper from which every major development could be seen, from which every building, major and minor, could be surveyed and its inhabitants studied?


  He turned away, sat down, and explained this chain of thought.


  Carla arched her eyebrows. “Why, with directional apparatus, I should think they could do an awful lot of snooping, couldn’t they? Peeping Toms on a grand scale.”


  “Yes,” Danny carried it further. “An electronic hearing device, properly rigged up, could hear at many windows. Good concealed telescopes, in the right high windows, could sweep many of the most important office buildings—buildings that house the executive departments of dozens of the most important American businesses and international agencies. Again, the Other Eye, would need a free means of relaying his messages to his planetary base. With a special narrow-bean render, he could probably do that from the top of a high building without much interference or detection.”


  Tyler rubbed his jaw. “Then our problem becomes a bit simpler. I would say that we should be able to narrow down the number of buildings best suited for those purposes to a specific area, figure out which floors would be most useful.


  Offhand, I would say the party would rent an office in a tower, where he could have access to all four directions. In other words, we have to look for a whole floor—not necessarily a large floor, perhaps a penthouse office—in a very high skyscraper in the lower midtown section of the city. It would be occupied by a firm of no clear occupation, and it might also be distinguished by television masts or something of that nature.”


  “Hmm.” Danny tapped a cigarette against his wrist. “Handled like a true-born detective. Now, as I see it, we have a project for ourselves. Fortunately, we also have the time.”


  “Martians, look out!” laughed Carla. “Just tell me one thing, boys. Where are you going to put your Martian when you find him?”


  THE PSYCHOMETER beat out its emotionless record.


  On a distant place, in a location not to be easily described, a sympathetically attuned recorder repeated the message. An indicator moved sharply, to call the attention of a non-mechanical observer. Note was duly taken.


  It took the three of them exactly twenty-two days and six hours to locate the offices described on the bulletin board as Zenith Enterprises, Penthouse, Take Stairs from 57th Floor. Carla tried to go up there, telling the express elevator man that she was looking for a secretarial job. The elevator man said he hadn’t heard they were hiring, hadn’t seen anybody recently except Mr. Blue, and didn’t think she could get in just at this time. Which was true, for the door to the penthouse stairs was locked, and there was no answer to her knock.


  The elevator man shrugged. “I dunno what they do,” he said. “Maybe some kinda clipping bureau, promotion maybe. They get a lotta newspapers. That’s about all they get, no regular business mail, come to think of it. Dozens of papers and magazines. Some come airmail, even, from Europe, Japan, even Africa. Must be able to read a lotta languages.”


  “Do you know when I could see Mr. Blue?” Carla asked.


  “Couldn’t say, lady, he comes and goes. You don’t wanta work for a firm like that, anyway. They’re tightwads, never handed out a cent come Christmas. But if you still wanta see him, you could hang around scene morning. Maybe ask the night man to keep an eye open, too.”


  Carla thanked him, went back to report her findings. The search bad been intensive, but, thanks to Tyler’s reasoning, had been speeded up. They had first assembled on a rooftop in the major business area, and from there had observed the buildings that seemed to fit the bill. Of those, several had what might have been either penthouses or elevator shacks. They worked around the problem, finally pinned it down.


  This looked like a good thing. Zenith Enterprises did not have a telephone listing, oddly enough, though there may have been a private wire. The building management declined to advance any information about their tenant and the help knew but little. Carla’s lead about a man named Blue was about all they could find out.


  Danny and Tyler agreed to stand watch in the building lobby to see who went up to the fifty-seventh floor. They hoped to see the man before they approached him. Danny took the first watch, standing by the starter, kidding him a bit, bribing him by promising that if they could sell Mr. Blue some insurance, the starter would get a ten-spot.


  Mr. Blue did not show up that day.


  In a distant place, not on the map of Earth, a number of beings conferred. Before them the registers of the psychometers reeled off their unending records, including the latest reading on the search being conducted by three humans.


  I find this of very great interest, observed one being. A very simple plan of action revealed a target. This is rather incredible. Do you suppose they will really uncover the observer? And what will happen then? I do not favor having action precipitated sooner than necessary. No action at all is still the most desirable course. But, another being pointed out, we may have to interfere. . . .


  PIGEONS were strutting before the entrance of the skyscraper. You would never know there was a problem like this, thought Carla, as she made her way into the lobby. The sun is shining, the sky is soft and blue. It’s wonderful spring weather. Do you suppose it enjoys this?


  Carla had courage. She was going to see Mr. Blue. She had written to him, after the three had discussed the matter. She was going to see him now, as per the hour she had set. They had decided on their approach. They would act innocent, as simple scientific observers. Their intent would be merely to learn, to bask in the light of another world’s genius.


  Just what they would actually do they were none too sure. It would probably involve calling on the International Bureau of Investigation, or otherwise involving the World Government. Actually, Danny was somewhat idealistic. He felt that perhaps a more advanced world would not really want to damage humanity. Maybe they could even be persuaded to befriend us. Even a snake can be charmed, as Danny explained, and if they regard humanity as a deadlier snake, still, it might pay to be nice to it.


  So they wrote a letter to Mr. Blue of Zenith Enterprises. Not a crazy letter, charging him with what they thought, but a rather subtle one. If the observer could read between the lines, he would be caught. If he chose to act innocent, he would be permitted to get away with it, and they would then follow a different procedure.


  Carlo got off at the fifty-seventh floor and went to the stairs. The metal door leading to the penthouse, which had been locked when last she had been there, was open. She climbed the stairs and came to a smooth wooden door, neatly lettered with the firm name. She knocked.


  The door opened. A little bald man, somewhat less than five feet tall, with thick round glasses, let her in, smiled to her, waved a hand and led her silently into the main office.


  Wide windows faced a great panorama of the city; the sweep of Manhattan could be seen in all its glory. Several short, thick-barreled telescopes stood around on movable stands, and there were thick cables leading to and from several large boxes with dials and controls . . . in short, this was it!


  Subconsciously Carla knew it. There would be no subterfuge.


  She sat down in front of the desk. Danny and her husband would be on the fifty-seventh floor landing by now, waiting for an emergency call. She wondered if anything would really happen to her. Somehow she doubted it.


  “You are the lady who wrote me,” said the little man, seating himself opposite her. She watched his face. It seemed friendly, sympathetic. The thought suddenly occurred to her that this was probably a very cunning mask, a face of Back at her.


  “I wonder just what you expect of me,” he said. “Surely you are not interested in black-artificial, flesh-like substance. The face of Mr. Blue smiled mail. No one would be likely to believe you, and I could easily remove my little establishment.”


  HIS DELIBERATE frankness left Carla perplexed. She had assumed a conversational gambit about a mythical job, in which she would slowly lead the “Other Eye” into error, then would confront him with the charge. It had not even occurred to her that she would have to answer to a simple admission like this.


  “I really don’t think we expected anything. My. husband and I are merely investigators of scientific phenomena. We conjectured your existence as an exercise in what I suppose should be termed the interplanetary viewpoint, and, frankly, I am a little amazed to find it so easily proven. Where are you from?”


  Mr. Blue leaned back, folded his hands. “Now, really, I do not think it fair of you to ask. I appreciate your attitude; After all, I am an investigator of extraplanetary phenomena also. I see that you realize the alarm that moves my native world at the thought of being neighbors to a planet as dynamic and explosive as yours.”


  “Mars?” said Carla, becoming suddenly excited. “Venus?” Incredibly, a flash of recognition went through her, like an electric shock. Here was an actual non-Terrestrial! The infinites this prospect opened!


  “ ‘Neighbors’ is a relative term. It all depends on the speed of your transport; you really must not assume anything. Besides, I am forced to assure you, your own people will discover where I come from during their next two or three generations.”


  He stood up. “If you wish some information in advance of your descendants, would you please be so kind as to call up your husband and his friend from downstairs. We can all go over the matter together.”


  Carla went to the head of the penthouse stairs and called down. Danny and Tyler, who were getting anxious, dashed up. Back in Mr. Blue’s office, the three were seated, while Mr. Blue, standing up, began a little lecture.


  “I must begin by informing you that there are many inhabited worlds,” he commenced.


  The psychometer bank carried the whole thing. The central non-mechanical being manipulated certain devices, touched certain hitherto unused arrangement.


  Mr. Blue stood in his office, alone. For a while he stood there, looking thoughtfully across his desk at the three chairs that had been moved from their usual spots. He walked over to the penthouse stairs, closed the door. Returning to his desk, he sat down, started to unwrap the newspapers that had arrived that morning, prepared to transmit their contents photostatically to the moon base, from where the Ganymede home Observatory would pick them up, analyse their developments. Mr. Blue thought to himself, as he worked, that he had better apply for a replacement. He was getting a bit absent-minded lately.


  CARLA, Danny, and Tyler sat on a bench in Central Park, feeding the pigeons. “I have the strangest feeling that I’ve forgotten to do something.” said Carla.


  “Did you remember to turn off the gas?” said her husband. “You know I feel that way too.”


  Danny looked up at the towers around him. “Sometimes I wonder if there wouldn’t be observers from some other world hidden among these buildings, watching us humans climb towards the interplanetary rocket and the atomic drive?”


  Carla laughed. “You do get the silliest ideas,” she giggled. “You need to get back on the job in the lab again. You know that’s just a lot of unscientific moonshine.”


  Danny scratched his head. “I guess it is,” he said, feeling foolish and a bit perplexed. “But, you know, somehow I can’t seem to remember how we spent the past month.”


  “Time does fly, doesn’t it?” Carla said. “Well, that’s how vacations go.”


  The psychometer ticked away. On a place somewhere else in the universe, a sympathetic device removed an indicator from a special surveillance rack, sent it back among the electronic whirl again. But soon a different indicator was aglow. Several non-mechanical beings watched this new one.


  Humanity is still a century or so away from being a direct problem, observed one. We can handle it. But the Ganymedeans now—they are a mere two or three centuries ahead of humanity, and that is a tricky period. They do not have psychometers, nor the advantages of ten thousand more years of civilization . . . they are the snake unleashed. We must keep a closer watch on Mr. Blue. . . .


  A little man with thick glasses left an office building that afternoon, his day’s chores done, and set off home. A pigeon flew from his path with a desperate flapping of wings.


  A mutationally devised and inherited arrangement of natural bones within the skeleton of the pigeon—of all the pigeons in all the human cities—whose special qualities could be detected only on an electronic scale, ticked out Mr. Blue’s thought as he passed. The tick was repeated by sympathetic induction on a bank of similar recorders in a place elsewhere than Earth. Hunderds of thousands of such psychometric bones in hundreds of thousands of pigeons from one end of the world to the other ticked off the thoughts of the average man for another world’s observers. Some of the emitters of thought were not so average. And one was not of this Earth at all.


  THE END


  The Elephant Circuit


  Robert A. Heinlein


  The exposition was easily the biggest John Watts had ever seen, and he’d seen them all. Yet, besides its size, there was something else strange about this fair—it was just a little out of this world!


  RAIN STREAMED across the bus’s window. John Watts peered out at wooded hills, content despite the weather. As long as he was rolling, moving, traveling, the ache of loneliness was somewhat quenched. He could close his eyes and imagine that Martha was seated beside him.


  They had always traveled together; they had honeymooned covering his sales territory. In time they had covered the entire country-Route 66, with the Indians’ booths by the highway, Route 1, up through the District, the Pennsylvania Turnpike, zipping in and out through the mountain tunnels, himself hunched over the wheel and Martha beside him, handling the maps and figuring the mileage to their next stop.


  He recalled one of Martha’s friends saying, “But, dear, don’t you get tired of it?”


  He could hear Martha’s bubbly laugh, “With fortyeight wide and wonderful states to see, grow tired? Besides, there is always something new-fairs and expositions and things.”


  “But when you’ve seen one fair you’ve seen them all.”


  “You think there is no difference between the Santa Barbara Fiesta and the Fort Worth Fat Stock Show? Anyhow,” Martha had gone on, “Johnny and I are country cousins; we like to stare at the tall buildings and get freckles on the roofs of our mouths.”


  “Do be sensible, Martha.” The woman had turned to him. “John, isn’t it time that you two were settling down and making something out of your lives?”


  Such people tired him. “It’s for the ‘possums,” he had told her solemnly. “They like to travel.”


  “The opossums? What in the world is he talking about, Martha?”


  Martha had shot him a private glance, then dead-panned, “Oh, I’m sorry! You see, Johnny raises baby ‘possums in his umbilicus.”


  “I’m equipped for it,” he had confirmed, patting his round stomach.


  That had settled her hash! He had never been able to stand people who gave advice “for your own good.”


  Martha had read somewhere that a litter of newborn opossums would no more than fill a teaspoon and that as many as six in a litter were often orphans through lack of facilities in mother ‘possum’s pouch to take care of them all.


  They had immediately formed the Society for the Rescue and Sustenance of the Other Six ‘Possums, and Johnny himself had been unanimously selected-by Martha-as the site of Father Johnny’s ‘Possum Town.


  They had had other imaginary pets, too. Martha and he had hoped for children; when none came, their family had filled out with invisible little animals: Mr. Jenkins, the little gray burro who advised them about motels, Chipmink the chattering chipmunk, who lived in the glove compartment, Mus Followalongus the traveling mouse, who never said anything but who would bite unexpectedly, especially around Martha’s knees.


  They were all gone now; they had gradually faded away for lack of Martha’s gay, infectious spirit to keep them in health. Even Bindlestiff, who was not invisible, was no longer with him. Bindlestiff was a dog they had picked up beside the road, far out in the desert, given water and succor and received in return his large uncritical heart. Bindlestiff had traveled with them thereafter, until he, too, had been called away, shortly after Martha.


  John Watts wondered about Bindlestiff. Did he roam free in the Dog Star, in a land lush with rabbits and uncovered garbage pails? More likely he was with Martha, sitting on her feet and getting in the way. Johnny hoped so.


  HE SIGHED and turned his attention to the passengers. A thin, very elderly woman leaned across the aisle and said, “Going to the fair, young man?”


  He started. It was twenty years since anyone had called him “young man.”


  “Unh? Yes, certainly.” They were all going to the Fair: the bus was a special.


  “You like going to fairs?”


  “Very much.” He knew that her inane remarks were formal gambits to start a conversation. He did not resent it; lonely old women have need of talk with strangers-and so did he. Besides, he liked perky old women. They seemed the very spirit of America to him, putting him in mind of church sociables and farm kitchens-and covered wagons.


  “I like fairs, too,” she went on. “I even used to exhibit-quince jelly and my Crossing-the-Jordan pattern.”


  “Blue ribbons, I’ll bet.”


  “Some,” she admitted, “but mostly I just liked to go to them. I’m Mrs. Alma Hill Evans. Mr. Evans was a great one for doings. Take the exposition when they opened the Panama Canal-but you wouldn’t rememher that.”


  John Watts admitted that he had not been there.


  “It wasn’t the best of the lot, anyway. The Fair of ‘93, there was a fair for you: There’ll never be one that’ll even be a patch on that one.”


  “Until this one, perhaps?”


  “This one? Pish and tush! Size isn’t everything.” The All-American Exposition would certainly be the biggest thing yet-and the best. If only Martha were along, it would seem like heaven. The old lady changed the subject. “You’re a traveling man, aren’t you?”


  He hesitated, then answered, “Yes.”


  “I can always tell. What line are you in, young man?”


  He hesitated longer, then said flatly, “I travel in elephants.”


  She looked at him sharply and he wanted to explain, but loyalty to Martha kept his mouth shut. Martha had insisted that they treat their calling seriously, never explaining, never apologizing. They had taken it up when he had planned to retire; they had been talking of getting an acre of ground and doing something useful with radishes or rabbits, or such. Then, during their final trip over his sales route, Martha had announced after a long silence. “John, you don’t want to stop traveling.”


  “Eh? Don’t I? You mean we should keep the territory?”


  “No, that’s done. But we won’t settle down, either.”


  “What do you want to do? Just gypsy around?”


  “Not exactly. I think we need some new line to travel in.”


  “Hardware? Shoes? Ladies’ ready-to-wear?”


  “No.” She had stopped to think. “We ought to travel in something. It gives point to your movements. I think it ought to be something that doesn’t turn over too fast, so that we could have a really large territory, say the whole United States.”


  “Battleships perhaps?”


  “Battleships are out of date, but that’s close.” Then they had passed a barn with a tattered circus poster. “I’ve got it!” She had shouted. “Elephants! We’ll travel in elephants.”


  “Elephants, eh? Rather hard to carry samples.”


  “We don’t need to. Everybody knows what an elephant looks like. Isn’t that right, Mr. Jenkins?” The invisible burro had agreed with Martha, as he always did; the matter was settled.


  Martha had known just how to go about it. “First we make a survey. We’ll have to comb the United States from corner to corner before we’ll be ready to take orders.”


  For ten years they had conducted the survey. It was an excuse to visit every fair, zoo, exposition, stock show, circus, or punkin doings anywhere, for were they not all prospective customers? Even national parks and other natural wonders were included in the survey, for how was one to tell where a pressing need for an elephant might turn up? Martha had treated the matter with a straight face and had kept a dog-eared notebook: “La Brea Tar Pits, Los Angeles-surplus of elephants, obsolete type, in these parts about 25,000 years ago.” “Philadelphia-sell at least six to the Union League.” “Brookfield Zoo, Chicago-African elephants, rare.” “Gallup, New Mexico-stone elephants east of town, very beautiful.” “Riverside, California, Elephant Barbershop-brace owner to buy mascot.” “Portland, Oregon-query Douglas Fir Association. Recite Road to Mandalay. Same for Southern Pine group. N.B. this calls for trip to Gulf Coast as soon as we finish with rodeo in Laramie.”


  Ten years and they had enjoyed every mile of it. The survey was still unfinished when Martha had been taken. John wondered if she had buttonholed Saint Peter about the elephant situation in the Holy City. He’d bet a nickel she had.


  But he could not admit to a stranger that traveling in elephants was just his wife’s excuse for traveling around the country they loved.


  The old woman did not press the matter. “I knew a man once who sold mongooses,” she said cheerfully. “Or is it ‘mongeese’ ? He had been in the exterminator business and-what does that driver think he is doing?”


  The big bus had been rolling along easily despite the driving rain. Now it was swerving, skidding. It lurched sickeningly-and crashed.


  JOHN WATTS banged his head against the seat in front. He was picking himself up, dazed, not too sure where he was, when Mrs. Evans’ thin, confident soprano oriented him. “Nothing to get excited about, folks. I’ve been expecting this-and you can see it didn’t hurt a bit.”


  John Watts admitted that he himself was unhurt. He peered nearsightedly around, then fumbled on the sloping floor for his glasses. He found them, broken. He shrugged and put them aside; once they arrived he could dig a spare pair out of his bags.


  “Now let’s see what has happened,” Mrs. Evans went on. “Come along, young man.” He followed obediently.


  The right wheel of the bus leaned drunkenly against the curb of the approach to a bridge. The driver was standing in the rain, dabbing at a cut on his cheek. “I couldn’t help it,” he was saying. “A dog ran across the road and I tried to avoid it.”


  “You might have killed us!” a woman complained.


  “Don’t cry till you’re hurt,” advised Mrs. Evans. “Now let’s get back into the bus while the driver phones for someone to pick us up.”


  John Watts hung back to peer over the side of the canyon spanned by the bridge. The ground dropped away steeply; almost under him were large, mean-looking rocks. He shivered and got back into the bus.


  The relief car came along very promptly, or else he must have dozed. The latter, he decided, for the rain had stopped and the sun was breaking through the clouds. The relief driver thrust his head in the door and shouted, “Come on, folks! Time’s awastin’! Climb out and climb in.” Hurrying, John stumbled as he got aboard. The new driver gave him a hand. “ ’Smatter, Pop? Get shaken up?”


  “I’m all right, thanks.”


  “Sure you are. Never better.”


  He found a seat by Mrs. Evans, who smiled and said, “Isn’t it a heavenly day?”


  He agreed. It was a beautiful day, now that the storm had broken. Great fleecy clouds tumbling up into warm blue sky, a smell of clean wet pavement, drenched fields and green things growing-he lay back and savored it. While he was soaking it up a great double rainbow formed and blazed in the eastern sky. He looked at them and made two wishes, one for himself and one for Martha. The rainbows’ colors seemed to be reflected in everything he saw. Even the other passengers seemed younger, happier, better dressed, now that the sun was out. He felt lighthearted, almost free from his aching loneliness.


  They were there in jig time; the new driver more than made up the lost minutes. A great arch stretched across the road: THE ALL-AMERICAN CELEBRATION AND EXPOSITION OF ARTS and under it PEACE AND GOOD WILL TO ALL. They drove through and sighed to a stop.


  Mrs. Evans hopped up. “Got a date-must run!” She trotted to the door, then called back, “See you on the midway, young man,” and disappeared in the crowd.


  John Watts got out last and turned to speak to the driver. “Oh, uh, about my baggage. I want to—”


  The driver had started his engine again. “Don’t worry about your baggage,” he called out. “You’ll be taken care of.” The huge bus moved away.


  “But—” John Watts stopped; the bus was gone. All very well-but what was he to do without his glasses?


  But there were sounds of carnival behind him, that decided him. After all, he thought, tomorrow will do. If anything is too far away for me to see, I can always walk closer. He joined the queue at the gate and went in.


  IT WAS UNDENIABLY the greatest show ever assembled for the wonderment of mankind. It was twice as big as all outdoors, brighter than bright lights, newer than new, stupendous, magnificent, breathtaking, awe inspiring, supercolossal, incredible-and a lot of fun. Every community in America had sent its own best to this amazing show. The marvels of P. T. Barnum, of Ripley, and of all Tom Edison’s godsons had been gathered in one spot. From up and down a broad continent the riches of a richly endowed land and the products of a clever and industrious people had been assembled, along with their folk festivals, their annual blowouts, their celebrations, and their treasured carnival customs. The result was as American as strawberry shortcake and as gaudy as a Christmas tree, and it all lay there before him, noisy and full of life and crowded with happy, holiday people.


  Johnny Watts took a deep breath and plunged into it.


  He started with the Fort Worth Southwestern Exposition and Fat Stock Show and spent an hour admiring gentle, whitefaced steers, as wide and square as flat-topped desks, scrubbed and curried, with their hair parted neatly from skull to base of spine, then day-old little black lambs on rubbery stalks of legs, too new to know themselves, fat ewes, their broad backs, paddled flatter and flatter by grave-eyed boys intent on blue ribbons. Next door he found the Pomona Fair with solid matronly Percherons and dainty Palominos from the Kellog Ranch.


  And harness racing. Martha and he had always loved harness racing. He picked out a likely looking nag of the famous Dan Patch line, bet and won, then moved on, as there was so much more to see. Other country fairs were just beyond, apples from Yakima, the cherry festival from Beaumont and Banning, Georgia’s peaches. Somewhere off beyond him a band was beating out, “Ioway, Ioway, that’s where the tall corn grows!”


  Directly in front of him was a pink cotton candy booth.


  Martha had loved the stuff. Whether at Madison Square Garden or at Imperial County’s fair grounds she had always headed first for the cotton candy booth. “The big size, honey?” he muttered to himself. He felt that if he were to look around he would see her nodding. “The large size, please,” he said to the vendor.


  The carnie was elderly, dressed in a frock coat and stiff shirt. He handled the pink gossamer with dignified grace. “Certainly, sir, there is no other size.” He twirled the paper cornucopia and presented it. Johnny handed him a half dollar. The man flexed and opened his fingers; the coin disappeared. That appeared to end the matter.


  “The candy is fifty cents?” Johnny asked diffidently.


  “Not at all, sir.” The old showman plucked the coin from Johnny’s lapel and handed it back. “On the house-I see you are with it. After all, what is money?”


  “Why, thank you, but, uh, I’m not really ‘with it,’ you know.”


  The old man shrugged. “If you wish to go incognito, who am I to dispute you? But your money is no good here.”


  “Uh, if you say so.”


  “You will see.”


  He felt something brush against his leg. It was a dog of the same breed, or lack of breed, as Bindlestiff had been. It looked amazingly like Bindlestiff. The dog looked up and waggled its whole body.


  “Why, hello, old fellow!” He patted it-then his eyes blurred; it even felt like Bindlestiff. “Are you lost, boy? Well, so am I. Maybe we had better stick together, eh? Are you hungry?”


  The dog licked his hand. He turned to the cotton candy man. “Where can I buy hot dogs?”


  “Just across the way, sir.”


  He thanked him, whistled to the dog, and hurried across. “A half dozen hot dogs, please.”


  “Coming up! Just mustard, or everything on?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I want them raw, they are for a dog.”


  “I getcha. Just a sec.”


  Presently he was handed six wienies, wrapped in paper. “How much are they?”


  “Compliments of the house.”


  “I beg pardon?”


  “Every dog has his day. This is his.”


  “Oh. Well, thank you.” He became aware of increased noise and excitement behind him and looked around to see the first of the floats of the Priests of Pallas, from Kansas City, coming down the street. His friend the dog saw it, too, and began to bark.


  “Quiet, old fellow.” He started to unwrap the meat. Someone whistled across the way; the dog darted between the floats and was gone. Johnny tried to follow, but was told to wait until the parade had passed. Between floats he caught glimpses of the dog, leaping up on a lady across the way. What with the dazzling lights of the floats and his own lack of glasses he could not see her clearly, but it was plain that the dog knew her; he was greeting her with the all-out enthusiasm only a dog can achieve.


  He held up the package and tried to shout to her; she waved back, but the band music and the noise of the crowd made it impossible to hear each other. He decided to enjoy the parade, then cross and find the pooch and its mistress as soon as the last float had passed.


  It seemed to him the finest Priests of Pallas parade he had ever seen. Come to think about it, there hadn’t been a Priests of Pallas parade in a good many years. Must have revived it just for this.


  That was like Kansas City-a grand town. He didn’t know of any he liked as well. Possibly Seattle. And New Orleans, of course.


  And Duluth-Duluth was swell. And so was Memphis. He would like to own a bus someday that ran from Memphis to Saint Joe, from Natchez to Mobile, wherever the wide winds blow.


  Mobile-there was a town.


  The parade was past now, with a swarm of small boys tagging after it. He hurried across.


  The lady was not there, neither she, nor the dog. He looked quite thoroughly. No dog. No lady with a dog.


  HE WANDERED off, his eyes alert for marvels, but his thoughts on the dog. It really had been a great deal like Bindlestiff . . . and he wanted to know the lady it belonged to-anyone who could love that sort of a dog must be a pretty good sort herself. Perhaps he could buy her ice cream, or persuade her to go the midway with him. Martha would approve he was sure. Martha would know he wasn’t up to anything.


  Anyhow, no one ever took a little fat man seriously.


  But there was too much going on to worry about it. He found himself at St. Paul’s Winter Carnival, marvelously constructed in summer weather through the combined efforts of York and American. For fifty years it had been held in January, yet here it was, rubbing shoulders with the Pendleton RoundUp, the Fresno Raisin Festival, and Colonial Week in Annapolis. He got in at the tail end of the ice show, but in time for one of his favorite acts, the Old Smoothies, out of retirement for the occasion and gliding as perfectly as ever to the strains of Shine On, Harvest Moon.


  His eyes blurred again and it was not his lack of glasses.


  Coming out he passed a large sign: SADIE HAWKINS DAY-STARTING POINT FOR BACHELORS. He was tempted to take part; perhaps the lady with the dog might be among the spinsters. But he was a little tired by now; just ahead there was an outdoor carnival of the pony-ride-and-ferris-wheel sort; a moment later he was on the merry-go-round and was climbing gratefully into one of those swan gondolas so favored by parents. He found a young man already seated there, reading a book.


  “Oh, excuse me,” said Johnny. “Do you mind?”


  “Not at all,” the young man answered and put his book down. “Perhaps you are the man I’m looking for.”


  “You are looking for someone?”


  “Yes. You see, I’m a detective. I’ve always wanted to be one and now I am.”


  “Indeed?”


  “Quite. Everyone rides the merry-go-round eventually, so it saves trouble to wait here. Of course, I hang around Hollywood and Vine, or Times Square, or Canal Street, but here I can sit and read.”


  “How can you read while watching for someone?”


  “Ah, I know what is in the book—” He held it up; it was The Hunting of the Snark. “—so that leaves my eyes free for watching.”


  Johnny began to like this young man. “Are there boojums about?”


  “No, for we haven’t softly and silently vanished away. But would we notice it if we did? I must think it over. Are you a detective, too?”


  “No, I—uh—I travel in elephants.”


  “A fine profession. But not much for you here. We have giraffes—” He raised his voice above the music of the calliope and let his eyes rove around the carousel. “—camels, two zebras, plenty of horses, but no elephants. Be sure to see the Big Parade; there will be elephants.”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t miss it!”


  “You musn’t. It will be the most amazing parade in all time, so long that it will never pass a given point and every mile choked with wonders more stupendous than the last. You’re sure you’re not the man I’m looking for?”


  “I don’t think so. But see here-how would you go about finding a lady with a dog in this crowd?”


  “Well, if she comes here, I’ll let you know. Better go down on Canal Street. Yes, I think if I were a lady with a dog I’d be down on Canal Street. Women love to mask; it means they can unmask.”


  Johnny stood up. “How do I get to Canal Street?”


  “Straight through Central City past the opera house, then turn right at the Rose Bowl. Be careful then, for you pass through the Nebraska section with Ak-Sar-Ben in full sway. Anything could happen. After that, Calaveras County-Mind the frogs!—then Canal Street.”


  “Thank you so much.” He followed the directions, keeping an eye out for the lady with a dog. Nevertheless he stared with wonder at the things he saw as he threaded through the gay crowds. He did see a dog, but it was a seeing-eye dog-and that was a great wonder, too, for the live clear eyes of the dog’s master could and did see anything that was going on around him, yet the man and the dog traveled together with the man letting the dog direct their way, as if no other way of travel were conceivable, or desired, by either one.


  HE FOUND himself in Canal Street presently and the illusion was so complete that it was hard to believe that he had not been transported to New Orleans. Carnival was at height; it was Fat Tuesday here; the crowds were masked. He got a mask from a street vendor and went on.


  The hunt seemed hopeless. The street was choked by merry-makers watching the parade of the Krewe of Venus. It was hard to breathe, much harder to move and search. He eased into Bourbon Street-the entire French Quarter had been reproduced-when he saw the dog.


  He was sure it was the dog. It was wearing a clown suit and a little peaked hat, but it looked like his dog. He corrected himself; it looked like Bindlestiff.


  And it accepted one of the frankfurters gratefully. “Where is she, old fellow?” The dog woofed once, then darted away into the crowd. He tried to follow, but could not; he required more clearance. But he was not downhearted; he had found the dog once, he would find him again. Besides, it had been at a masked ball that he had first met Martha, she a graceful Pierrette, he a fat Pierrot. They had watched the dawn come up after the ball and before the sun had set again they had agreed to marry.


  He watched the crowd for Pierrettes, sure somehow that the dog’s mistress would costume so.


  Everything about this fair made him think even more about Martha, if that were possible. How she had traveled his territory with him, how it had been their habit to start out, anywhere, whenever a vacation came along. Chuck the Duncan Hines guide and some bags in the car and be off. Martha . . . sitting beside him with the open highway a broad ribbon before them . . . singing their road song America the Beautiful and keeping him on key: “—thine alabaster cities gleam, undimmed by human tears—”


  Once she had said to him, while they were bowling along through-where was it? The Black Hills? The Ozarks? The Poconos? No matter. She had said, “Johnny, you’ll never be President and I’ll never be First Lady, but I’ll bet we know more about the United States than any President ever has. Those busy, useful people never have time to see it, not really.”


  “It’s a wonderful country, darling.”


  “It is, it is indeed. I could spend all eternity just traveling around in it-traveling in elephants, Johnny, with you.”


  He had reached over and patted her knee; he remembered how it felt.


  The revelers in the mock French Quarter were thinning out; they had drifted away while he daydreamed. He stopped a red devil. “Where is everyone going?”


  “To the parade, of course.”


  “The Big Parade?”


  “Yes, it’s forming now.” The red devil moved on, he followed.


  His own sleeve was plucked. “Did you find her?” It was Mrs. Evans, slightly disguised by a black domino and clinging to the arm of a tall and elderly Uncle Sam.


  “Eh? Why, hello, Mrs. Evans! What do you mean?”


  “Don’t be silly. Did you find her?”


  “How did you know I was looking for anyone?”


  “Of course you were. Well, keep looking. We must go now.” They trailed after the mob.


  The Big Parade was already passing by the time he reached its route. It did not matter, there was endlessly more to come. The Holly, Colorado, Boosters were passing; they were followed by the prize Shiner drill team. Then came the Veiled Prophet of Khorassan and his Queen of Love and Beauty, up from their cave in the bottom of the Mississippi . . . the Anniversary Day Parade from Brooklyn, with the school children carrying little American flags . . . the Rose Parade from Pasadena, miles of flowered-covered floats . . . the Indian Powwow from Flagstaff, twentytwo nations represented and no buck in the march wearing less than a thousand dollars’ worth of hand-wrought jewelry. After the indigenous Americans rode Buffalo Bill, goatee jutting out and hat in hand, locks flowing in the breeze. Then was the delegation from Hawaii with King Kamehamela himself playing Alii, Lord of Carnival, with royal abandon, while his subjects in dew-fresh leis pranced behind him, giving aloha to all.


  There was no end. Square dancers from Ojai and from upstate New York, dames and gentlemen from Annapolis, the Cuero, Texas, Turkey Trot, all the Krewes and marching clubs of old New Orleans, double flambeaux blazing, nobles throwing favors to the crowd-the King of Zulus and his smooth brown court, singing: “Everybody who was anybody doubted it—”


  And the Mummers came, “taking a suit up the street” to Oh Dem Golden Slippers. Here was something older than the country celebrating it, the shuffling jig of the masquers, a step that was young when mankind was young and first celebrating the birth of spring. First the fancy clubs, whose captains wore capes worth a king’s ransom-or a mortgage on a row house-with fifty pages to bear them. Then the Liberty Clowns and the other comics and lastly the ghostly, sweet string bands whose strains bring tears.


  Johnny thought back to ‘44 when he had first seen them march, old men and young boys, because the proper “shooters” were away to war. And of something that should not be on Broad Street in Philadelphia on the first day of January, men riding in the parade because, merciful Heaven forgive us, they could not walk.


  He looked and saw that there were indeed automobiles in the line of march-wounded of the last war, and one G.A.R., hat square, hands folded over the head of his cane. Johnny held his breath and waited. When each automobile approached the judges’ stand, it stopped short of it, and everyone got out. Somehow, with each other’s help, they hobbled or crawled past the judging line, under their own power-and each club’s pride was kept intact.


  There followed another wonder-they did not get back into the automobiles, but marched up Broad Street.


  THEN IT was Hollywood Boulevard, disguised as Santa Claus Lane, in a production more stupendous than movieland had ever attempted before. There were baby stars galore and presents and favors and candy for all the children and all the grownup children, too. When, at last, Santa Claus’s own float arrived, it was almost too large to be seen, a veritable iceberg, almost the North Pole itself, with John Barrymore and Mickey Mouse riding one on each side of Saint Nicholas.


  On the tail end of the great, icy float was a pathetic little figure. Johnny squinted and recognized Mr. Emmett Kelly, dean of all clowns, in his role as Weary Willie. Willie was not merry-oh, no, he was shivering. Johnny did not know whether to laugh or to cry. Mr. Kelly had always affected him that way.


  And the elephants came.


  Big elephants, little elephants, middlesized elephants, from pint-sized Wrinkles to mighty Jumbo . . . and with them the bull men, Chester Conklin, P.T. Barnum, Waffle Beery, Mowgli. “This,” Johnny said to himself, “must be Mulberry Street.”


  There was a commotion on the other side of the column; one of the men was shooing something away. Then Johnny saw what it was-the dog. He whistled; the animal seemed confused, then it spotted him, scampered up, and jumped into Johnny’s arms. “You stay with me,” Johnny told him. “You might have gotten stepped on.”


  The dog licked his face. He had lost his clown suit, but the little peaked cap hung down under his neck. “What have you been up to?” asked Johnny. “And where is your mistress?”


  The last of the elephants were approaching, three abreast, pulling a great carriage. A bugle sounded up front and the procession stopped. “Why are they stopping?” Johnny asked a neighbor.


  “Wait a moment. You’ll see.”


  The Grand Marshal of the march came trotting back down the line. He rode a black stallion and was himself brave in villain’s boots, white pegged breeches, cutaway, and top hat. He glanced all around.


  He stopped immediately in front of Johnny. Johnny held the dog more closely to him. The Grand Marshal dismounted and bowed. Johnny looked around to see who was behind him. The Marshal removed his tall silk hat and caught Johnny’s eye. “You, sir, are the Man Who Travels in Elephants?” It was more a statement than a question.


  “Uh? Yes.”


  “Greetings, Rex! Serene Majesty, your Queen and your court await you.” The man turned slightly, as if to lead the way.


  Johnny gulped and gathered Bindlestiff under one arm. The Marshal led him to the elephant-drawn carriage. The dog slipped out of his arms and bounded up into the carriage and into the lap of the lady. She patted it and looked proudly, happily, down at Johnny Watts. “Hello, Johnny! Welcome home, darling!”


  “Martha!” he sobbed-and Rex stumbled and climbed into his carriage to embrace his queen.


  The sweet voice of a bugle sounded up ahead, the parade started up again, wending its endless way—


  THE END


  A Time of Peace


  John Christopher


  Is a holiday just for fun, or does it mean something more? A boy of the future sets out to find the lost answer to a certain mystifying celebration.


  THE ROOM was strung with lines of glittering colored crystal balls, which varying electricity set tinkling at intervals in odd patterns of sound. Momma and Poppa were watching, across the breakfast table, the TV screen on the opposite wall. It was showing a band and some kind of woman singer. The music almost drowned the minor tinklings.


  Poppa saw him first. “Hello, son! Merry Christmas.”


  Momma turned and smiled. “Merry Christmas, darling.”


  He repeated dutifully: “Merry Christmas.”


  Momma said: “Your breakfast’s under the infra. Run and get it.”


  He went through to the kitchen, switched the infra-red heater off, and collected his breakfast. On his way back to the dining room he paused by the door; it was a habit he developed recently. Poppa was saying:


  “. . . when I was his age. They couldn’t tear me away from them. I remember when I was eleven I got one of those big electronic toy cranes—I dragged the whole darned lot downstairs with me. I was in trouble for that.”


  Momma said: “Beyond a certain point one can’t do anything.”


  He brought his breakfast in and set it down at his place. The television was changing. The announcer said: “This is just to remind you, folks, that the next snowfall, arranged by the Weather Bureau, is due to start at ten Greenwich. This applies to the whole country south of Hull. Northern regions will get their snow an hour later. Now we want all the kiddies to put down those toys and stop munching candy, and get ready to get outside and snowfight. And mommas and poppas and aunties and uncles, too. Let’s all get snow in our hair, because today’s Christmas.”


  The screen dissolved and was reintegrated into a view of a snowy lawn with a background of one of the new great steel houses that were becoming so popular with the leaders of the entertainment world. The announcer’s voice followed as a discreet background. “They don’t seem to be here. Let’s have a look towards the grove. Ah, yes! There we are.”


  The five participants in the snow fight were all instantly recognizable to the TV audience. Louie Karenko, short, balding, ecstatically jovial. His beautiful wife, Bora, carefully windswept. And their three children, Maxie, Percy and Daisy, who had their own distinctive parts in their parents’ famous ‘K-hour’ program. The camera followed dutifully as a well-aimed shot from Maxie caught his mother in the back of the neck and arrowed in to a close-up of the delicious gasp as she wrinkled up her face from the shock.


  “How about it, S? Shall we go out and tear that snow up after breakfast?”


  He said: “If you would like to, Poppa.”


  “What about you? Wouldn’t you like to?”


  He shook his head. “No, thank you.”


  He heard the in drawn breath of exasperation from his mother. His father said, patiently good-humored: “You haven’t told us yet. How did you like your presents?”


  “They were very nice. Thank you.”


  “Have you fitted up your spaceship yet?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Or played your sonophone? I haven’t heard any noises from it.”


  “No, Poppa. Not yet.”


  “We could get your electric sleigh out after breakfast and give you a run round the hill.”


  “Yes, Poppa.”


  “Well, shall we?”


  “If you would like me to.”


  His mother spoke very quietly: “Seba! Don’t you think it would be nicer to show a little enthusiasm and gratitude for all the lovely Christmas presents you have had?”


  He sat without saying anything, finishing his breakfast.


  “Can’t you say something?” After a further pause, “Do you want us to send you back to Mr. Lewisson?”


  He shook his head quickly. There had been two visits to Mr. Lewisson, for a month the first time, and for three months this last summer. The memory of Mr. Lewisson’s avuncular tolerence, of Mr. Lewisson’s persistent, imperturbable questionings, was still very strong.


  His father intervened. “Is there something you’re disappointed about, S.? Was there something you particularly wanted that we didn’t get you? You don’t tell us much, you know.”


  He looked up. “I would have liked a book.”


  His mother smacked her lips lightly.


  His father said: “But I have explained to you, son. It’s years since books were made—not since before you were born.”


  “It wouldn’t have needed to be a new book.”


  “But why a book? You don’t want to have the place lit by candles instead of luminlight, do you? Books can’t tell you the things TV can.” He flicker! the remote control, and the screen showed the dozen programmes currently available. “ ‘Through the Rings of Saturn.’ That’s the new serial. What about that?”


  Without waiting for a reply, he touched the controls again and the screen changed. On one of the moons—it looked like Mimas from the way Saturn bulked across a quarter of the sky—two space-suited figures pursued a third. They fired their Klaberg pistols and the explosive charges ricocheted rosily off spurs of rock.


  His father said appreciatively: “That’s good camerawork.”


  His mother said: “You aren’t watching it, are you, Seba?”


  He had finished his breakfast. He looked up. “Momma. What is Christmas?”


  His father supplied the answer. “Today’s Christmas. It’s a holiday. People are kind to each other and give presents.”


  “Is that all?”


  “It should be enough,” his mother said. Her voice was sharp. “It should be enough that people are friendly and happy.”


  “But why?”


  “His father laughed: “Why summer? Why winter? Why Labor Day? Words aren’t important. You should enjoy things more, and worry less about what they mean.”


  “Yes, Poppa.”


  His mother got up and went to the window. Outside the sky was grey with a tinge of rose far down on the horizon. She stood, looking out.


  She said: “You don’t realize how lucky you are, Seba. My grandmother used to tell me how when she was a little girl there were wars and troubles of all kind. People fighting and killing each other; and ordinary houses, like this, having explosives dropped on them from airplanes. In many parts of the world men, women and children starved for want of food. We live in an altogether different kind of world today.”


  He said: “Yes, Momma.”


  His father said: “Well, let’s not brood about the bad old days! Now, S., what about getting that sleigh out? We can build a snowman, too. Are you ready?”


  THEY WENT OUT together, leaving the TV screen still flickering and talking behind them. It was very quiet outside., The house was built into the snow-covered hillside which stretched barely down for over a quarter of a mile before the next house broke its line. His father got the new electric sleigh out and checked the batteries. Then the two of them clambered on it and with a soft whirr were off, heading slantwise up towards the brow of the hill, the snow furrowing slightly away from their curved prow. At 709 Mr. Larks was standing outside. He waved to them as they passed twenty yards away, and they waved back. At the top of the hill, his father cut the motor off. They stood up.


  “Visibility’s not so bad,” his father said. “Look, there’s the sea.”


  It was a line of deeper grey beneath the grey arc of sky. His father turned, pointing westwards sharply.


  “Watch that!”


  The grey was split by a gash of scarlet flame. At its apex there was a glimpse of something silvery.


  “That’s the new Venus rocket. Think of it going through space—beyond the moon, to Venus. That’s something to look at.”


  “Why is it called a rocket?” His father laughed again. “Who knows? Why Christmas?”


  The flame had faded away before the sound came, a rumbling like a dozen interlinked thunder-slaps.


  “Ready for down, son? We can coast home.”


  They swept easily down the hill. At one point they startled a hare and saw it scutter away from them across the snow. As the arch of the house came in sight the new fall of snow started; a few, feathery particles which soon turned into great drifting flakes. It was snowing very thickly when they tumbled off the sleigh.


  “Well,” his father asked, “a snowman?”


  He shook his head.


  “At any rate, we’ve had a breather. I guess you’d like to get back to those presents. Come on in.”


  His mother had removed the table and, when they entered, was lying back watching the TV screen.


  “It’s the Toasto program,” she said.


  His father settled beside her.


  He said: “I’m going up to my room, Momma.” He paused. “To play with my presents.”


  He did go into his room, and stayed for a time fingering the presents stacked beside his bed. It was still snowing outside. The heat from the inside of the house misted the window panes. He cleared a patch with his hand and looked out. Down the hill and into the valley everything was white except the colored roofs of the houses, regularly spaced five hundred yards apart. The houses were all warm, so that the snow melted right off their roofs. He knew that. Above 715—the Ashtons—a gyro hovered before settling in to land. The snow thinned, and finally stopped falling. Someone at the Weather Bureau had pulled a switch.


  He looked at the model spaceship. He read: “When properly fitted up and charged, the Space Star is guaranteed to travel in an arc, between Vertical 100 ft.—Horizontal 10 ft. and Vertical 20 ft.—Horizontal 150 ft., parachuting down subsequently without danger to bystanders.”


  He went out and stood, listening at the top of the stairs. There was a sudden wave of increased sound from the TV. The Toasto program lasted an hour. He turned and walked quietly along the landing. The lumber room was at the end. He pressed the opening button, and went in.


  THERE had been a lot of talk about clearing out the lumber room; fitting it up, perhaps, as a TV room for anyone who wanted a program different from that in the dining room or lounge. Momma was always talking about it. Poppa kept putting it off. He remembered their talking.


  “Does it matter, Ella?”


  “The place isn’t hygienic . . . all that rubbish.”


  “I don’t know. We always used to have a lumber room at home.”


  “That’s just sentimental. We ought to clear it out. After all, it’s only a matter of putting the stuff down the chute.”


  “I will, Ella. When I get the time.”


  He pressed the closing button. The small room was Stacked high with old trunks and cases, the intervening spaces being filled with all manner of objects which had outgrown their use or value. The four nearest cases he had already gone through, marveling at the old clothes and papers and ornaments stuffed in them. He would start now on the big green trunk. He found the catch, and threw the creaking lid back.


  For the most part it contained clothes again. He dragged them out, examining them curiously. Under the clothes was a stuffed grey parrot in a battered cage. Underneath there was a book.


  It had no covers, and it was torn. Many of the pages were loose. He picked it out carefully. He began reading where it fell open:


  “And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night.


  And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them-, and they were sore afraid.


  And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, which is Christ the Lord.”


  He was still reading when his mother found him at last. The door slid open, and he heard her voice behind him:


  “So that’s where you are, Seba! Did you know we’ve been hunting you for over an hour?” She turned her head for a moment. “He’s here. Sitting amongst all this dirt and rubbish. Now will you agree that it ought to be got rid of?”


  His father said, from the landing: “I guess you’re right, Ella. I’ll get down to it tomorrow.”


  “No!” she said. “Do it now. Empty all the trunks and put the rubbish down the chute. I’ll have the garbage call for the trucks next week.” She took his arm. “As for you, we’ll give you a bath right away.”


  He still had the book in his hand as his mother led the way along to the bathroom. She caught sight of it at last.


  “What’s that?”


  “It’s a book, Momma. I think it’s, about Christmas.”


  She took it away from him, but not roughly.


  “Seba,” she said. “I want to speak seriously to you. Your Poppa and I try very hard to have things nice for you. You know that not many people in these parts have children. They don’t like being tied down by them. Now we don’t mind doing anything that will make you happy. But you don’t help us very much. You didn’t let Mr. Lewisson help you properly when you went to stay with him. And now, with all these nice presents to play with, with the TV to watch, with your Poppa willing to play games with you in the snow, what do you do? You go and sit amongst all that old rubbish. Why do you do these things, Seba?”


  He said: “I‘m sorry, Momma.” He hesitated. “Could I keep the book?”


  Her face tightened. “No. You can’t. It’s dirty.”


  He tried to reach for it, but she tossed it quickly into the bathroom chute. He saw it slide down and disappear.


  He was silent while she supervised his bathing. The words he had been reading were running through his mind. He was thinking about them, about their music and their message.


  His mother dried him swiftly. She straightened her back and looked at him.


  “Now. We aren’t going to sulk, are we?”


  He knew quite certainly that he would never lose them; that they were his, now and for always.


  “No, Momma,” he said. He smiled, and at that her face relaxed, and she smiled with him. “Merry Christmas, Momma.”


  THE END


  The Hot Potato


  Alan Barclay


  At last, the Solar System’s desperate defenders had a real break—an invader ship had been captured intact. Of course, if they fumbled their find, it might blow the planet to pieces—but there just had to be a way to juggle that nuclear dud ...or was there?


  THE ALIEN spaceship stood, alone, empty, with its hatch open, not very far from a native community on Mars. How it came there or where the Jacko occupants had gone to was a prevailing mystery—perhaps they had committed suicide. Whatever their final destination the ring of human guards surrounding the ship at a respectable mile distance would see that they didn’t get back inside the craft. For that matter no human or Martian was allowed inside the cordon either—for the Jacko ship had become like the proverbial baked potato at a picnic, too hot to handle for the time being.


  The military unit guarding the alien ship was commanded by Captain Nicholls, who had been in the Space Navy at one time, but was transferred out for the sufficient but non-heroic reason that his stomach just would not adapt itself to no-gravity conditions. So now he was serving with the ground contingent on Mars. He would probably stay on Mars all his life and eventually die there. He was one of those slouching, easy-mannered officers who have a talent for command and who run their organisation efficiently without apparently exerting themselves.


  His headquarters was a plastic tent, which was standard military equipment on Mars. It was airtight and its interior could be maintained at earth-normal pressure by means of a little air-pump.


  Captain Nicholls lay on his bed at one side of this tent, long legs crossed and arms folded behind his head. At the other side of the tent Joe his radio-man squatted in front of communications equipment. Since contact with parties of his men as well as with the rest of Mars was maintained almost entirely by radio, Captain Nicholls and Joe were constantly together. In fact, they were close friends. Although Captain Nicholls was lying supine he was nevertheless busy with his morning’s routine work. With his eyes closed, visualising the lay-out of the company, he put out queries.


  “Joe,” he said to the ceiling, “get Sergeant Jackson to report whether he has changed guard round the ship. Ask him to repeat his orders about allowing no-one to approach.”


  Joe did this, and made a number of other routine checks.


  “Now,” Nicholls said, “I must send in a report about this affair . . . Can you get North Pole Base with that talking machine of yours?”


  “You know I can’t,” Joe grunted. “You’ve asked me that a dozen times, and I’ve told you. North Pole Base is round the curve of this rotten little planet, and we’ve got no decent ionosphere to bounce the waves off.”


  “I remember. Well then, call the civilian base at Lancaster, send them the message, and ask them to pass it on.”


  “I can do that,” Joe told him, “but they’ll muck it up. They always do.”


  “You can listen-in on them, and check up,” Nicholls told him soothingly. “Here’s the message: To Officer Commanding, Space Navy Base, North Pole: Sir, I have the honour—you know the rest of that guff as well as I do, Joe—the operation against the Jacko spaceship discovered in this locality has been completed with some measure of success. On being prevented from returning to their ship the four aliens who formed its crew disappeared and probably committed suicide. The ship itself has been captured intact—that’ll please them, Joe—. The following personnel were killed—give the names of the two chaps who copped it, Joe—the following action has been taken pending further instructions: ONE: civilian Terence Hartington Falkenberg, who originally notified us of the presence of this ship and who has managed close observations with the aliens before our arrival here, has been put on his way up to North Polar Base as his personal impressions are considered to be of first importance. TWO: A guard has been set round the ship at a distance of a mile, and will be maintained till further instructions are received. THREE: The ground in the neighbourhood of the points where the Jackoes disappeared is being searched for bits and pieces of Jacko and/or spacesuits containing same. FOUR: Detailed narrative of events and impressions is being prepared and will be despatched. Signed Jeff Nicholls, Captain.”


  “I don’t reckon this bit about ‘bits and pieces of Jacko and/or space-suits’ makes sense,” Joe objected.


  “It creates a brisk business-like flavour. End it out, Joe.”


  “D’you reckon you might get a commendation or maybe even a medal for this job, Jeff?” the radio-man asked. “It’s been a nice clean job. These four Jackoes might have wiped out the village if we hadn’t been slick.”


  “No,” Nicholls opined. “No medals. More likely a black mark for letting the Jackoes get away.”


  “You’re dead sure the ship’s fixed to blow itself up if anyone goes near?”


  “Not dead sure,” Nicholls told him, “but every Jacko ship discovered out in space has blown up as soon as anyone got within five hundred yards of it.”


  “So what are you going to do about this one?”


  “Precisely nothing. I’ve carried out orders, made the native village safe, dispossessed the Jackoes and captured the ship. From now on I’m merely the officer in charge of the guard, thank heaven. No doubt H.Q. will send down a team of highly-trained super-men to de-fuse the ship, and right welcome they are to the job.”


  JOE PASSED a cigarette over to his Captain. When Joe and Nicholls were not busy being radio-op and Captain respectively, rank was forgotten. This was due to a number of causes. In the first place their duties required them to pass most of their existence together. Both were disillusioned men; neither could hope to rise above his present rank. Both were stuck permanently on Mars, Joe for health reasons, Nicholls for psychological ones. Both were bachelors, partly because they had passed the age of young love, partly because women were still scarce on Mars—scarce, expensive to entertain, and even more expensive to keep.


  There was another very curious reason for this friendship between the two men. They were both enthusiasts for the same hobby. They spent their leisure making model aircraft.


  Joe sent out Captain Nicholls’ message to H.Q. and a number of routine matters in addition, then he lit another cigarette and returned to the subject.


  “Does anyone know how these Jackoes arrange to make their ships blow up?” he asked.


  “The experts talk about proximity fuses,” Nicholls said.


  Joe snorted. “That’s just a couple of words. Reminds me of ancient medieaval explanations—a magnet attracts iron because it contains a certain principle which has the capacity to attract iron.”


  “You’re a well-read guy, aren’t you?” Nicholls said admiringly. “Have you got an explanation?”


  “Not me. I read a story once about a super-bomb which had a super-fuse in it. This fuse was a sort of brain; it detected the thoughts of anyone approaching, and if it didn’t like what the bloke was thinking it blew itself up.”


  “What they needed in that case was some guy whose thoughts were wholly pure. Forget the whole thing Joe. De-fusing the ship isn’t our worry. Let’s have a look at Matilda.”


  Joe went over to a large service-type crate, raised the lid, and with utmost tenderness lifted out their latest project—Matilda. Matilda was a model helicopter. It was a work of the greatest ingenuity. It was powered by a minute battery driving a double set of contrarotating rotors which were necessary in the thin atmosphere of Mars, and it was manoeuvred by a radio remote-control. They tried it out inside the tent.


  “The remote control isn’t satisfactory yet,” Joe said, “but I’ve fixed up with Corporal Sanders to have a nasty accident with his communications set. After that has happened we should have enough stuff to rebuild it.”


  “Go easy with those accidents, Joe,” Nicholls warned him. “The accident rate for electronic equipment in this unit is pretty phenomenal already.”


  “Don’t worry about that,” Joe told him. “There’s money in this gadget. When I’ve got over this remote-control snag I’m going to fit a small television camera in it, and the whole set-up can be used as a long-range look-see. It’ll sell like hot cakes to those monied business-men back home on Earth.”


  “What on earth would they use a thing like this for?”


  “Well, like this. These business-men work in offices all day and make stacks of money. With this money they get themselves film stars and other sorts of expensive dames as wives, so they have to keep going to offices to make more money to keep these dames. But they can’t really get down to this task on account of worrying about what those dames are doing back home. Now they’ll be able to fly Matilda back home once or twice every day and have it pop in at a window to look-see who their dames are entertaining.”


  “There’s a snag,” Nicholls told him solemnly. “The dames’ll get wise and keep all the windows shut. Unless you can fix Matilda with a gadget to open windows as well. But, seriously I agree we’ve got a money-making gadget there.”


  They were both wrong about that, of course.


  IT TOOK four days for a party of experts to get down from H.Q. They were uniformed men from the Technical Branch, and all senior to Nicholls. Their arrival necessitated the erection of additional tents, and an alteration to the messing arrangements.


  “Now,” Joe said, licking his lips, “now we’ll see genius at work.”


  The experts walked all round the ship, keeping at a safe distance. From that range it looked just like a space-ship. After that they had spent a lot of time photographing it through long-focus lenses. The developed pictures resembled close-ups of a space-ship.


  The experts cross-examined Nicholls and some of his men. Nicholls was a specialist in being cross-examined. He had troubles himself from time to time and sympathised with other people’s, but did not intend to make himself a scape-goat. He avoided the luxury of speculation and Surmise and similar forms of thought, and confined himself to statements of observed fact.


  The experts presently went away, and when they got back to Polar Base they wrote a report.


  The report said that the space-ship was undoubtedly a space-ship, that it had been examined thoroughly and that the personnel concerned in its discovery had been. questioned. The report regretted that the officer in charge had allowed the Jackoes to escape and felt reluctantly compelled to remark that much information might have been obtained had this unfortunate event been prevented. It ended by saying that as the ship might possibly be fitted with some kind of self-destroying device they had refrained from approaching too close. They recommended that the appropriate department be instructed to remove the fuse, after which they would continue their examination.


  Nicholls, of course, did not see this report, but he guessed it.


  “So none of them stiff-necks is going to try to earn a medal?” Joe asked.


  “You mustn’t misjudge them, Joe,” Nicholls told him. “There’s no want of courage. But some higher-up has to O.K. every venture, and if it fails he’s got to do a lot of apologising to the Space Navy Commission to console them for the loss of one captured space-ship. That sort of thing affects a fellow’s career, you know—if the fellow’s got a career. Suppose the case was different; suppose the ship merely killed every man who approached without harming itself, you’d find heroic and high-spirited souls queueing up to take the chance, and nobody trying to stop them. It’s the ship that’s irreplaceable, not the heroes.”


  “These visitors didn’t seem to have a clue,” Joe grunted.


  “They talked a lot. They reckon that out in space these Jacko ships are fitted with a gravity fuse. The point is that out there the only gravity is the ship itself, and that’s not much. If a man-sized body comes within half a mile the local gravitational field is sensibly altered, a needle swings over, contact is made, and bang.”


  “Well?” Joe asked, “why shouldn’t the scheme operate here too?”


  “It might, but there are additional difficulties. In the neighbourhood of this ship of ours at the present moment there’s a considerable hunk of material called Mars, so that a human being doesn’t cause any noticeable change in the local gravitational field. Mind you, even so a fuse could work, but it would be a very delicate job.”


  “A gravitational fuse seems like the final barrier—the fuse to end all fuses,” Joe commented. “The fuse can’t be neutralised until a man goes right in and neutralises it, and he can’t go in without carrying his own hunk of gravity along. Pity a gravitational field can’t be screened like an electro-magnetic field.”


  “Not our worry, old son,” Nicholls reassured him, getting up off his bed.


  THEY WENT outside into the open and began to put Matilda through her paces. Matilda responded well to her radio controls within a radius of five hundred yards, but beyond that her reactions were erractic.


  “We want a better control-transmission system,” Joe told Nicholls. “We’ve gotta have one more accident to one more communications set before we get this perfect.”


  Three representatives of the Explosion Research and Development Branch arrived next day.


  These three earned their living by dabbling with explosives and had in consequence acquired an embittered and fatalistic philosophy of life. Nicholls got on with them better than he had with the previous bunch.


  “Very commendable of you,” they congratulated him. “It’s a near-miracle how you’ve restrained both yourself and your licentious soldiery from trying to walk up and scratch initials on the hull. We must mention that in our report, if we live.”


  “You’re going to defuse it?” Nicholls asked.


  “It’s customary,” one of the three explained. “We draw lots to decide who’ll do the job.”


  “There are easier ways of earning a living,” Nicholls pointed out.


  “Not easier,” the other objected. “This is one of the easiest going. I admit some jobs last longer, but few are easier . . .”


  “So how do you go about it?”


  “It isn’t simple,” the speaker explained. “We’ve been ordered to make no attempt to defuse the thing unless we devise a scheme which gives a reasonable prospect of success, so with one side of our heads we try to invent a scheme, and with the other we keep hoping we never will.”


  The Explosives Specialists did not stay long. It was soon clear to them that from a distance of a mile they could not accumulate any information on which to formulate a plan. They sent a report to H.Q. to this effect, and proposed that the only thing to do was to draw lots to see which of them should walk over to the ship. H.Q. vetoed this suicidal proposal, and the Explosives men departed, quite cheerfully.


  The Jacko ship stood out in the desert, its round entrance hatch open, as if inviting a visit.


  Nicholls looked over at the ship each time he made his rounds. “Suppose it has no fuse at all?” he thought. “Wouldn’t that be a big laugh?”


  He considered this idea, and decided that it was quite likely. The Jackoes unquestionably fitted their ships with proximity fuses designed to operate out in space, but perhaps they had no device adapted to gravity conditions.


  Their next visitor was a fighter-scout. His name was Charters, and he had recently returned to Mars from an advanced base out in the asteroids.


  “So what special interest do you have in this business?” Nicholls asked him.


  “Quite simple,” the other told him. “I’ve come here to make an examination of the ship.”


  “How?”


  “By walking across there and crawling inside, of course.”


  “A lot of people think it’s rigged up with a proximity fuse.”


  “I know, but we don’t reckon that’s possible in the circumstances. If we’re wrong, it’s too bad for me, but I’ve taken big chances before.”


  “Does H.Q. at Polar Base know about this?”


  “Good heavens no. I heard about this ship after I arrived, and of course I discussed it with some of our people at Polar Base, that’s all. Our point is that we have no time to wait while Technical Branches muck about. We are really keen to know as soon as possible what sort of works that ship has got. So we decided to short-circuit all the red-tape and do the job ourselves.”


  “I see,” Nicholls nodded, then “Joe!”


  “Yessir?”


  “Whistle up Sergeant Smith. Tell him to come over here at the double and to bring a couple of men with him.”


  “Yessir,” Joe replied, and turned to his radio.


  The newcomer and Nicholls continued to talk about this and that for the next five minutes, the Sergeant Smith came in through the air-lock of Nicholls’ H.Q. tent and saluted.


  “I’ve got the two men you asked for outside, sir,” he said.


  “Right Sergeant!” Nicholls nodded. “This officer is Lieutenant charters. He tells me he intends to walk out to our Jacko ship and inspect it. He has no authority to do so, and your orders are to stick with him day and night as long as he is here and to see that he doesn’t. In case you’re worried about the possibility of using physical force on an officer, I’ll give you these orders in writing, and signal them to H.Q. Polar Base. Thus you’ll be happy in your work. On the other hand if you slip up on this thing you’ll be in real trouble. Quite clear about this sergeant?”


  The sergeant looked Charters up and down and said he was.


  “Well I’m damned,” Charters exclaimed. “I take it you aren’t very much interested in getting on with the war—just anxious to keep your nose clean.”


  “Listen son!” Nicholls told him. “I long ago missed the boat for promotion and I’m past having military ambitions of any sort; in addition there’s no one disobeyed more orders and broken more regulations than myself. But when there is some order which prevents well-meaning but feather-headed school-boys like yourself from committing suicide and destroying valuable captured material as well, I reckon it’s a good order and I mean to enforce it. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you like but you’ll have these watch-dogs on your tail all the time.”


  “You’ll not refuse to let me send a message?” Charters demanded.


  “Of course not. The Radio-Op will send out anything you give him,” Nicholls promised.


  Charters stayed only two days. He sent a signal to someone at H.Q. trying to get Nicholls’ order over-ruled, but the only result was a peremptory instruction to return to H.Q. at once.


  Charters departed. The Jacko ship still stood in the desert.


  NICHOLLS and Joe devoted all their leisure time to perfecting the controls of Matilda. These activities were not unconnected with the destruction of two more service inter-com sets, the requisitioning of two replacements from H.Q., and a memo from H.Q. asking for an explanation of the high rate of destruction of these items in Nicholls’ unit.


  For a while they had no visitors. Judging by the radio traffic on the subject, the captured ship was being passed briskly from Department to Department on paper. Nicholls received questionnaires from Intelligence, from a research group which was still known as Aircraft Design, from Tactical Planning, and from the Committee on Metals and Alloys. He himself and the ship and his men and the locality as a whole were the subject of a television programme relayed back to earth.


  But the ship still stood on the sands, unvisited, unapproached, untouched. For reasons which do not require elucidation here, the men had christened it the Patient Virgin.


  Matilda had now reached a state of near-perfection. She would perform every evolution precisely and exactly. She was a thing of joy. One day Joe squatted on the floor of the hut. He was oiling Matilda’s tiny motor with a hair-like syringe.


  “It’s agreed by all concerned,” he asked, “that the ship does have a gravity fuse?”


  “Not by all concerned,” Nicholls corrected. “Some think it has no fuse at all. Other’s think it’s gravity fuse won’t work in planetary conditions.”


  “Let’s assume it’s a gravity fuse,” Joe proposed, screwing a watchmaker’s lens into his eye. “Then there must be a minimum hunk of matter which will make it click. What I mean is, even though the fuse would click over if a man climbed in through the hatch, perhaps it wouldn’t if a mouse did the same thing; or a bee; or a fly.”


  “That’s sound enough. I think that sort of argument might apply to any sort of fuse.”


  Joe cleared his throat. “Do you think Matilda would make the fuse click?” he asked.


  There was a long, long pause, while Nicholls made a high-speed mental examination of all the implications of this remark.


  “You old——” he exclaimed at last. “I bet that idea’s been simmering away at the back of your mind for some time!”


  “Maybe,” Joe agreed. “What d’you think of it?”


  “It’s a sound enough idea, to which the answer unfortunately is, no. I don’t want to finish my days as a broken-down discharged soldier driving a truck around North Polar Base.”


  “Listen to me, Captain,” Joe said earnestly. He very rarely gave Nicholls his title when they were alone. “The Big Brains have been chewing at this problem for weeks now, and it’s clear that it’s too tough for them. When they get around to admitting this fact to themselves, who are they going to toss it to next? The answer is, right back to you. And when it does land back in your lap you won’t be able to avoid making an attempt to de-fuse it yourself. Don’t you see what will happen? When you and the ship are both blown up, the experts will say, ‘Poor fellow! Misguided enthusiasm! My department was working on the problem, and would certainly have come up with an answer quite soon. So much valuable information lost to us as a result of this ill-advised action. Why were we not consulted before this rash step was taken?’ ”


  “Reading these signals you send out has made an embittered man of you,” Nicholls commented. “I agree with a lot of it, of course. I agree that it may be tossed back into my lap. I think that circumstances may force me to try to de-fuse it, and I think that if I do I shall very probably be blown to bits. But I think that is preferable to being thrown on the junk-pile while still alive.”


  “If we sent Matilda to visit the ship,” Joe went on, “if we set up a control behind a hillock somewhere, and did it about sunset, none of the men would know what we were doing. Nor are they likely to see Matilda if we fly her near the ground. So if the ship does blow up when Matilda comes near, who can be blamed? The guard will supply evidence that no one was seen approaching the ship. But above all no one will be missing. It’ll be a clear case of spontaneous detonation, and all concerned will be much relieved. Especially you.”


  “You’ve got a powerful argument there, Joe,” Nicholls conceded. “But I don’t see what we gain by sending Matilda over to examine the ship.”


  “Neither do I,” Joe confessed. “But one piece of information leads to another. I reckon we might proceed step by step until we finally crack this job.”


  THEY DID it that very evening. They walked out into the desert carrying the model and its control equipment. They set up the control equipment on some high ground from which they could look down towards the ship.


  Matilda’s little motor whirred, and she rose vertically off the ground. They kept her flying at a height of only two feet, and chose a course among the sand-hills that concealed her from the guards. The television eye in her fuselage sent back a tiny clear picture of her immediate surroundings, which made it easy for her controller to avoid hitting anything.


  As she approached the ship Joe and Nicholls held their breath. “No need to go slow, Joe,” Nicholls said. “If it blows up, it blows up, and that’s all there is to it.”


  Matilda approached within a hundred yards of the ship—fifty yards—twenty yards. Details of the metal-work, seam-welds, scratches, and surface markings could be observed clearly. Matilda moved to within a yard of the metal hull.


  Nicholls let out a long whistling breath.


  “Well—What now?”


  “A thorough inspection,” Joe told him.


  Matilda climbed all the way up the tall side of the ship, and tried to peer in at the nose-window. Nothing could be seen inside. The far side of the hull could not be examined of course because Matilda’s control-beam would be blanketed by the ship itself. They brought her down the flank of the ship, and let her peer in at the open hatch. The shadowy outline of girders and tubing could be observed.


  “Joe,” Nicholls said, “up till now you’ve had most of the ideas, but I’m just beginning to have a few myself. Fly Matilda inside the hatch. Just inch her inside as far as you can. If the damn thing doesn’t blow itself up we can proceed with my idea.”


  Joe was lying on his stomach on the ground, gently manipulating the control rod attached to the radio-control while he peered at the screen of the small television receiver.


  “It’s pretty shadowy inside,” he muttered. The screen grew dark as Matilda, hanging on her whirring motors, advanced into the alien ship. “Right inside now,” he announced.


  “Good!” Nicholls agreed. “Enough for today. Bring her back.” Matilda came whirring back. They put her away in her box and walked back to their tent.


  NICHOLLS stretched himself out on the bed in his customary posture and lit a cigarette. Having then assured himself that the affairs of his company were running smoothly, he allowed his mind to return to the escapade of Matilda and the space-ship.


  “What’s the weight of Matilda?” he asked Joe.


  “About seven pounds Martian,” Joe told him. “I’ve lost the habit of estimating weights in earth-pounds.”


  “O.K. then,” Nicholls reflected. “We now know that a seven pound weight can approach right up to the ship without causing a nasty accident.”


  “So all we gotta do is pick a specially intelligent five-day old child and tell him to crawl inside the ship and disconnect the fuse.”


  “We could fly Matilda right inside the ship and have a look-see at the works.”


  “What good would that do?” Joe asked.


  “Knowledge is power,” Nicholls told him solemnly. “If we knew the layout, knew what the fuse looked like, that would be a big step forward.”


  “Matilda’s smart,” Joe objected, “but not smart enough to see in the dark.”


  “It’d be a mere ten-minute job for a wizard of the soldering iron like yourself to rig a light-bulb in her fuselage.”


  “I suppose so,” Joe admitted, “but here’s objection number two—you’re proposing to maneouvre Matilda inside the ship, right? Now, Matilda’s controlled by a radio-beam that won’t penetrate through the metal of the hull. In other words, Matilda passes out of control the minute we set her to climb upwards inside the ship.”


  “Objection sustained,” Nicholls conceded.


  He lit another cigarette, and stared at the ceiling some more. After five minutes he spoke again.


  “All the time I’ve been here I’ve resisted the temptation to tinker with this problem. But if I’m likely to be ordered presently to solve it, the more I find out about the ship the better.”


  “That doesn’t make it easier to control Matilda through a metal hull.”


  “In a way it does,” Nicholls told him calmly, “for it has caused me to have a brainwave. Build a relay and cause Matilda to fly it out to the ship and set it down just inside the lock. When you send out a control-impulse it hits the relay lying in the hatchway, and is reradiated inside the ship. The relay’s got to be made to send us back Matilda’s television picture too.”


  Joe considered this. “Not at all bad,” he approved. “A relays’ not a very complex thing. But I’ve got to make a release as well so that the relay can be set down.”


  “I’m sure you’ll manage a little thing like that,” Nicholls told him confidently.


  “Oh, yeah? All very easy for you, lying on your back giving off brainwaves. This particular brainwave’s going to cost me a week of work.”


  In actual fact he did it in a couple of days and tested it and it worked. “Except there’s a snag,” he said.


  “Then don’t look so happy about it.” Nicholls told him. “Tell.”


  “The total weight of Matilda plus the relay is now ten pounds, not seven. We know the ship doesn’t blow up when seven pounds rubs against it. Can you guarantee that it won’t go off with ten pounds?”


  “Of course I can’t. You’ve got to cut the weight down.”


  “How?”


  “The power-pack of course. Our present power-pack is good for three hours, I think. Cut it down to one. Matilda can fly out, explore the ship’s innards for nearly half-an-hour, then fly back for a recharge.”


  “It gets more and more complicated, doesn’t it?” Joe grumbled.


  THEY WENT out together at dusk and set up the control equipment in the same position as before. Joe attached the square box that was the relay to—Matilda’s fuselage, and tested the magnetic release a couple of times to make sure it functioned. Then he sent the little toy whirring down over the sand dunes. Peering into the television screen, it almost seemed to Nicholls that he was in the helicopter himself riding down towards the alien ship. Seen through Matilda’s television eye, the ship came near and the dark opening of the hatch yawned big and dark and mysterious.


  “Move over and let me have a good view of this,” Joe told him. “I’ve gotta steer Matilda through that hole.”


  He held the long control rod lightly between finger and thumb. The picture in the screen bobbed up and down as he manipulated it. He reached forward and clicked a switch. The picture brightened as a flood of light poured from the tiny high-efficiency bulb in Matilda’s nose. Parts of the interior of the ship could now be seen clearly; an immense tube on the central axis, ducts, bracing members, something that looked like a sort of lift, and a narrow circular passage extending upwards.


  “We’ve got to drop this relay where it will be able to receive our control-signals and transmit them up that central passage. That’s the direction we want to go exploring.”


  “Pretty crowded in there,” Joe commented. He was concentrating hard. With tiny movements of the controls he was causing Matilda to move slowly up and down and around inside the hatch-way.


  “Nobody’s going to provide capacity inside a space-ship just to carry empty space around. Every cubic inch of a machine like that has got to be planned for some use,” Nicholls told him.


  “I’ll set the relay down on this shelf,” Joe said to himself. He grunted and muttered a bit more, then suddenly his hand darted out and he clicked a switch.


  “There,” he exclaimed. “Relay now in position. I’d better bring Matilda back for a re-charge. You know, if we had one of these super-intelligent mutated white rats you read about in science-fiction stories, things would be a lot simpler. We’d just send the rat in to have a look round, then come back and report.”


  “The rat would probably take over the space-ship and blast off with it,” Nicholls objected. “No . . . Matilda’s safer.”


  They recharged Matilda’s battery and sent her back. This time by means of the relay it was possible to make her ascend the vertical shaft right into the interior of the ship. The light in Matilda’s nose illuminated bare metal walls, ducts, occasional recesses, fitments whose purpose could only be guessed at. The top of the shaft, which was perhaps fifty to seventy feet above ground, emerged into a wide chamber. It was possible to see that this place contained a great deal of complex equipment, but Matilda’s lamp was not sufficient to light up the place clearly.


  “Matilda’s suspended above the shaft, getting my signals from the relay below, but if she moves away from there the signals may be screened, and she’ll go out of control,” Joe said.


  “We need another relay,” Nicholls told him.


  “A second relay at the top of the shaft,” Joe agreed reasonably, then with a shift to heavy sarcasm, “and what would you set it down on—air? Remember it’s got to hang over the shaft in order to receive signals and to re-transmit the television wave-bands.”


  “Let’s have Matilda back now,” Nicholls told him. “We’ll think the next part of the problem over till to-morrow.”


  Next day Nicholls received the order he had been expecting for some time. He was instructed ‘to take whatever steps he thought proper in order to investigate the details of the alien ship, to report back from time to time, and to avoid the running of unnecessary risks either by himself or his personnel.’


  “It’s all yours, Captain,” Joe told him sardonically. “Right back on your plate.”


  “Yes. It’s too hot for anyone else to hold and I happen to be Johnny-on-the-spot. In attempting to carry out this order I cause myself and the ship to blow up, thus relieving everybody of a sticky problem.”


  “You could do nothing,” Joe suggested.


  “Then H.Q. keeps asking for results till at last I’m prodded into walking out there.”


  “The ship might have no fuse,” Joe said.


  “That would be a big laugh for me,” Nicholls agreed.


  “We could test that,” Joe offered. “Get Matilda to carry chunks of rock through the hatch, one at a time, till the total weight is more than a man, then if the ship hasn’t blown up in the meantime, you know it will be safe to enter. So then Matilda removes the rock and you go in yourself, feeling ever so safe. On the other hand, if the ship blows up the only sufferers will be Matilda and a lot of bits of rock.”


  “Quite sound, but I think we’ll keep that as a last resort.”


  “Sure,” Nicholls told him. “First, we’ll get an automatic camera and hitch it to that television receiver, then everything Matilda sees will be recorded and available for later. Next, we’ll replace that light in Matilda’s nose with a focussed beam. Then we send Matilda up the shaft, keep her suspended over the shaft so that she’s under control, and make her turn round slowly, so as to shine the beam on one thing after another. Anything the light shows up will be photographed by the camera.”


  “Good enough—but you’ll have to requisition a camera. That’s something I can’t make up out of sardine tins.”


  “Sure,” Nicholls agreed. “Now we’re officially in the de-fusing business, I can requisition anything.”


  IT TOOK them a week to get the changes made and the camera delivered, but after that they were able to proceed with more speed, for as Nicholls said, they were officially in the de-fusing business and he was able to use his men to help. Once again therefore, the party lay out on the sand hills above the ship. Joe operated the controls, while a second man supervised the camera.


  As soon as Matilda got within a couple of yards of the hatch, the camera was switched on and continued automatically to take a photograph every ten seconds. Matilda was now provided with a powerful focussed beam of light directed along the line of sight of her television eye. Joe made her ascend the vertical shaft slowly and caused her at the same time to revolve, so that every part of the walls was examined. Whenever some important-looking item of equipment showed up, Matilda was made to pause while two or three photographs were taken of it.


  Matilda rose into the middle of the chamber at the top of the shaft, and remained suspended there, rotating slowly On. her vertical axis. A business-like and meaningful array of instruments and equipment was disclosed. Nicholls photographed everything.


  Matilda was made to rise further. In the middle of the room there was suspended a ball of transparent material about six inches in diameter. It was possible to bring Matilda quite close to the thing and examine it in detail. Inside the ball was a long thin needle balanced in the manner of a compass, except that it was dipping sharply downwards. The needle was surrounded by a cage or network of fine glittering golden wires.


  “Joe!” he exclaimed sharply, “Move Matilda away from that ball!”


  Joe did so, and the thin needle tilted upwards a little, away from the mesh of wires surrounding it.


  “That,” said Nicholls, “is the gravity fuse we’ve been looking for. Notice that out in space any slight change in the gravitational field surrounding the ship would be sufficient to make the needle tilt. Down here it can’t be effective over such a great range, but it’s suspended over the shaft, as you see. Any change in the gravitational field in the shaft, made for example by a man entering and starting to climb it, will tilt the needle. When it tilts enough to touch that mesh of wires—Bingo!”


  “The Jackoes climb the shaft from time to time,” Joe pointed out. “Of course they do, but not until they’ve disconnected the fuse circuit.”


  “Anyway, that’s the fuse sure enough,” Joe agreed, “and I reckon if we’d brought Matilda another three inches nearer, it would have gone off. Did you notice how much the needle was tilted before you told me to bring Matilda away from it?”


  “I did. We’ve been lucky there. Let’s not overlook that point.”


  CAPTAIN NICHOLLS went back to his tent, laid himself down on the bed as usual, and began to dictate.


  To Officer i/c Polar Base:


  “I have the honour to report that an examination has been carried out of the interior of the space-ship in accordance with your instructions received yesterday—give the date and reference, Joe, and I bet those few simple words make the whole place sit up and take notice—The examination was carried out by means of a radio controlled flying model, the property of—put in your name and identification, Joe; we want it on record so that you get the credit and any award that’s going—which was adapted by the N.C.O. in question to carry a miniature television transmitter of the type known as a radio-eye. As a result of this inspection the ship’s self-destruction fuse has been identified and a number of photographs taken. It is regretted that these photographs are not of the best quality, since they are taken via the television equipment . . .”


  “But really they’re beautiful photographs,” Joe protested.


  “That’s put in to show how innocent, eager and modest we are,” Nicholls told him, then continued: “They are being sent by air. I wish to request that the Explosive Section be asked to study them and to recommend a method of making the fuse harmless.”


  Nicholls was purring like a cat. It amused him to picture the stir this signal would cause at Polar Base. Experts and specialists had tinkered with the problem for months without making any headway and now he, a general duties officer who merely happened to be guarding the ship, had got well on the way to finding a solution.


  This message went off, the photographs followed, and Nicholls sat back to enjoy the reactions from H.Q.


  The first reaction—if it was a reaction—was. totally unexpected. It consisted of the arrival, two days later, of a Colonel Hastings. He came in an aircraft accompanied by four N.C.O.’s and a considerable number of large packages. Colonel Hastings made no reference at all to Nicholls message, but proceded briskly about his business.


  “You’re officer in charge here, I take it. I’m Hastings, Technical Intelligence. I’ve come to make an examination of the alien ship. I’ll need a certain amount of co-operation from you.”


  “Your visit arises out of my message to H.Q. I suppose, Colonel?”


  “Your message?” The Colonel looked at him distantly. “My dear fellow, I’m not concerned with administrative matters, and to be blunt with you, I haven’t been aware of your existence till this moment.”


  Nicholls felt suddenly bewildered.


  “Sir,” he explained, “two days ago I sent a report about my examination of the alien ship. I naturally supposed . . .”


  “You sent a report?” The Colonel was more than slightly contemptuous. “No doubt it’s receiving proper attention somewhere. I’m afraid it hasn’t reached me yet, and frankly, I doubt if it will. Our branch receives a great many suggestions—all carefully screened, of course . . .”


  Nicholls’ bewilderment began to be replaced by dark suspicions.


  “How do you intend to make this examination, Colonel?” he asked. “The proximity fuse . . .”


  The Colonel’s frostiness increased, but he offered an explanation.


  “I’ve no special ability for giving non-technical explanations,” he snapped, “but briefly I, or rather my department, has developed a remote-control scanning-robot, with which we shall make an examination of the interior of the ship.” Colonel Hastings talked in a sharp, hard, confident manner, and his eyes, like two pale blue pebbles, regarded Nicholls without friendliness or humanity. Just when he spoke this last sentence however, his glance shifted away uneasily.


  Nicholls swallowed hard, and said nothing more.


  “WHAT’S IT all about, Jeff?” Joe asked later when they were alone. Nicholls regarded the tip of his cigarette and spoke without emotion. “Our report to H.Q. has been received and understood. The excellent Colonel Hastings has seen a golden chance to get himself a spot of reputation and promotion. Do you know what a remotecontrol scanning-robot is? It’s just another name for Matilda. As soon as Hastings read our report he must have got his Tech. Lab. to knock together another of the same. While H.Q. is still discussing our report he’ll make his examination and submit a bigger, louder, more important and more elaborate report, and three months from now, when times and dates have got sufficiently confused, he’ll be recognised and accepted as the man who came up with the answer to the gravity fuse. You and I may even be in trouble for being a couple of amateurs whose tinkering might have spoiled everything.” Nicholls said all this with a calmness which did not altogether conceal his bitterness.


  “Well, the . . .” Joe proceeded to express his opinion of Colonel Hastings. He also began to describe what he would do to him.


  “Now hold steady, Joe,” Nicholls warned. “As a rule I take life as it comes, and act all fatalistic and cynical, but this thing I’m going to fight. Don’t let’s get ourselves in wrong by being abusive. Let’s play it clever.”


  “O.K., O.K.,” Joe agreed. “But at least I must see what sort of contraption he’s knocked together to do the job. I’ll be surprised if it’s anything half so good as Matilda.”


  Joe went out across the desert to the spot where Colonel Hastings’ men were rigging up their equipment, and did a bit of snooping around. When he came back to Nicholls’ H.Q. tent he was grinning all over his face.


  “It’s nothing so good as Matilda,” he reported. “It’s a proper clapped-up job, as might be expected when you consider it’s been shoved together in a matter of hours. It’s got vertical and horizontal jets instead of rotors, and a ruddy great tele-camera mounted externally. I guess it weighs about four times as much as Matilda.”


  “But it’ll do the job, just the same, won’t it?” Nicholls asked. He was feeling extremely low-spirited about the whole thing now.


  “Don’t you remember?” Joe reminded him. “Matilda nearly tipped the needle of that fuse right down when she was close. When that hulking great contraption goes inside the ship what d’you suppose will happen?”


  “I see!” Nicholls reflected.


  “In about one hour from now,” Joe prophesied, “that ship will blow itself to pieces. I must get myself right back into a position where I can watch Hastings’ face when it happens.”


  “I must warn him,” Nicholls decided, picking up his out-door equipment.


  “Don’t be a ruddy fool, Jeff,” Joe urged. “He double-crossed us, didn’t he? Let him alone.”


  “Very tempting, I agree,” Nicholls said. “But there’s a war on, and I get a certain amount of pay for helping in my insiginficant way to win it. That fact takes priority over any private feud with doublecrossing colonels.”


  “No wonder you’re still only a blooming captain of ground-hogs,” „ Joe told him sarcastically. “I’d better come along and take care of you.”


  Nicholls went out into the sand-hills where Colonel Hastings was supervising the erection of his equipment.


  “Sir,” he said civilly. “May I have a word with you privately?”


  Hastings looked at him warily; Nicholls’ expression was neither rebellious nor sullen, merely officially polite.


  “Very well, Captain—as briefly as possible, please—you see I’m busy.”


  “This will only take one moment sir. You are, of course, quite well aware that I sent a similar robot into the ship a couple of days ago.—May I finish please?—My device was much smaller than yours, and even so it nearly tipped off the gravity fuse. I believe this thing of yours is too large, and that it will actuate the fuse and blow the ship up. That’s all, sir.”


  Hastings’ hard pebbly eyes regarded Nicholls for a long moment; clearly he knew quite well what Nicholls was talking about, and it seemed that for an instant or two he considered the warning seriously. But of course it was impossible for such a man to believe that Nicholls could be acting in good faith; to his type of mind it was immediately clear that this was simply an attempt to delay matters.


  “Captain,” he snapped. “I haven’t the least idea what you’re talking about. Except I’ve a suspicion you’re trying to get some personal credit out of this investigation. Be good enough to keep out of my way in future unless you wish me to make an official complaint about you.”


  He strode purposefully back to his group of N.C.O.’s.


  Three-quarters of an hour later the ship blew up.


  Several days later Nicholls and Joe watched the undignified departure of Colonel Hastings, hurriedly recalled to North Polar Base, and waited for the storm to break, but the days passed into weeks before a delegation of high-ranking brass arrived. To their utter confusion they found that the Government were prepared to reward them handsomely for their work in developing Matilda—the General making the speech subtly pointing out that, after all, they had been using Government stores for the experiments.


  Their photographs taken inside the Jacko ship had produced a great quantity of valuable technical data, which, for the time being, it was thought best to keep secret. Undoubtedly the information in the hands of Earth technicians could well be a turning point in the war against the Jacko mother-fleet sitting out on the edge of the Solar System.


  Concerning Colonel Hastings they could learn little except that he had been posted back to earth—as a lecturer at the Space Academy.


  THE END


  The House Lords


  Jack Vance


  The inhabitants of that planet in Argo Navis were not only human, they were English-speaking, Earth-type humans. But instead of making it easier to get along with them, their culture was the most incomprehensible in the universe—until the explorers returned home!


  THE TWO men, with not a word spoken, had become very disturbed. Caffridge, the host, rose to his feet, took quick steps back and forth across the room. He went to the window, looked into the sky, toward the distant star BGD 1169. The guest, Richard Emerson, was affected to an even greater degree. He sat back in his chair, face white, mouth loose, eyes wide and glistening.


  Nothing had been said and there was nothing visible to explain their emotion. They sat in an ordinary suburban living room, notable only for a profusion of curios, oddities and trinkets hanging on the walls.


  At a scratching sound, Caffridge turned from the window. He called sharply, “Sarvis!”


  The black and white cat, sharpening its claws on a carved column of exotic wood, laid its ears back, but continued to scratch.


  “You rascal!” Caffridge picked up the cat, hustled him outside through the animal’s special door. He returned to Emerson. “We seem to be thinking the same thought.”


  Emerson was gripping the arms of his chair. “How did I miss it before?” he muttered.


  “It’s a strange business,” said Caffridge. “I don’t know what we should do.”


  “It’s out of my hands now, thank heaven!” said Emerson.


  Caffridge picked up the small white box which contained Emerson’s report. “Do you want to come along with me?”


  Emerson shook his head. “I’ve nothing more to say. I don’t want to see that again.” He nodded toward the box.


  “Very well,” said Caffridge gloomily. “I’ll show this to the Board tonight. After that . . .”


  Emerson smiled, weary and skeptical. “After that, what?”


  THE ASTROGRAPHICAL SOCIETY functioned as a nonprofit organization, devoted to extraterrestrial research and exploration. The dues paid in by a million active members were augmented by revenue from special patents and grants, licenses and counseling fees, with the result that over the years the Society had become very wealthy. A dozen spaceships carried the blue and green Astrographical chevron to remote places; the monthly publication was studied by school children and savants alike; the Astrographical Museum housed a wonderful melange of objects gathered across the universe.


  In a specially equipped cupola on the roof of the museum, the Board of Directors met once a month to transact business and to watch and hear vitaliscope reports from research teams. Theodore Caffridge, Chairman of the Board, arriving at the meeting, dropped the box containing Team Commander Richard Emerson’s report into the vitaliscope mechanism. He stood silently, a tall somber figure, waiting while conversation around the table died.


  “Gentlemen,” said Caffridge in a dull monotone, “I have already examined this report. It is the strangest matter of my experience. I am seriously disturbed, and I may remark that Commander Emerson shares my feeling.”


  He paused. The Directors looked at him curiously.


  “Come, Caffridge, don’t be mysterious!”


  “Let’s hear it, Theodore!” Caffridge smiled the faintest, most remote smile possible. “The report is here; you can see for yourselves.”


  He touched a switch; the walls of the room dissolved into gray mist; colors swirled and cleared. The Board of Directors became a cluster of invisible eyes and ears in the cabin of the spaceship Gaea. Their vantage point was the recording globe at the peak of Emerson’s helmet. They saw what he saw, heard what he heard.


  Emerson’s voice came from a speaker. “We are in orbit over planet Two of star BGD one-one-six-nine, in Argo Navis Four. We were attracted here by a series of pulses radiating in the C-three phase. These would seem to indicate a highly organized technical civilization, so naturally we stopped to investigate.”


  The images around the walls of the room shifted as Emerson stepped up into the control pit. Through the observation port the Directors could see a world swinging below, in the full light of an invisible sun.


  Emerson detailed the physical characteristics of the world, which resembled those of Earth. “The atmosphere seems breathable; there is vegetation roughly comparable to our own.”


  Emerson approached the telescreen; again the images around the walls shifted. “The signals had led us to expect some sort of intelligent occupancy. We were not disappointed. The autochthons live, not in organized settlements, but in isolated dwellings. For lack of a better word, we’ve been calling them palaces.” Emerson adjusted a dial on the console; the view on the telescreen expanded enormously and the Directors were looking into a forest as dense as a jungle. The view shifted across the treetops to a clearing about a mile in diameter. The “palace” occupied the center of the clearing—a dozen tall walls, steep and high as cliffs, joined apparently at random. They were constructed of some shimmering metalloid substance, and open to the sky. No portals or apertures were visible.


  “That’s about all the detail I can pick up from this altitude,” came Emerson’s voice. “Notice the absence of roof, the apparent lack of interior furnishing. It hardly seems a dwelling. Notice also how the clearing is landscaped—like a formal garden.”


  He backed away from the telescreen; the Directors once more sat in the cabin of the Gaea. “We have been broadcasting international symbols in all bands,” said Emerson. “So far there has been no response. I think that we will set down in that clearing. There is an element of risk attached, but I believe that a race apparently so sophisticated will neither be surprised nor shocked by the appearance of a strange spaceship.”


  THE GAEA settled into the atmosphere of BGD 1169-2, and the hull shivered to the slur of the thin gas whipping past.


  Emerson spoke into the vitaliscope pickup, noting that the ship hovered above the area previously observed and was about to land.


  The bumpers struck solid ground. There was a momentary fluctuation as the automatic stabilizers took hold; then a sense of anchorage. Automatic switches cut off impulsion; the half-heard whine died down the scale into silence. The crew stood at the observation posts, staring out over the clearing.


  At the center rose the palace—tall planes of glistening metalloid. Even from this close view, no openings, no windows, no doors or vents could be seen.


  The grounds surrounding the palace were carefully tended. Avenues of white-trunked trees held square black leaves, large as trays, turned up to the sun. There were irregular beds of black moss, feathery maroon ferns, fluffy pink and white growths like cotton candy. In the background rose the forest; a tangle of blue-green trees and broad-leaved shrubs, red, black, gray, and yellow.


  Inside the Gaea the crew stood by the ports, ready to depart at any sign of hostility.


  The palace remained quiet.


  Half an hour passed. A small shape appeared briefly outside the wall of the palace. Cope, the young third officer, saw it first and called to Emerson. “Look there!”


  Emerson focused the telescopic bull’s-eye. “It’s a child—a human child!”


  The crew came to stare. Intelligent life among the stars was a rarity; to find such life in the human mold was cause for astonishment.


  Emerson increased the magnification of the telescopic pane. “It’s a boy, about seven or eight,” he said. “He’s looking at us, but he doesn’t seem particularly interested.”


  The child turned back to the palace, and disappeared. Emerson uttered a soft ejaculation. “Did you see that?”


  “What happened?” asked Wilhelm, the big blond second officer.


  “He walked through the wall! As if it were air!”


  Time passed; there was no further show of life. The crew fidgeted. “Why don’t they show some interest?” complained Swett, the steward. “Even the kids walk away.”


  Emerson shook his head in puzzlement. “Spaceships certainly don’t drop down every day.”


  Wilhelm suddenly called out, “There’s more of them—two, three, six—a whole confounded tribe!”


  THEY CAME from the forest, quietly, almost stealthily, singly and in pairs, men and women, until a dozen stood near the ship. They wore smocks woven of coarse fiber, crude leather shoes with flaring tops. At their belts hung daggers of several sizes and complicated little devices built of wood and twisted gut. They were a hard-bitten lot, with heavy-boned faces and glinting eyes. They walked with a careful bend to the knee, which gave them a furtive aspect. They kept the ship between themselves and the palace at all times, as if anxious to escape observation.


  Emerson said, “I can’t understand it. These aren’t just humanoid types; they’re human in every respect!” He looked across to where Boyd, the biologist, was finishing his final tests. “What’s the story?”


  “Clean bill of health,” said Boyd. “No dangerous pollen, no air-borne proteides, nothing remarkable in any way.”


  “I’m going to step outside,” said Emerson.


  Wilhelm protested, “They look untrustworthy and they’re armed.”


  “I’ll take a chance,” said Emerson. “If they were hostile, I don’t think they’d expose themselves.”


  Wilhelm was not convinced. “You never can tell what a strange race has in mind.”


  “Nevertheless,” said Emerson, “I’m going out. You fellows cover me from the gun blisters. Also stand by the engines, in case we want to leave in a hurry.”


  “Are you going out alone?” Wilhelm asked dubiously.


  “There’s no point risking two lives.”


  Wilhelm’s square raw-bones face took on a mulish set. “I’ll go out with you. Two eyes see better than one.”


  Emerson laughed. “I’ve already got two eyes. Besides, you’re second in command; your place is here in the ship.”


  Cope, the young third officer, slender and dark, hardly out of his teens, spoke. “I’d like to go out with you.”


  “Very well, Cope,” said Emerson. “Let’s go.”


  Ten minutes later the two men stepped out of the ship, descended the ramp, stood on the soil of BGD 1169-2. The men and women from the forest still stood behind the ship, peering from time to time toward the palace. When Emerson and Cope appeared, they drew together, ready for either attack, defense or flight. Two of them fingered the wooden contrivances at their belts, which Emerson saw to be dart catapults. But otherwise there was no motion, friendly or otherwise.


  The spacemen halted twenty feet distant. Emerson raised his hand, smiled in what he hoped to be a friendly manner. “Hello.”


  They stared at him, then began muttering among themselves. Emerson and Cope moved a step or two closer; the voices became audible. A lank, gray-haired man, who seemed to wield a degree of authority, spoke with peevish energy, as if refuting nonsense. “No, no—impossible for them to be Freemen!”


  The gnarled, beady-eyed man to whom he spoke retorted, “Impossible? What do you take them for, then, if not Freemen?”


  Emerson and Cope stared in amazement. These men spoke English!


  Someone else remarked, “They’re not House Lords! Who ever saw House Lords like these!”


  A fourth voice was equally definite. “And it’s a certainty that they’re not servants.”


  “All of you talk in circles,” snapped one of the women. “Why don’t you ask them and be done with it?”


  English! The accent was blurred, the intonation unusual, but the language, nonetheless, was their own! Emerson and Cope came a step closer; the forest people fell silent, and shifted their feet nervously.


  Emerson spoke. “I am Robert Emerson,” he said. “This is Howard Cope. Who are you people?”


  The gray-haired chief surveyed them with crafty impudence. “Who are we? We’re Freemen, as you must know very well. What do you here? What House are you from?”


  Emerson said, “We’re from Earth.”


  “Earth?”


  Emerson looked around the blank faces. “You don’t know of Earth?”


  “No.”


  “But you speak an Earth language!”


  The chief grinned. “How else can men speak?”


  Emerson laughed weakly. “There are a number of other languages.”


  The chief shook his head skeptically. “I can’t believe that.”


  Emerson and Cope exchanged glances of bewildered amusement. “Who lives in the palace?” Emerson asked.


  The chief seemed incredulous at Emerson’s ignorance. “The House Lords, naturally. Genarro, Hesphor and the rest.”


  Emerson considered the tall walls, which seemed, on the whole, ill-adapted to human requirements. “They are men, like ourselves?”


  The chief laughed jeeringly. “If you would call such luxurious creatures men! We tolerate them only for their females.” From the men of the group came a lascivious murmur. “The soft, sweet House Lord girls!”


  The forest women hissed in anger. “They’re as worthless as the men!” exclaimed one leathery old creature.


  There was a sudden nervous motion at the outskirts of the group. “Here they come! The House Lords!”


  Quickly, with long, bent-kneed strides, the savages retreated, and were gone into the forest.


  EMERSON and Cope walked around the ship. Crossing the clearing in leisurely fashion were a young man, a young woman, a girl and the boy they had seen before. They were the most handsome beings the Earthmen had ever seen. The young man wore a skintight garment of emerald-green sequins, a complicated headdress of silver spines; the boy wore red trousers, a dark blue jacket and a long-billed blue cap. The young woman and the girl wore simple sheaths of white and blue, stretching with easy elasticity as they walked. They were bareheaded and their pale hair fell flowing to their shoulders.


  They halted a few yards from the ship, considered the spacemen with sober curiosity. Their expressions were identical; intent, intelligent, with a vague underlying hauteur. The young man glanced casually toward the forest, held up a small rod. A puff of darkness came forth and a black bubble wafted toward the forest, expanding enormously as it went.


  From the forest came yelps of fear, the stumble of racing feet. The black bubble exploded among the trees, scattering hundreds of smaller black bubbles, which grew and exploded in their turn.


  The sound of flight diminished in the distance. The four young House Lords, smiling a little, returned their attention to Emerson and Cope.


  “And who may you be? Surely not Wild Men?”


  “No, we’re not Wild Men,” said Emerson.


  The boy said, “But you’re not House Lords.”


  “And certainly you’re not servants,” said the girl, who was several years older than the boy, perhaps fourteen or fifteen.


  Emerson explained patiently, “We are astrographers, scientists, from Earth.”


  Like the forest people, the House Lords were puzzled. “Earth?”


  “Good Heavens!” exclaimed Emerson. “Surely you know of Earth!”


  They shook their heads.


  “But you’re human beings—Earth people!”


  “No,” said the young man, “We are House Lords. ‘Earth’ is nothing to us.”


  “But you speak our language—an Earth language!”


  They shrugged and smiled. “There are a hundred ways in which your people might have learned our speech.”


  The matter seemed to interest them very little. The young woman looked toward the forest. “Best be careful of the Wild Men; they’ll do you harm if they can.” She turned. “Come, let us go back.”


  “Wait!” cried Emerson.


  They observed him with austere politeness. “Yes?”


  “Aren’t you curious about us, or interested in where we came from?”


  The young man smilingly shook his head, and the silver spines of his headgear chimed like bells. “Why should we be interested?”


  Emerson laughed in mingled astonishment and irritation. “We’re strangers from space—from Earth, which you claim you never heard of.”


  “Exactly. If we have never heard of you, how can we be interested?”


  Emerson threw up his hands. “Suit yourself. However, we’re interested in you.”


  The young man nodded, accepting this as a matter of course. The boy and girl were already walking away; the young woman had half-turned and was waiting. “Come, Hesphor,” she called softly.


  “I’d like to talk to you,” Emerson said. “There’s a mystery here—something we should straighten out.”


  “No mystery. We are House Lords, and this our House.”


  “May we come into your house?”


  The young man hesitated, glanced at the young woman. She pursed her lips, shook her head. “Lori Genarro.”


  The young man made a small grimace. “The servants are gone; Genarro sleeps. They may come for a short time.”


  The young woman shrugged. “If Genarro wakes, he will not be pleased.”


  “Ah, but Genarro—”


  “But Genarro,” the woman interrupted quickly, “is the First Lord of the House!”


  Hesphor seemed momentarily sulky. “Genarro sleeps, and the servants are gone. These wild things may enter.”


  He signaled to Cope and Emerson. “Come.”


  THE HOUSE Lords strolled back through the garden, talking quietly together. Emerson and Cope followed, half angry, half sheepish. “This is fantastic,” Emerson muttered. “Snubbed by the aristocracy half an hour after we arrive.”


  “I guess we’ll have to put up with it,” said Cope. “They know things we’ve never even thought of. That black bubble, for instance.”


  The boy and girl reached the wall of the palace. Without hesitation they walked through the glistening surface. The young man and woman followed. When Emerson and Cope reached the wall, it was solid, supernormally cold. They felt along the smooth surface, pushing, groping in exasperation.


  The boy came back through the wall. “Are you coming in?”


  “We’d like to,” said Emerson.


  “That’s solid there.” The boy watched them in amusement. “Can’t you tell where it’s permeable?”


  “No,” said Emerson.


  “Neither can the Wild Men,” said the boy. He pointed. “Go through there.”


  Emerson and Cope passed through, and the wall felt like a thin film of cool water.


  They stood on a dull blue floor, with silver filaments tracing a looped pattern. The walls rose high all around them. A hundred feet above, bars ®f black substance protruded from shallow ledges, and the air around the tips seemed to quiver, like the air over a hot road.


  There was no furniture in the room, no trace of human habitation.


  “Come,” said the boy. He crossed the room, walked through the wall opposite. Emerson and Cope followed. “I hope we can find our way out,” said Cope. “I wouldn’t want to climb these walls.”


  They stood in a hall similar to the first, but with a floor of resilient white stuff. Their bodies felt light, their steps took them farther than they expected. The young man and woman were waiting for them. The boy had stepped back through the wall; the girl was nowhere in sight.


  “We can stay with you a moment or two,” said the young man. “Our servants are gone; the house is quiet. Perhaps you’d care to eat?” Without waiting for response he reached forward. His hands disappeared into nowhere. He drew them back, pulling forth a rack supporting trays and bowls of foodstuffs—wedges of red jelly, tall white cones, back wafers, small green globular fruits, flagons containing liquids of various colors.


  “You may eat,” said the young woman, motioning with her hand.


  “Thank you,” said Emerson. He and Cope gingerly sampled the food. It was strange and rich, and tingled in the mouth like carbonated water.


  “Where does this food come from?” asked Emerson. “How can you pull it out of the air like that?”


  The young House Lord looked at his hands. “The servants put it there.”


  “Where do the servants get it?”


  The young man shrugged. “Why should we trouble ourselves, as long as it’s there?”


  Cope asked quizzically, “What would you do if your servants left you?”


  “Such a thing could never happen.”


  “I’d like to see your servants,” said Emerson.


  “They’re not here now.” The young man removed his headgear, tucked it into an invisible niche. “Tell us about this ‘Earth’ of yours.”


  “It’s a planet like this one,” said Emerson, “although men and women live much differently.”


  “Do you have servants?”


  “None of us have servants now.”


  “Mmph,” said the young woman in scorn. “Like the Wild Men.”


  Cope asked, “How long have you lived here?”


  The question seemed to puzzle the House Lords. “How long? What do you mean?”


  “How many years.”


  “What is a ‘year’ ?”


  “A unit of time—the interval a planet takes to make a revolution around its sun. Just as a day is the time a planet takes to rotate on its axis.”


  The House Lords were amused. “That’s a queer thought . . . magnificently arbitrary. What possible use is such an idea?”


  Emerson said drily. “We find time measurements useful.”


  The House Lords smiled at each other. “That well may be,” Hesphor remarked.


  “Who are the Wild Men?” asked Cope.


  “Just riffraff,” said the young woman with a shudder. “Outcasts from Houses where there was no room.”


  “They harass us; they try to steal our women,” said the young man. He held up his hand. “Listen.” He and the young woman looked at each other.


  Emerson and Cope could hear nothing.


  “Lord Genarro,” said the young woman. “He comes.”


  Hesphor looked uneasily at the wall, glanced at Emerson and Cope, then planted himself obstinately in the middle of the hall.


  THERE was a slight sound.


  A tall man dressed in shining black strode through the wall. His hair was copper-gold, his eyes frost-blue. He saw Emerson and Cope; he took a great stride forward. “What are these wild things doing here! Are you all mad? Out, out with them!”


  Hesphor interposed. “They are strangers from another world. They mean no harm.”


  “Out with them! Eating out food! Ogling the Lady Faelm!” He advanced menacingly; Emerson and Cope stepped back. “Wild things, go!”


  ““Just as you like,” said Emerson. “Show us the way out.”


  “One moment!” said Hesphor. “I invited them here; they are my charges.”


  Genarro turned his displeasure against the young House Lord. “Do you wish to join the Wild Men?”


  Hesphor stared at him; their eyes locked. Hesphor wilted and turned away.


  “Very well,” he muttered. “They shall leave.” He whistled; through the wall came the boy. “Take the strangers to their ship.”


  “Quickly!” roared Genarro. “The air reeks; they are covered with filth!”


  “This way!” The boy scampered through the wall; Emerson and Cope followed with alacrity.


  Through two walls they passed and once more stood in the open air. Cope heaved a deep sigh. “Genarro’s hospitality leaves much to be desired.”


  The girl came out of the “palace and joined the boy.


  “Come,” said the boy. “We’ll take you to your ship. You’d best be away before the servants return.”


  Emerson looked back toward the palace, shrugged. “Let’s go.”


  They followed the boy and girl through the formal garden, past the white-trunked trees, the beds of black moss, the pink and white candy floss. The Gaea, at the far end of the clearing, seemed familiar and homelike; Emerson and Cope hurried their steps.


  They passed a clump of gray-stalked bamboo; there was a rustle of movement, a quick rush and they were surrounded by Wild Men. Hands gripped Emerson and Cope, their weapons were snatched.


  The boy and girl, struggling, kicking, screaming, were seized; nooses were dropped around their bodies and they were tugged toward the jungle.


  “Loose us!” yelled the boy. “The servants will pulverize you.”


  “The servants are gone,” cried the wild chief happily. “And I’ve got what I’ve wanted for many years—a fresh, beautiful House Lord girl.”


  The girl sobbed and screamed and tore at her bonds; the boy struggled and kicked. “Easy, boy,” the chief warned. “We’re close enough to cutting your throat as it is.”


  “Why are you taking us?” panted Emerson. “We’re no good to you.”


  “Only in what your friends will give to have you back.” The chief grinned knowingly over his shoulder. “Weapons, good cloth, good shoes.”


  “We don’t carry such things with us!”


  “You’ll wait till we get them!”


  The forest was only fifty yards away. The boy flung himself flat on the ground, the girl did likewise. Emerson felt the grasp on his arms relax; he broke loose, swinging his fists. He struck a Wild Man, who fell to the ground. The chief snatched out his catapult, aimed it. “One move and you’re dead!”


  Emerson stood rigid. The Wild Men seized the boy and girl;, the party moved ahead.


  But now the raid had been noticed at the palace; the air pulsed to a weird high whistle. The Wild Men increased their pace.


  From the palace came a fan of black, shearing down like a great black vane, striking the ground at the forest’s edge.


  THE WILD Men stopped short. Escape was blocked at this point. They turned, ran parallel to the edge of the clearing.


  Out of the palace came Genarro and Hesphor, and behind them, Faelm and another woman. Across the clearing came the sound of Genarro’s voice, full of passion and threat.


  Emerson and Cope ran like men in a nightmare. The Gaea loomed before them; they pounded up the ramp, plunged into the hull.


  The crew, white-faced and anxious, had been waiting; there was not a second’s delay. The door slid shut, power roared through the tubes and the Gaea rose from the clearing.


  The Gaea was in space, far from any star.


  Without comment he set a course for Earth.


  THE VITALISCOPE images vanished. The Directors of the Astrographical Society sat stiff in their seats.


  Theodore Caffridge spoke. His voice sounded flat and prosaic.


  “As you have seen, Commander Emerson and crew underwent a most peculiar experience.”


  “Peculiar!” Ben Haynault whistled. “That’s an understatement if there ever was one!”


  “But what does it mean?” demanded Pritchard. “Those people speaking English!”


  “And knowing nothing of Earth!”


  Caffridge said in his flat voice, “Emerson and I have formed a tentative hypothesis. Chronologically, what happened was this. Like you, we were mystified. Who were these House Lords? How could they speak an Earth language, but still know nothing of Earth? How did the House Lords control their servants, these tremendous creatures which could be seen only as flickers of light and shadow?”


  Caffridge paused. No one spoke; he went on. “Commander Emerson had no answer to these questions. Neither did I.


  “Then something very ordinary occurred, an event quite insignificant in itself. But it set off a charge in both our minds.


  “What happened was that my cat Sarvis came into the house. He used his special little swinging door. My small House Lord, Sarvis. He came into his palace, he went to his dish and looked for his dinner.”


  There was frozen silence in the Board room, the arrestment in time which comes of surprise and shock.


  Then someone coughed; there was the hiss of breath, a bit of nervous laughter, general uneasy motion.


  “Theodore,” Ben Haynault asked in a husky voice, “what are you implying?”


  “I’ve given you the facts. You must draw your own inferences.”


  Paul Pritchard muttered, “A hoax, surely. There’s no other explanation. A society of crackpots . . . escapists . . .”


  Caffridge smiled. “You might discuss that theory with Emerson.”


  Pritchard fell silent.


  “Emerson considers himself lucky,” Caffridge went on reflectively. “I’m inclined to agree. If some wild thing came into my house and killed Sarvis, I’d consider it a domestic tragedy of the highest order. I might not have been quite so forbearing.”


  “What can we do?” asked Haynault quietly.


  Caffridge went to the window and stood looking up into the southern sky. “We can hope that they have all the House Lords they want. Otherwise—none of us are safe . . .”


  THE END


  Tiny Ally


  Harlan Ellison


  They didn’t meet an “abominable snowman” up there in the Himalayas—they met something entirely different that they dared not talk about.


  WHEN WE saw him first, he came stumbling across the snow, almost beneath our feet. For a moment I thought it was a snow-swirl, or a shadow. At 18,000 feet, that happens often.


  Deszlow stopped and cupped his hands to his mouth, having pulled up his oxygen mask, and screamed to the rest of us on the line. “For God’s sake! Come here and see this!”


  His voice was almost lost in the scream of the wind, but we pulled along the rope to see what he had discovered. Rutledge and Ferraday and I slid back down the slope, digging our crampons into the tightly-packed crust, leaving spikemarks in jagged rows. We clustered around Deszlow, the wind of the summit picking at us icily. We stared with great confusion at the tiny mountain—c limber Deszlow had discovered.


  Note this: at 500 yards short of the 18,000 foot mark on Annapurna—we were following in the tracks of the French expedition that had defeated the peak—on a geophysical survey, we discovered a miniscule climber. He was no more than six inches high, with a tightly belted anorak jacket, a pike, crampons of a tiny form, and a face quite red from exertion. I did not realize it then, but there were even more physically startling things about him. But one thing did shock me:


  He had a knife in the small, small, small of his back.


  A chill that was deeper and sharper than the chill of the wind—roaring down from the unseen peaks above—touched my spine. Even as I stood staring at the tiny panting figure, Ferraday’s abrupt action penetrated my frozen consciousness. As it did, I yelled hoarsely through my mask, “No, you fool! Don’t—”


  But already it was too late. Ferraday had picked up the tiny man, was holding him tightly by the collar of his jacket, and was reaching for the knife with his free hand. I still cannot tell how I knew, but I was suddenly absolutely certain that it was the worst thing Ferraday could do. Slipping and staggering on the treacherous surface, I rushed forward. Blindly, I plunged into Ferraday, arms outthrust to stop his action.


  There was a brilliant, blinding flash, that sprayed the snow with blood-red shadows.


  I felt myself lifted, hurled, smashed to the ground. From the edge of my vision I saw Ferraday also being lifted, and thrown down the mountain. I don’t know what snapped the rope . . . perhaps it was the cutting edge of my pike that ripped it through as Ferraday went past . . . but I thank God he did not drag the rest of us with him.


  Even as Ferraday crashed face-first into the ice, I heard the bellow of the black-bearded Austrian. Ferraday disappeared down the slope, the rope waving behind, the snow billowing out from him in a fine wedge of white. His scream was muffled and buried beneath tons of ice and snow, as he helplessly plunged across a snow-bridge. The bridge collapsed, and he plummeted three thousand feet to a rocky fault.


  Deszlow and Rutledge stood transfixed, their pikes held at queer angles, their faces—beneath the beards, glare-glasses and masks—whiter than normal. Their eyes were large, and I was certain their mouths were open in horror.


  I dragged myself stiffly to elbows and knees, spat a mouthful of blood and snow across the ice-pack, and tottered erect.


  “The little man was gone, naturally.


  I sagged back against my pike, leaning, breathing, drawing breath from a suddenly insufficient supply. “Ferra . . . Ferraday . . . He—he’s gone?”


  Deszlow’s huge square head bobbled confirmation, and Rutledge stared off across the jaggedly split snow-bridge, where a gaping, sliding crevice still poured snow atop the mangled-body of our companion—three thousand feet below. “We’d—we’d better go,” Deszlow gasped. “The wind is rising. The massif will be hell in an hour.”


  We started out again, up the face of Annapurna, suddenly frightened of this expedition. We had known that death climbed with us, but not this way . . . not with this shroud of strangeness that hung over us.


  Who . . . or what . . . had the little man been?


  In the next hour Deszlow’s words came true. The massif. It was a hell; but not of the kind we had imagined.


  UNQUESTIONABLY, it had been the presence of the little man—whose tracks we observed coming down, as we climbed steadily up—which sharpened our senses enough to see it.


  We had climbed for the hour, hoping to find a sheltering ledge before the storm broke on the mountain, and were just passing a series of small caves, ripped in the face of the slope, when Rutledge dragged on the line signalling.


  We stopped, and looked where he had pointed.


  There are no words colorful enough to explain or vocalize our feelings of mixed wonder and terror at what he had seen, to which he now pointed.


  Wedged in the rocks, shoved into one of the smaller caves, was a bright, shining sliver of metal, perhaps ten feet long; no question arose in our minds . . . the shape was totally familiar, from popularizations in newspapers and magazines. It was a spaceship.


  There, 18,000 feet up on one of the highest mountains on Earth, we had uncovered a spaceship. We had no more than a moment to stare, for as we advanced toward it, sliding across one roll of the slope, a port opened, and a group of four figures, identical to the little man we had seen before, emerged.


  They carried weapons. The equipment was so small, and so intricate, we got only a brief glimpse of delicate machinework and involved mechanisms, before they opened fire on us. Had we been unprepared, had we not been set alert by the presence of the first little man, we would have been dead at once.


  But even as the same blood-red shadows illuminated the snow, and the beams of raw energy spat from their rifles, we were leaping aside. I jumped forward and to the right, clawing in the snow with hands and feet for some purchase. I caught a breath of one beam over my left shoulder, and behind me heard Rutledge scream as it tore across his face.


  Then I felt a tug on the line, and knew he was down, most probably dead—how I knew I can never say. But the drag was there. I was hauling a dead man behind me. But there was not a second to stop to think about it; with a fanatical fury I struggled to my knees, and brought my pike up over my head.


  Deszlow was to my left, cowering in the snow as the bolts of energy smashed over him.


  I brought down the pike. It flattened two of the little men at once, and the other three ran slippingly back to the ship.


  I screamed something—I have no idea what—at Deszlow, and he flopped forward, grabbed at one end of the ship . . . and with a superhuman strength I had not thought the slim man capable of, wrenched the ship free of the cave.


  I struggled forward again, and grasped the other end. I could see jet tubes of some strange sort, protruding from the rear, and from within I heard the beginning of what must have been a generator whine.


  Together we lifted the ship, bumbled erect, and with a monstrous effort threw the ship as hard as we could, down the side of the mountain.


  They tried to get the engines started, for we saw a blast of flame leap from the rear of the ship, but in a second it went out as the ship struck an outcropping of rock, and twisted grotesquely. Their drive was useless, and, as we stared wildly, the ship bounced and crashed and careened down the slope. Before it plunged into the snow-mists ten thousand feet below, we saw the little sliver of metal shine much more brightly, and then with a flash and a roar, erupt into a sheet of flame and a scatter of metal and flesh.


  SOMEHOW, we got down, carrying Rutledge’s body. His face was entirely gone, charred completely off. We never found enough of the ship to reconstruct even a small portion of it.


  To this day we do not know what they were there for. Whether they were invaders from another planet, or just visitors, or what . . . is something we will never know. But we know this: the little man who first accosted us, had been trying to warn us away, had been trying to get to us to tell us about his ship and his companions. And if they were not malevolent, if they were not here to try conquest of some sort, why had they knifed him? Why did they destroy him when he was so close to speaking to us? Why did they fire upon us?


  I don’t think we’ll ever know the answers to those questions, but I know this: whoever he was, and for whatever reasons motivated him, that little man with the knife in his back was the truest ally Man or Earth has ever known.


  I don’t suppose it will outlast the first real slide or storm up there, but Deszlow and I had to climb back up to the 18,000 foot mark later.


  We don’t think anyone will ever know what happened up there, or ever see it, but we had to put up a cross for that tiniest of allies.


  THE END


  Structural Defect


  Robert F. Young


  Looking for a bluebird in that perfectly laid-out utopian suburb was not always quite as easy as the blueprints had provided—in fact it was rather the reverse!


  SPARROWS had moved into the bluebird house again, and this time Melray really was annoyed. Everything else in the bright little garden managed to perform its intended function efficiently enough: the fountain twinkled with just the right iridescence in the summer morning sunlight, the petunias grew neatly along the precise pebbled paths, the rose vines made pleasant arabesques on their pink trellises . . .


  The only recalcitrant was the bluebird house. It simply refused to attract bluebirds.


  Melray looked over the white plastic fence into Mr. Grover’s garden. It was a facsimile of his own, of course (Standard Suburban, Fountain Included), as were all the others in the block. His eyes sought the slender white pole with the little rustic house on top, and concentrated on the tiny orifice of the door in search of a wisp of blue. As he watched, an arrogant sparrow came out and perched on the diminutive front porch as though it owned the whole world. After surveying its domain for a moment, it made a brief flight to Mr. Grover’s catalpa tree where it disappeared among the ovate leaves and the crooked branches.


  Melray concluded then that all the bluebird houses in the block had sparrows living in them. Perhaps even in the whole city. It was a perfectly logical conclusion in view of the fact that the houses were mass-produced: if a structural defect appeared in one or two, it would inevitably be repeated in all the others. Mass production did have some disadvantages. But of course when you considered all of its advantages, the disadvantages were rather inconsequential.


  Sparrows, for instance, weren’t much of a hardship. They were a dirty gray to be sure, instead of a bright blue; but outside of that there was very little difference between them and the house’s intended occupants.


  Just the same, though, it would be nice to have a bluebird in the garden for a change.


  He wondered if you could buy domestic ones . . .


  “DID YOU have a nice Walk in the Garden, dear?” Barbara asked.


  “Fine,” Melray said, sitting down at the breakfast shelf. “Except for one thing. There’s—”


  “The poached eggs are done!” the stove said.


  “Time to butter the toast!” announced the toaster.


  “Yes, dear?”


  “I was going to say,” Melray said, “that there’s another family of—”


  “Turn me on! Turn me on!” cried the Reassurer. “You don’t want to miss the Happy Philosopher do you?”


  Barbara pressed the little blue button and sat down. “A family of what, dear?”


  “A family of—”


  “Good morning!” the Happy Philosopher said. “And what a fine bright (0831) summer morning it is! Flowers blooming and birds singing. Happy people sitting down everywhere to delicious poached eggs on toast and exquisite Barkam’s coffee!


  “The daily prognosis? You lucky people, you! The prognosis for today is perfect! (0832). The Office of Statistical Extrapolation anticipates a minimum of accidents, no deaths—”


  “Don’t people ever die any more?” Melray asked loudly.


  “Darling, don’t say such things!”


  “—speaking of the low death rate, did you know that the Longevity Level has risen to 104.6? That’s right! Isn’t that simply wonderful, folks?


  “Well, folks, just one more day and another glorious weekend will be on hand. Don’t forget, all you lucky people with red cars—this is Red Car Sunday coming up. It’s going to be your turn to use the highways! It’s been an astonishingly short week, hasn’t it! And filled with happiness and contentment and well-being; bounteous (0833) leisure and fine, oh superbly fine, anamorphic entertainment. How do you like the new family hour? The Smiths. Really nice people to welcome into your living rooms, aren’t they? You bet they are!”


  “The trouble is,” Melray said, “they come in whether they’re welcome or not.”


  “Don’t talk that way!” Barbara said. “If people hear you they’ll think you’re unhappy.”


  “Maybe I am.” He reached up and turned off the Reassurer. “We’ve got sparrows in our bluebird house again!”


  “Not again!”


  “Yes, again. Grover’s got them in his, too. Must have been a bad batch of houses.”


  “Why that’s a shame!” Barbara said, “We paid perfectly good credits for that house. It could at least attract one bluebird.”


  “I’ve been thinking,” Melray said. “Maybe we could buy one, a tame one of course. One that wouldn’t fly away. It would brighten up the garden a lot.”


  “Why don’t you try, dear?”


  “There’s a bird store near the factory. I’ll stop off on my way to work and see what they’ve got.” He stood up.


  “Time for the bus, Babs. Got to go.”


  She came round the shelf and kissed him. “Why don’t you drop over to Birth Administration during your lunch hour,” she said shyly to his lapel. “Maybe they didn’t get our application at all. Or maybe they lost it. We should have heard by now.”


  He smiled softly into her chestnut hair. “All right, Babs, I’ll check on it. But I think they got it all right. The waiting period might be longer than we figured . . . See you, Baby.”


  “ ‘Bye, Darling.”


  MELRAY had never seen so many birds. There were red ones and yellow ones and green ones and multicolored ones; big ones and little ones, quiet ones and noisy ones; caged ones, chained ones, some perched on little trapezes, some fluttering about the shoo.


  The little gray-haired proprietor approached him. “Can I help you, sir?”


  “I’m looking for a bluebird,” Melray said.


  The man gave him an odd stare. “You know, it’s the strangest thing, sir,” he said. “You’re the fifth person to come in here this morning looking for a bluebird. Why, you’re at least the hundredth one this week!”


  “Do you have them in stock?”


  “I have cockatoos and parakeets and lories and lovebirds—practically every kind of domestic bird in existence. I have a splendid pair of Martian palavavavas if you’re interested in extraterrestrial—”


  “But bluebirds. Do you have bluebirds?”


  “You see, sir, bluebirds aren’t a domestic species. Even if I wanted to carry them I wouldn’t be able to get them. Now I have a singularly fine pair of Venusian arises—”


  “Then you don’t have bluebirds at all?” Melray tried to conceal his disappointment.


  “I’m sorry, sir. I’m afraid not. But you might try The Bird House on Center Boulevard. They might carry them. But I doubt it very much.”


  “Thanks,” Melray said. “Maybe I’ll stop there on my way home . . .”


  “YOUR APPLICATION is on file, sir,” the thin faced girl behind the window said. “You’ll just have to wait till it comes up for approval.”


  “But can’t you give me some idea how long it will take?” Melray asked.


  “Issuance of Maternity Licenses is contingent upon the death rate. Surely you’re aware of that, sir. Surely you attend Citizen Class regularly!”


  “Oh yes. Of course,” Melray said. “But I thought—”


  “Your application will come up for approval in due course. Definitely within the next ten years. You may be confident of that. Was there anything else you wanted to know, sir?” Melray stepped back from the window, bumping against the first man in the long line of men behind him. He felt numb. “No, that’s all,” he heard himself say. “Thanks.”


  Center Boulevard was a wide straight river with white high banks of buildings. It was filled now with glaring afternoon sunlight and homeward-hurrying people. Melray left the airbus a block from The Bird House. He felt like stretching his legs a little, soaking up some summer sun. Airbuses were fine—you couldn’t ask for better transportation—but they were crowded sometimes, and very little of the bright fresh air they traveled through ever penetrated as far as their interiors.


  There was a long queue of people lining the dazzling facades. Melray walked past them, wondering what new deepie had opened, wondering why any deepie would open at such an unconventional hour. There was no kaleidoscopic marquee at the end of the queue, however. When he reached the end of the queue he discovered an ordinary store front with an ordinary sign over it that said, The Bird House. Beneath the sign a flustered little man was standing, waving his arms and shouting. “Go away, go away!” he was shouting. “I tell you I haven’t got any bluebirds. I haven’t got any!”


  IT WAS nice to have a retentive memory; to be able to recall an obscure little store on an obscure little side street that you’d visited only once, and quite a long time ago at that. Melray was rather pleased with himself when he left the airbus at Center 6-41. He was even more pleased with himself when he turned down the side street and discovered—as he’d expected to, of course—that there was no queue of people lined up before The Aviary.


  Barbara was going to be upset when he didn’t show up for dinner on time, but it couldn’t be helped. She’d have trouble keeping the—let’s see, it was Thursday, so it would be braised beef—warm for him. But he’d been looking for a bluebird practically all day, and somehow he hated to go home without one. Besides, a bluebird might take her mind off what he had to tell her about the application . . .


  Apparently, everybody in the city was looking for bluebirds. All of the bluebird houses produced within the last few years must have been defective; there was no other way to account for a common bird species having become so much in demand virtually overnight.


  Well, Melray thought, finding bluebirds was like finding anything else. You simply had to know where to look for them.


  He turned into the sunken entrance of the little shop. There was a big sign on the door. We Do Not Have Bluebirds, the sign said.


  EVEN WITH the anamorphic images of The Smiths crowding into it, the living room seemed strangely empty, Barbara had scarcely spoken at all since he’d explained to her about the application. A peculiar look had come into her eyes, a sort of glazed, empty look, and she hadn’t even seemed to hear him when he’d told her about the dearth of bluebirds.


  She sat now staring at Little Timmie Smith with a kind of mesmeric fascination. Little Timmie Smith, was jumping gleefully up and down on the Smith’s davenport which obtruded itself (anamorphically) right out of the life-size aspect screen and into the living room. He was so close and so real that you would have felt that you could have reached right out and touched his pink, roly-poly, little boy’s body if you hadn’t known before hand that all you would really touch would be thin air.


  Mr. Smith was sitting in His big comfortable chair (part of that stuck out of the screen too), discussing the comfy, trivial matters of everyday living with Mrs. Smith, who sat comfortably on the davenport (complacently tolerant of Little Timmie’s ecstatic trampling), crocheting antimacassars.


  “You know, Mother,” Mr. Smith was saying, “this is a pretty fine little old world we live in. Whenever people want something all they have to do is say so, and bingo! right away they can buy it!”


  “It’s a great little old world all right,” Mrs. Smith said.


  Mr. Smith lit his pipe. He leaned forward in his comfortable chair. “Yessir,” he said. “Why, look what everybody’s got already!” He began to enumerate on his fingers: “A swell new car, a fine new garage to keep it in, a beautiful new modern house with all the latest conveniences, a pleasant garden to relax in, an anamorphic set—Why, I could go on forever, Mother!”


  “Watch me jump!” Little Timmie shouted.


  “We’re pretty lucky people all right,” Mrs. Smith said. “Be careful, Timmie!”


  “Well I guess we are!” Mr. Smith said. He blew a big cloud of smoke. “And now, do you know what, Mother? Lots of people are looking for domestic bluebirds. That’s right. Bluebirds. It seems a bad shipment of bluebird houses got distributed by mistake. A pretty bad shipment, I understand. And bluebirds, being pretty persnickety critters, just won’t come around and live in them.” He blew an even bigger cloud of smoke. “Can you beat that, Mother?”


  “Well I declare!” Mrs. Smith said.


  “Yessir. And that’s why I say that this is a pretty fine little old world, because do you know what, Mother? Some fine big company heard about this sudden demand for bluebirds and they went way out of their way to get some. Just so all those dissatisfied people could be happy. Now isn’t that something, Mother?”


  Mrs. Smith shook her head in reverant admiration. She cluck-clucked. “Well I guess so!” she said. “I think it’s simply marvelous!”


  “You just bet it’s marvelous!” Mr. Smith shifted around in his comfortable chair so that he faced the Melray living room, and every other living room in the city. “Now this fine big company is making bluebird deliveries this very night to every aviary, every department store, and every credit store in the city. Now all you dissatisfied folks have got to do,” he said, looking Melray Straight in the eye and pointing stabbingly with his pipe, “is step into one of those stores tomorrow morning and there’ll be a bluebird ready for you, just waiting for you to buy it and take it home. How’s that for service, folks? By tomorrow night there’ll be a bluebird in every backyard!”


  “Say,” Melray said, “that’s all right. Did you hear that, Babs?”


  Barbara’s eyes reluctantly relinquished Little Timmie. They weren’t empty any more, Melray noticed. They were overflowing now; overflowing with something that was even worse than the emptiness had been. “Hear what, dear?”


  “About the bluebirds. You can buy them now.”


  “That’s wonderful, dear.”


  “I’ll stop by first thing in the morning before they’re all gone.” He watched her eyes as they drifted away from his—drifted back to the screen and Little Timmie Smith. The silence that crept into the room was so tangible that even Mr. Smith’s complacent braying could scarcely penetrate it.


  IT WAS a fine bird all right—so brightly blue it almost hurt your eyes to look at it. It perched charmingly in its little plastic cage, its tiny radiant eyes steadfastly regarding its surroundings. Every now and then it would ruffle its bluer-than-blue plumage, and make a soft twittering sound. Shortly after that it would leap to the transparent wall of the cage and beat its wings rhythmically for several seconds, as though in flight, and then it would return dutifully to its perch.


  When he got to the factory, Melray set the cage on the bench beside his panel, and all day long, during the intervals when no buttons were lighted up for him to push, and during his lunch hour, he watched its azure occupant. He was so excited that he could hardly wait to get home so that he could show the bluebird to Barbara.


  “Look, Barbara!” he said, the minute he came in the door. “Isn’t it beautiful!”


  “Oh, it is!”


  “I’m going to put it in the bird house. Want to come out and watch?”


  “Of course, darling.”


  He shooed the sparrows away. They made angry gray streaks against the late afternoon sky, twittered shrilly in and out of the catalpa tree. Melray opened the cage, took out the bluebird, and set it on the little front porch of the bluebird house. It perched there motionlessly for a moment; then, after ruffling its plumage and softly twittering, it spread its wings and became a blue blur in the shimmering summer air. Melray watched, entranced. Why, that was what it had been trying to do all day! After flying twice around the catalpa tree it returned to the little porch and perched there charmingly.


  “See,” Melray said proudly. “It always comes back.” He pointed to a small plastic tag riveted to the base of the cage. “Guaranteed not to fly away,” he read.


  IT WAS an empty, lonely sound; a deep, broken sound. A sound of desperate, yearning sobbing in the night. A terrible, hopeless sobbing . . .


  Melray sat up in bed, the soporific sheets billowing around him like surf-crested waves. The moonlight softly streaming through the translucent roof lay like silver snow in the room. He got up and went over and stood helplessly by the silver snowbank of Barbara’s bed.


  He stood there for a long time, till the coolness of the artificial temperature penetrated his pajamas and touched his skin; till he was shivering, standing there, standing there helplessly, listening to his wife’s broken sobs.


  He found his bathrobe in the dim wasteland of the room, and he slipped his icy feet into his sandals. The thought of the bluebird flew through his mind, a warm, bright blur of blue. He knew suddenly that that was what he needed, that that was what he had to have.


  He would bring it back to the room and show it to Barbara, and the two of them would sit there through the lonely hours discussing its blueness and its beauty; and somehow the night would go by without bitterness and pain, without emptiness . . .


  The moon was a mellow, macrocosmic fruit suspended against a scattered, twinkling foliage of stars. The garden was a quiet place of argent patterns. He could see the dainty silhouette of the bluebird as he walked down the pebbled path. It was ruffling its plumage. As he approached, it twittered softly. Then it spread its wings and flew twice around the catalpa tree.


  Didn’t it ever sleep?


  He reached up and took it down. It perched obediently on his forefinger, its tiny, pincer-like feet cold against his skin. Metal cold. In sudden, shocked horror he felt its cold blue body, searching desperately for the warmth that must be there, for the tiny quiver of heartbeat that had to be there.


  The body was like ice. The small breast was silent. The little radiant eyes looked at him blindly.


  It ruffled its plumage. After a precise interval it made a soft twittering sound.


  It was almost time for the flight around the catalpa tree . . .


  Mel ray tore its head off. There was a brief flurry of blue Sparks, a stench of shorted wires. The tiny light-bulb eyes popped out like bright beebees and dropped to the ground.


  He tore off the plastic wings and crumpled them in his hand. He snapped the little metal feet and he ripped off the plastic legs. He plucked out the cellophane feathers one by one.


  When his hands had stopped trembling he went back to the wasteland of the bedroom and lay in the cold moonlight listening to Barbara’s sobs. And seeing Mr. Smith every time he closed his eyes, and all the mass-produced houses and the mass-produced gardens; and all the mass-produced people living out their mass-produced lives in pursuit of mass-produced happiness . . .


  After a while he got up and was horribly sick in the bathroom.


  THE END
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  The Orzu Problem


  Lloyd Biggle, Jr.


  All he did was to obey orders—but out in the galaxy sizes can be terribly deceptive!


  ALL RIGHT. So I’ve been in the government service for twenty years, and my rating is only Grade 10. That isn’t my fault. The Special Problems Section is a tough place to work. I’ve been up and down plenty of times during those twenty years. I’ve dropped from Grade 3 down to Grade 7, and once I went from Grade 2 all the way down to Grade 8. I never blamed no one but myself for those demotions. When a man pulls a boner, he has to live with it.


  This last time, though, I was at the top—a bona fide Grade 1, and the only one on this Base. Central Administration bounced me all the way to Grade 10 without a hearing, and I hadn’t done a thing. I was as innocent as a man can be in these corrupt times, and I can prove it.


  It began with a letter, and the Chief brought it in himself. The Chief fakes a personal interest in the members of his staff, and when he comes up with a first class stinker, he likes to see the expression on the face of the man that gets it. He leered at me, and slid the letter across my desk.


  “Special Problems Section, Base XVI,” I read. “Requisition: With all possible dispatch furnish one pair live Orzus to Galaxia Zoological Gardens. Details as to capture and shipment are left to your discretion.”


  “Pretty good joke,” I said. “I suppose we tell them to go chase their own Orzus?”


  “We do not,” the Chief said.


  I didn’t like his tone of voice. I snapped, “Since when does the Galaxia Zoological Gardens have any authority over Special Problems?”


  “Ever since the Galactic Commission passed a special resolution ordering all Special Problems Sections to extend full cooperation. Galaxia Zoological Gardens are to have a prize collection of monstrosities from all over the galaxy. An added tourist attraction for the capital, they say, and maybe it’s a good idea. If the collection is hideous enough, it might make the politicians look good.”


  “One pair live Orzus. coming up,” I said.


  With considerable reluctance I laid aside the problem of the decreasing birth rate on Parmo, and went down to the library to stalk my Orzus.


  Normally a problem of this type is no problem at all. Special Problems simply passes the request along to the local Colonial Administrator. The Administrator finds someone in his organization who can carry it out, and sends Special Problems a billing for any expense involved. Special Problems passes the billing along, with appropriate padding, of course, to the department that originated the request. And the problem is buried in an Action Taken file.


  The library had a new girl in the reference section—a trim little redhead with “green eyes and the kind of figure I didn’t think they allowed out on the perimeter.


  “Where did you come from?” I said. “I thought this Base had some kind of regulation against being beautiful.”


  “I’ve heard that line eighty-seven times in the last four days,” she said. “And I came out here to marry a man in the Supply Department.”


  “Dial me one pair of Orzus,” I said.


  She did. We worked out eleven different ways to spell Orzu, and all we got was a blank screen.


  I went to see the Chief. “Just tell me one thing,” I said. “What’s an Orzu?”


  The Chief laughed. “Maybe that’s why it’s a special problem.” Sometimes his sense of humor is positively malicious.


  I went back to my desk and prepared a message for the Director of the Galaxia Zoological Gardens. “With regard to your request for one pair Orzus, please advise as to planet and species desired.”


  I hoped he’d assume that this sector was overpopulated with Orzus and their near relations, and he’d have to do some research before he bothered me again. With luck, he might even decide to forget about his Orzus. I sent the message down to Communications, and went back to my problem of the birth rate on Parmo. I also went back to the problem of the little redhead.


  I’ve been married eleven times, at various Bases around the galaxy, and that doesn’t include a number of unofficial cohabitation experiments. With due modesty I might say I’ve had a measure of practical experience that no psych-conditioning can touch, and it took me just three days to eliminate the opposition and take over.


  There was only one drawback. She was a girl with old-fashioned ideas. No cohabitation for her—it had to be marriage or nothing. “All right,” I said. “Let’s get married.”


  We set a date. My work was going along nicely. There is nothing quite like a decreasing birth-rate problem for a man planning to get married. Then back came the reply from the Director of Galaxia Zoological Gardens, by high-priority space relay.


  “Orzus desired native to planet Arnicus, Pron II, Sector 1169,” he wrote. “Reference Journal of Galactic Explorations, Vol. LXVI, No. 5, p. 1043.”


  Whereupon I wrote out a requisition for one pair of live Orzus, to be shipped to the Galaxia Zoological Gardens, and addressed it to the Colonial Administrator on Arnicus.


  It was that simple. I sent it down to Communications. Communications sent it right back with a sarcastic note to the effect that there was no Colonial Administrator on Arnicus. In fact, there wasn’t anybody on Arnicus. The place wasn’t, deemed fit for human habitation.


  Back to the library I went, and my redhead wasn’t exactly pleased to find me there on business. I checked out the reel of the appropriate number of the Journal of Galactic Exploration, and dug up a few survey reports on Arnicus.


  I started reading, and what I found would have curled my hair if I had any. Arnicus is a super-tropical world, with two continents at its polar caps, and five thousand miles of boiling ocean separating them. The average temperature at its poles is 200 Fahrenheit in the shade, with lots of shade, in the form of slimy, swampy jungle.


  Orzu himself was specifically designed for populating nightmares—a giant reptile, nine feet high at the shoulders, fifteen feet long, and with a bristling crop of tentacles where his nose should have been. It was also claimed that he had three eyes. I doubted that the explorer had gotten close enough to count accurately, but on an Orzu one eye, more or less, couldn’t have much influence on the total effect.


  I wrote up a little report on the generally hellish nature of Orzu and his environment, and took it to the Chief. He read it through as if he enjoyed it immensely. “When do you leave?” he said.


  “When do I leave?” I squalled. “Listen, I can’t leave. I’m getting married next week.”


  “You don’t say,” he said. He pulled my file, and went through it, counting slowly. “. . . eight, nine, ten, eleven! It isn’t as if it were something that hasn’t happened before. You’ll have plenty of time to get married after you collect the Orzus.” He grinned happily. “I’m glad this came along. I’ve been wanting to get you onto a normal-gravity hasp so you can see how much weight you’ve put on.”


  “That’s a great idea,” I said. “Send me back to Terra for that leave I was supposed to have last year. I think the girl would like that. But leave Orzu out of it.”


  “I’ll fix it up with Exploration to get you a ship and crew,” he said. “But you go along to boss the operation. Either you bring back Orzu, or you stay on Arnicus and grow your own tentacles. Special Problems has a reputation to maintain.”


  As you know, Special Problems has top priority over any department except the military. It took just three days to get an expedition together and equip it. The military cooperated with the loan of a space cruiser.


  As I had figured, my little redhead didn’t take kindly to the idea. She was looking forward to getting married, which is an excellent state of mind for a woman to be in. When I told her we’d have to wait she threw a tantrum and quite a few other things. The same night I saw her down by the space port strolling with her man from the Supply Department. And when I went down to the library to wish her good by, she told me not to hurry back.


  I LEFT for Arnicus with a Space Navy crew, a dozen experienced explorers, and the best equipment Base could provide. And there were several things wrong. No one on board had ever been to Arnicus before—and few of us were pleased at the prospect of going there.


  My explorers were hardened individualists. The first day they got into violent arguments over Orzu and how best to cope with him. After three hours they’d split up into factions that weren’t on speaking terms.


  The man in charge of the project was me, and I was more concerned about my redhead than Orzu. Also, I’d never before been in charge of anything that involved more than one female filing clerk. It was not a pleasant trip.


  On the fourteenth day I stood with the Captain on the bridge, absorbing my first view of Arnicus. What I saw made me sick. The planet was wrapped in swirling dirty, yellow-brown clouds, and where I caught a glimpse of land I saw nothing but a hideous purple vegetation.


  The captain snapped out the necessary orders to put the ship into a polar orbit. “Which continent do you want to start with?” he said.


  “I’d just as soon forget the whole thing,” I said. “But as long as I can’t, take your pick. Wherever you’d prefer to land.”


  “Land?” He stared at me.


  “You want me to put this ship down in a swamp? Nothing doing. We stay in an orbit, and you ferry your men and supplies down by flyer.”


  “Now just how am I going to get a pair of Orzus into this ship by flyer?”


  “That’s your problem. But I’d suggest that you concentrate on small Orzus. There’s the size of the air lock to consider.”


  I hadn’t thought of that. There were, in fact, a number of things I hadn’t thought of, as I found out when I started conferring with my exploration team on the subject of what to do with Orzu if we actually caught him.


  My right-hand man was a veteran explorer named Jan Garish. A small, wizened man with a leathery, wrinkled face and a drooping mustache in which he took an obnoxious pride. He had spent most of his life knocking around in various galactic hell-holes. Though he’d never been on Arnicus, he differed from the rest of us in that he was looking forward to it.


  “First thing we do,” he said, “we test atmosphere. We get chemist to make some. We get engineer to make pressure cage. We get zoologist to tell us what Orzu maybe eats. Then we catch Orzu, put him in cage. He lives, we tow cage up to ship. He don’t live, we make chemist and zoologist try again, and we catch more Orzu. Simple, eh?”


  Simple. I longed for the good, old, bring ’em back alive days, when a zoo only collected specimens from its own planet.


  The captain gave me the ship’s chemist for my exclusive use, and that worthy individual rubbed his hands together, stroked the two or three hairs surviving on his bald head, and vowed, Space, yes, he could duplicate the Arnicus atmosphere. He could duplicate any atmosphere—but he couldn’t say for how long. How much of the stuff would Orzu be breathing per hour? Wouldn’t it maybe be better to simply compress enough of the real thing to get Orzu to the zoo, and then let the zoo worry about it?


  I didn’t know, and I left it up to him.


  The zoologist wasn’t so easy. He was a member of my exploration team, but he hadn’t volunteered for the job. I asked him how we’d pack back enough vegetation to keep Orzu alive. He said he didn’t know, that was my problem—and anyway, Orzu was probably carnivorous.


  That possibility hadn’t occurred to me, and in my last sleep on board the cruiser I was caught in a weird nightmare in which my little redhead developed a third green eye, sprouted long red tentacles, and tried to stuff me into a food synthesizer.


  THE FLYER spiraled down over the north pole, keeping well away from the ocean. My chemist warned that it might be one churning vat of poison, and I didn’t argue with him. Also, we wanted to keep as far from the smouldering equator as possible.


  We skimmed over several hundred square miles of jungle without sighting a clearing, and finally we eased the flyer straight down through the trees. Tangled vines caught at it. Huge purple leaves flapped against the ports, and stuck there, blinding the pilot. It was raining globules of some unmentionable liquid.


  We had special atmosphere suits with a built-in cooling apparatus. We climbed into them, and Jan Garish was the first man out the air lock. He begged me for the job, and I gave in with appropriate reluctance. He took one step, and sank into the slimy mud up to his hips.


  “Welcome to Amicus,” I said.


  The rain left a sticky film on my face plate, and I had to keep wiping it off to see. I scrambled around Garish, found solid ground—I only sank in to my knees—and looked about. The others followed me. We stood shifting from one foot to the other, and watching each other to see if one of us would suddenly sink in over his head.


  Garish floundered out of sight into the flapping vegetation, and quickly floundered back again. “We’re in a swamp,” he said.


  No one denied it.


  “Well,” he said, “it gets worse in that direction. Maybe it’ll get better the other way.”


  A good man, Garish. We found solid ground, and I began to feel better. I’d been wondering how anything as big as Orzu could exist in a swamp. We moved the flyer, brought out our tents, and made a camp. The chemist set up a laboratory in the flyer, and gleefully went to work on the atmosphere. My explorers went back to their argument about how best to catch Orzu, if we could locate him. The locating didn’t worry me. If Orzu was around at all, he wouldn’t be easy to overlook. Nine feet high, the report had said.


  While the rest of us were hacking out a clearing around the camp, Jan Garish took three men on a preliminary survey of our surroundings. “Don’t try to bring in Orzu all by yourself,” I told him.


  “No,” Garish said, after giving the possibility careful consideration. “Maybe we find tracks, though.”


  “I don’t even want you tracking him, yet. He might have a nasty temper. If you find a place that looks as if a battle cruiser has ploughed through the jungle, just get back here fast.”


  We had the camp in order, and I was relaxing in my tent, comfortably sealed off from the sulphurous Arnicus atmosphere, when he returned. He stomped out of the air lock, he pulled off his suit, and sat down glumly.


  “Nothing,” he said.


  “No Orzu?”


  “No nothing. Don’t like the looks of this place. No birds. No animals.”


  “Just be patient,” I said.


  “Maybe Orzu sleeps in the daytime.”


  “Maybe.” He grunted, and it was not an optimistic grunt.


  The following day we organized our search. We split into three parties, and combed the jungle, working out away from the swamp. Nothing.


  We shifted our camp, and kept moving away from the swamp until we ran into another swamp. Nothing. At the end of a week we went back to the ship to replenish our supplies, and then we tried again. Nothing.


  Another week, and still a third, we stumbled and threshed our way through that putrid _ jungle. We slopped through swamps. We hacked our way through the thick, purple, slime-coated vegetation. We tripped over trailing vines that always looked like snakes, but never were. We chaffed in those cooled atmosphere suits, and we sweated in them, too, from sheer nervous frustration. Nothing.


  The fourth week started out like the first three. Then, on the second day, I came floundering out of a swamp and found a trail—not a very big trail, to be sure, but something had passed that way. I divided my men into two groups, and we started out to follow that trail in both directions. I led one party, or rather, I ran on ahead of it.


  “Hey, take it easy,” someone called. “Maybe Orzu bites.”


  I didn’t slow down. I’d stopped being afraid of Orzu. All I wanted to do was get my hands on hup. I tore down that winding trail, widening the gap between myself and the others, and suddenly I came to a sharp turn and blundered into . . .


  A TENT. A couple of men standing there, their atmosphere suits sticky with slime. Two, three more men hurrying out of the tent and gaping at me. Two more tents in the background, and beyond them, half buried in the purple jungle, the crumpled remains of a small space yacht.


  They swarmed down on me and pumped my hand. Both hands. They climbed all over me. They mobbed the other men as they came up. They leaped and howled with joy, and maybe they wept a little, top. I couldn’t tell, with them wearing suits.


  When the celebration had quieted down, one of them, who seemed to be the leader, took me aside and started the hand shaking all over again. “I’m glad to see you,” he said. “Thought we were done for. We crashed two weeks ago. Smashed most of our equipment, and we’re almost out of air, and—say, what are you doing here?”


  I sighed. “Looking for Orzu.”


  He took two quick steps backwards, and then he jumped at me again, clamped a stranglehold on my neck, and pounded me on the back. “Man, you must be an expert! But how did you manage it in this jungle?”


  “What are you talking about?” I said. “And who are you, anyway?”


  He stepped back again. “Why, I’m Orzu. Who did you think I was?”


  It was my turn to back away, and we were almost too far apart for normal conversation. “Orzu?” I repeated blankly.?


  “Stephen Orzu. I’m heading a research party for the University of Arcturus.”


  We got into his tent, somehow, and I told him my story. The air was thin, and he looked completely exhausted, but he laughed until he fell off his chair and rolled on the floor.


  “You came all the way to Amicus and spent three weeks in the jungle looking for . . .” He gasped for breath.


  “Orzu,” I said.


  “But there isn’t any Orzu!” he panted.


  “There is an Orzu,” I said, feeling the way a child must on Star-Festival Night, when someone says, “There isn’t a Galactic Spirit.”


  I gave him a photo-copy of the report from the Journal of Galactic Exploration. He read it carefully, and rolled over onto the floor again. I quieted him down, and got him back onto his chair.


  “According to this . . .” I began.


  “I know,” he said. “I wrote that myself for the Journal. But they left out some of it. They left out the part that said the creature’s extinct!”


  He sat there, tears running down his face and laughter choking him, and there wasn’t anything that I could say. Not a thing.


  “I named it after myself,” he said finally. “I discovered it—discovered some skeletal remains, that is—and I’ve always wanted something like that named after me. The Bureau of Explorations has to approve it before it becomes official, but that’s a routine matter.”


  “Oh,” I said.


  “You’re quite a few thousand years too late to capture Orzu alive.”


  “You don’t say,” I said.


  “I can show you some lovely bones.”


  “No, thank you. I never was very interested in bones.”


  He cut short another spasm of laughter, and said thoughtfully, “You know, I wonder if this could be my fault. I wrote that letter in a hurry, and I just might have neglected to mention that Orzu is extinct. I’ll have it corrected in the next issue of the Journal.”


  “I wish you would,” I said. “Otherwise, some naive clerk might get sent Orzu-hunting.”


  Eventually Scientist Orzu recovered sufficiently to show us the specimens he’d collected. There was life on Arnicus—lots of it, in fact. But it was small, and in our search for a nine-foot-high Orzu, we’d overlooked it altogether.


  He showed us some nasty-looking reptiles, some odd insects, and an assortment of other small creatures. And a prize specimen.


  “This should interest you,” he said. “This is Orzu’s ninth cousin on his stepfather’s side.”


  It was Orzu, all right, in the miniature. Tiny reptiles three inches long, but with all the tentacles, and the three eyes, and probably the evil disposition that old Orzu had. I tried to pick one up, and it bit me.


  “I based my description of old Orzu on these,” Scientist Orzu told us. They could be direct descendents, but more likely they’re another branch of the family. We’ll probably never know, because fossil remains are hard to come by on this planet. Cute little fellows, aren’t they?”


  They looked repulsive to me, but I had an inspiration. “Let’s call these things Orzu,” I said, “and ship a couple off to the Galaxia Zoological Gardens.” I wanted to salvage some measure of success from my three weeks in the Arnicus jungle.


  “Oh, no!” Scientist Orzu bellowed, rearing back indignantly. “I want my name on the big fellow. You wouldn’t understand, of course, but it’s a life-long ambition with me—to have a giant fossil named after me. This may be my last chance. You have to discover ode of those things to have the privilege of naming it, and Space knows when I’ll get away on another field trip.”


  He ducked into a tent, and came out with an armful of bones. “Look at him!” he purred.


  I know a fanatic when I see one, and I didn’t press the point. “Then how about Morzu?” I said.


  He beamed at me. “I have a better idea. Let’s name it after you!”


  “No, thank you,” I said, when I had my shuddering under control.


  “Well, Morzu sounds good.” He chuckled. “I guess it will see more, zoo than Orzu, at that!”


  I wasn’t carrying a blaster, and probably it was just as well for Orzu that I wasn’t.


  The scientist had already solved the problem of atmosphere and diet for his specimens, so we sent the ship a mission accomplished message, and started packing. Everyone was happy except Jan Garish, who went around mumbling because he wouldn’t be able to set foot on the southern continent. We ferried our own equipment, and Orzu’s, up to the cruiser, along with two extra pairs of Morzus for the zoo, and in the words of the Captain we got the hell out of there.


  WHEN WE reached Base, I left the space port on the run to look for my little redhead. She’d moved, and when I located her new address her husband came to the door. She’d married her man from the Supply Department, and he gave me a brief description of what would happen to me if I tried to bother her, and slammed the door in my face.


  At that point I was boiling hotter than the ocean on Arnicus. I tore back to the space port and got the Morzus shipped to Galaxia by slow freighter, hoping they’d die before they got there. I spent two hours composing a message for the Director of the Zoological Gardens. I told him that Orzu was rare and almost never seen alive, but I was shipping him not one pair, but two, of practically the same thing—a first cousin we were calling Morzu. I added some details about diet and atmosphere that Scientist Orzu had supplied, and a few precautions on the care of Morzus that I made up on the spot. I also told him that the creatures were extremely active, and he would have to provide an unusually large amount of space per animal if they were to thrive. I sent the message off, and hoped for the worst.


  I was still steaming mad the next morning, when Scientist Orzu called at my office. Why not? I’d lost my girl, and spent three weeks in that jungle hell, and all for nothing.


  It was nearly a year later that I learned the fate of the Director of the Galaxia Zoological Gardens. As I’d hoped, he assumed that Morzus were roughly the same size as Orzus, and he worked day and night to have a sealed cage ready for them when they arrived. It was an enormous cage, some thirty, feet high and covering four acres, with a transparent ceiling so that the visitors could walk around on top and look down on the giant reptiles. Of course he invested a lot of money in expensive heating and atmospheric equipment, the total bill running into the hundreds of thousands of credits.


  Along with the Morzus we’d sent him specimens of Arnicus soil and jungle vegetation, and when he’d gotten a roaring jungle going in his cage, someone turned the Morzus loose there, maybe thinking they would grow up to the size of old Orzu. Those microscopic reptiles disappeared into that four-acre jungle, and the last I heard the zoo personnel were still looking for them. The Director was fired for squandering the tax payers’ money.


  I expected a reprimand, and it wasn’t long in coming. Two weeks after I saw the news release about the director, I was knocked from Grade 1 down to Grade 10, fined two years of seniority, and confined to Base for eighteen months.


  It was all done without a hearing, as I said, but I knew I deserved it, I didn’t even file an appeal. I considered it worth it, at that price, and when I think of the zoo personnel beating through that Arnicus jungle looking for Morzus, I still get laughing fits.


  Then the trial brief arrived, and you could have warped me twice around a comet. It wasn’t the Galaxia Zoo that filed the complaint—it was Scientist Orzu! A balder concoction of lies I have never seen. My party, he said, kept him starving in the jungle for two weeks without bothering to rescue him. We caused irreparable damage to valuable scientific specimens by forcing him to pack his belongings with Undue and unnecessary haste. We appropriated to our own use four valuable specimens as the price of getting him off Arnicus at all. We made no effort to salvage his thorough! smashed space yacht, which was government property. Anu so it went, through four and a half pages.


  My screams of protest could have been heard as far away as Sirius, but it was too late for counteraction. Why, I asked myself. Why? What did I ever do to him, except save his life?


  But it proved to be very simple. Orzu had suffered a crushing defeat. He had to take it out on someone, and I’d insulted him. It turned out that another scientist had done some browsing on Arnicus fifty years before, and he found skeletal remains of the same reptile that Orzu wanted to name Orzu. He also had the same idea about getting the big fellow named after himself, and he got his claim in first, by forty-nine years and six months.


  So I got demoted and fined for something I didn’t do, and still maintain that I’m innocent. It certainly isn’t my fault that the official name for Orzu’s pet fossil is Smith.


  THE END


  The Skitz and the Unskitz


  Jefferson Highe


  For that slick chick of the future, things had to be “real skitz” to be right . . . but, my, what queer notions that Boston longhair had about how a girl should behave!


  THE FIRST burring of the telephone sent an icy drill probing at the bedrock of her sleep and she sat up in the rumpled bed, groping like a drowning person clutching for salvation at the empty air. The room circled and slowly came to rest. Squalor of sleep hung over it like mist over a swamp. Oh God, I’m drunk, she thought and reached for the phone again. Then she realized that it was not the phone which was ringing but the clock and she thought, who’s crazy enough to get up at this hour? But the clock hands told her that it was nearly one P.M., and she remembered that this was to be the Day and the Night.


  She lit a cigarette and her hand went automatically to the switch on the table beside her. A side of the room flared into light and sound as the expensive Spellcaster went to work, and an Army colonel, in full color and tridi, stepped out of the wall with a world map in his hands and began to talk of the Quasiwar. It was another of the priority spells which all stations were being forced to cast. She flicked off the switch irritably, wishing, as she had a thousand times, that the Quasi—which had been going on all her life—might finally come to something definite.


  With the switch off, the color went out of the room and the miasma of sleep and living came back on the tide of shadow. Better get up she thought, pushing against the feeling of guilt and terror that she knew was lurking in some corner of her morning mind.


  It’s a beautiful morning, a beautiful day, she told herself as she touched the switch and a wall became a window and the hard bright day flushed the room with light. With the coming of the light, the lost and guilty feeling came, as she knew it would, and she went on with the litany, like a morning prayer. Beautiful morning, beautiful morning, she crooned to the high noon outside; I’m so happy, I’m having so much fun, it’s such a wonderful thing to be alive.


  She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror—she was very pretty and blonde and small and strongly curved—and thought that she looked sallow and hungover and blamed it on the harsh light. But she did not touch the switch to control the terrible daylight that came through the wall. Must be outward-going, she crooned to herself and caught a robe quickly around her body; I have so much fun; I have such a good time.


  The litany did not help, as it never really did. The scream of a Banshee car came up from the street, there was a clap of laughter from its occupants and for a moment the sunlight from the wall was blurred by the oily smoke of the Banshee’s jet. In the moment of silence she heard the tapping sticks of the Hands. I’m a free woman, I’m happy, I have fun, she told herself, but it was no good, and she spoke aloud into the silence: “Better joy-pop.” And went across to the closet that housed the Psychomat.


  When she was inside, she began to feel better at once. The red light of the Cosmone came on as she lay down on the couch; she heard the hiss of the concealed valve as the diluted carbon monoxide began to flow, and she did not even feel the prick of the needle as it went into her thigh. Curled like a foetus on the low couch she felt relaxed and at ease. “I want to tell you, Father,” she said, whispering into the neutral ear of the Confessomech, “about when I was a little girl . . .”


  WHEN SHE came out of the Psychomat ten minutes later she felt that she was healed. She began to dress rapidly, first the glass stilt shoes, then the new blouse with the peekaboo windows at the breasts, then the lovely long backless dress. Now, she felt, she was armored for the Day, and she went down the hall to Louise’s bedroom.


  She entered without knocking, going past the wall where the indefatigable colonel was still booming away in full color, now engaged in balancing a globe on his index finger. She nodded briefly at the young man who was just putting on his tie and who said, “Morning, Jill,” and blew a kiss at her as he went out the door.


  “ ’Bye, doll,” Louise called after the young man.


  A woman as long and slender as a snake, dark, with a red slash of a mouth and dark mineral eyes, she moved over on the bed, patting the edge of the bed for Jill to be seated, and switched off the colonel. “Geez, the army is getting cute men these days,” she said. “No wonder we’re winning the Quasi. Did you watch the spell? Real skitz.”


  “No. I don’t like that kind of thing.”


  “Honey, you must be real hung not to go for that.”


  “To tell you the truth, I didn’t feel very well this morning.”


  “Oh?” Louise looked at Jill noncommittally and reached languidly for a cigarette. “Who are you sleeping with these days, dear?”


  “Why, no one, much. No one in particular and not very often.”


  “No wonder you feel depressed.”


  “No,” Jill said. “It’s not that, really.”


  “Harry?”


  “Of course not!” Jill said indignantly. “You were absolutely right about him. He wanted to marry me—can you imagine? I haven’t seen him in weeks.”


  “That’s good. I thought you were going irresponsible for awhile there, doll. You were getting to be almost like husband and wife together. He looked too much like Tony.”


  “I know.” Jill felt herself blushing. She too had thought, uneasily, of Harry’s resemblance to her ex-husband. Why does she always put me in the wrong, she asked herself resentfully. Sure, she has a high Responsibility rating, but does she have to keep waving it at me?


  “Who were you with last night?”


  “No one. I think.” Jill felt the blush on her body deepening. “After all, I did get terribly high,” she said virtuously.


  “Yes, that’s true, doll. But nobody! Well, that’s hardly responsible behavior, is it? And considering that this is the Day?”


  Suddenly, unaccountably, Jill began to cry, and Louise flipped on the switch, filling the room with sound and began to dress. The colonel was talking about a recent sighting of flying saucers. “It has been fully established,” the colonel said, “that these Sightseers, as the Government Corporation has officially decided to call them, are visitors from another star system and not, I repeat, not, an invention of the Other Side. There is nothing to fear from them. Perhaps they are interested in learning from us. We may regard them as tourists none the less.” He went into a complicated and self-satisfied explanation of the Sightseers’ and Louise, finished dressing, whistled into the Service Warp and came toward the bed with a long glass of Hashicola.


  “Drink this, doll.”


  Jill took a long pull at the drink and felt better at once, but she put the glass down on the table.


  “I can’t drink much of it,” she said.


  “Hashicola—” Louise began.


  “I don’t care what the AMA says,” Jill told her rebelliously. “I know it’s bad for my heart.”


  “The Association of Medical Advertisers knows what is best,” Louise said stiffly. Then she softened and sat down on the side of the bed and put her arm around Jill.


  “Look, doll,” he said. “I know how it is. Everybody’s nervous before the Night. Even old timers like me. That’s why the Amalgamated sends us out to live for a month or two with neophytes before they take the tests.”


  “Yes,” Jill said meekly. Then: “I feel guilty!” she blurted.


  Louise looked at her for a long moment.


  “I think you’d better learn to watch your language,” she said coldly.


  “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean it that way. I just mean wrong. Mixed up. Unskitz.”


  “That’s not very responsible talk,” Louise said quietly. “I thought you had the stuff to get through the confirmation tonight. I could be wrong.” She let the insinuation lie there between them for a moment. Then she said softly: “Been thinking of Tony again?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Well,” Louise said briskly, “if that’s all. For a moment I thought it was really something bad. Now finish your drink like a good girl.”


  Jill took another long drink and put the glass down.


  “I don’t really need any more,” she said. “I had ten minutes of psycho this morning. Wonderful.” She stretched luxuriously. “Seemed like months.”


  “That’s all right,” Louise said judiciously. “But you don’t want to overdo it. I know lots of Joy Girls use it, but it gets them finally. They begin to live in a trance state and it’s hard to be a real activist when you’re like that. And the next thing Amalgamated drops you. When the hard stuff gets you that way, you’re hooked, and the next thing, once they take away the Psychomat, you’ll be wanting to work.”


  “That’s not fair!” Jill said angrily. She heard the tapping of the Hands going by in the street and shuddered.


  “Come here, doll,” Louise said. She put her arm around Jill’s shoulder and led her to the high window. In the noon sun the stucco and glass and chrome lashed and glittered.


  “Lift your eyes to the hills.”


  Jill looked up at the great houses, all angles and plate glass, that went up the terraced sides of the mountains. She saw the geometrized gardens and the emerald flash of the swimming pools.


  “All that,” Louise said. “All of it’s your playground after today. You won’t be a Petty-Responsible after tonight—you’ll be a part of Amalgamated Joy with the whole world at your feet. And now look at that.” She pointed down into the depths of the street.


  The Hands were coming off the noon shift in hundreds. Dressed alike, each wearing his Spellbinder hat with the small screen six inches in front of his face, each with the white cane with its electronic eye to guide him, the Hands tapped along the sidewalks toward home. Involuntarily, Jill drew back.


  “Yes,” Louise said. “Think of it—two dimensional spells—no color—nothing but priority programs and you have to watch them all the way to and from the factory. That’s what happens when you become a work-addict, if you haven’t got the stuff for Amalgamated.”


  “I know,” Jill sighed. I suppose it’s my Petty-Responsible mentality. After all, taking care of the gallery is a little like—well—like work.”


  “I know. But you can see where it would lead. After all, if everybody were to become a work-addict, what would happen to the machines? Economic chaos. Some of us have got to be responsible.”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “That’s better. Now, drink.”


  Without protest Jill finished the drink. The talk had helped, and now with the Hashicola in her blood stream (but with, in spite of the AMA, just the tiniest itching at the end of her nose) she began to feel warm and responsible all over and she thought that she would get a real shot of something from the Service Warp. The thought of Tony came into her mind momentarily, but she put it away and whistled into the Warp and began her second litany: I’m so happy! I’m having fun! I’m having fun!


  MOST DAYS no one came to the little gallery with its old-fashioned grapho-morphic art, but today, as Jill and Louise came down to the shop from the apartment above, someone was waiting to get in. Jill was on the point of telling him that tonight was the Night, and that the gallery was closed, but the Warp had given her what she needed and she felt relaxed and easy. She touched the control button and the field that served as a door flickered out and she saw that he was a young man, handsome, she thought, in spite of the glasses he wore. Beside her, Louise whistled a confirmation and swayed toward him on her ten inch heels. For a moment of blurry panic Jill thought, he looks like Tony, and then, but now they all do. Then she flicked the switch opening the walls to the light.


  “Tony Madison’s gallery?” the man asked. He had a touch of accent which Jill could not place.


  “I’m Jill Madison,” she said. “We have some of his work here; all that’s left.”


  “But the artist?”


  “No,” she said stiffly. “Not here.”


  He turned away and pressed the button under the first of the art works. It was a nude—a particularly distorted one, she. thought—of herself. It was in slow motion.


  “Amazing!” the young man said.


  “You’re a collector?”


  “Collector? Well, in a small way, yes.”


  “From the East, I bet,” Louise said. “That’s where they go for this unskitz stuff.” She pushed her breasts against the young man’s shoulder.


  Joy Girl or not, Jill thought, she’s pretty uncoordinated in spite of all her training, “What she means,” she said, watching the young man edge imperceptibly away from Louise, “is that in the East they like primitive art of this kind. Out here on the Coast, everyone goes in for the Artomatic. Punch a few buttons and make your own pictures. It’s practically the California Way in art.”


  “I’m told that Mr. Madison has some things painted in the old way,” the young man said. “You know—brush, oil paint, canvas . . .”


  “I’m sure you don’t realize that what you’re asking is, illegal,” Jill said quietly.


  “Illegal! I’m terribly sorry,” the young man said. He seemed so upset that Jill smiled a forgiveness at him.


  Louise snorted. “How far east can you get?” she asked.


  “I’m sorry,” the young man said. “Permit me to introduce myself. I am Dr. Liri. I am a curator at a museum near Boston.”


  “Boston!” Louise laughed. “I guess that must be the last museum in the country. After all, things don’t get used up if you save them that way, do they?”


  “But we think that some things are worth saving.”


  “Make new ones. Isn’t that what the machines are for? Saving is uneconomical.”


  “I’m sure Boston knows what’s best for it,” Jill said, wanting to save Liri from a political argument. She tried another gambit. “I hear there’s trouble with the Indians in the New England Area.”


  “Oh no. They never come into the cities, and since few of us go into the country there’s never any real trouble.”


  Louise was more interested in Art than in the Indian problem.


  “What do you want these old things of Tony’s for?” she asked.


  “Some of us think them very fine. And since Mr. Madison seems to have stopped painting we’d like to collect what we can.”


  “Stopped painting?” Louise laughed. “That’s a good way to put it. Why don’t you get the real story? Ask Jill.”


  “I used to be married to Tony,” Jill said in answer to Liri’s questioning look. “We broke up.”


  “Tony always was pretty irresponsible,” Louise confided to Liri. “But nobody thought he’d go subversive.” She turned to Jill. “Tell him about it, doll, tell him what Tony finally started doing.”


  “He started to paint,” Jill said miserably. “With his hands,” she added, feeling the blush travel from her heels all the way up her back.


  “And was a ’49er,” Louise said. “Went east with the pioneers.”


  “You don’t know that for sure,” Jill protested. “Nobody really knows what happened to him.”


  “I’m sorry this has been so upsetting for you,” Liri said. “I would not have asked if I had known that you were—”


  “It’s all right,” Jill said. “It doesn’t disturb me. But this is the Day and if you don’t mind, I’d like to close up the gallery. I’ve got a lot of things to do.”


  “Of course. Again I want to apologize.”


  He seemed so genuinely sorry that Jill relented a bit. “Some other time,” she said.


  “I’d like to, but I’m afraid that may not be possible.” He hesitated a moment. “Perhaps I could take you to lunch?”


  “You’re a sweetheart,” Louise said. “Of course she’ll go to lunch with you. I have to be running along anyway.”


  “Doll!” she whispered to Jill as they were closing up the gallery. “This may be a real piece of luck, maybe just the one you need in the rites to night. Play him big, honey. Try to find out his RR.”


  Then she was gone and Jill and the young man were in the street. Around them the great white buildings leaped at the sky, the big houses flashed their chrome geometry on the hills, an occasional Hand tapped along the street.


  “I don’t suppose,” Liri said, “That it’s practical to walk to a restaurant.”


  Jill laughed. Maybe he’ll turn out to be Fun, she thought. Now that Louise was gone she felt more relaxed.


  “In these shoes? We’ll get the belt line down at the corner.”


  HALF WAY down the block a group of Hands were digging a ditch to lay a sewer pipe. The great machine built for. the work stood by in stoic idleness while a timer with a stop watch and guards with B guns cradled in their arms watched to see that the Hands did not work a second longer than the time allotted to them. Without their spell-binder hats, the Hands worked bareheaded and with their shirts off. laughing and talking as their shovels shifted the earth. One of them was singing. Shuddering, Jill moved to the far edge of the walk.


  “They seem happy,” Liri said.


  “Work-addicts,” Jill told him. “Couldn’t stand responsibility. They’re a terrible drain on the economy, people say, but it keeps them from revolution. Don’t you have them where you come front?”


  “Not quite the same. But it’s not such a big place.”


  “Los Angeles is the biggest of the Thirteen States,” Jill said proudly. “Four-fifths of the population of the whole continent.” She wondered why she should be trying to impress a proper Bostonian.


  He did not seem impressed. “If you don’t mind,” he said, “can we go out to the beach on this belt line? I’ve got a hydrojet out there and we could eat on board.”


  Hydrojet! Jill thought, he must have a fabulous Louise was right.


  They got onto the belt line at the corner, moved across to the Express side, and were whipped westward through the canyons at a dizzying speed. At the beach a water taxi took them out to the jet.


  It was the most luxurious craft Jill had even seen. While she scouted it, reading sign like an Apache, Liri was busy with other things.


  “What do you want for lunch?” he called.


  “Oh, anything. Some AllPurpose, I suppose. Plenty of drinks.”


  “No All-Purpose on board,” he said. “But I’ll see what I can put together.”


  After a while he called to her and she went out onto a small sundeck where he was just finished putting food on a table.


  “You mean you cooked it?” She could hardly believe it.


  “Yes.”


  “But it’s—it’s like work!”


  “Pleasant hobby,” he said. “Anyway there aren’t any servants here.”


  “I suppose it’s all right.”


  She picked at the food on her plate—it was real meat—without enthusiasm and was shocked—it tasted very good. A slow understanding came to her and she looked at Liri almost with awe, seeing his Work in cooking the lunch as the eccentricity of one rich and powerful enough to afford it.


  “You must have a tremendous RR,” she said boldly.


  Liri was not interested in the subject. “I suppose so,” he said. “You said something about the Day. What did that mean?”


  “You don’t know about the Day and the Night? Oh, I suppose they do things differently in Boston, but I thought everyone knew about the Day. It’s C Day. That’s California Day. Or maybe it’s Consumer’s Day. Some people even say it means Capitalist Day—it started so long ago that no one can really remember.”


  “Why does it mean so much to you?”


  “Because that’s the day Amalgamated Joy makes its selections. I thought everyone knew that.”


  “I’ve been out of touch, I’m afraid. And is this selection so important to you?”


  “It’s the day all the Joy Girls and all the contenders are tested. That’s how our Responsibility Rating is determined. Some of the old girls are dropped out and some of the neophytes are confined. I’m a neophyte.”


  “And if you’re selected?”


  “I’m a full-fledged Responsible, then. I give up the gallery; it means just about everything. I become one of the Veblenite elite—a perfect User.”


  “Veblen?”


  “You know,” she said impatiently. “Theory of the Leisure Class—that’s the book all government theory is based on, they say.”


  “I see. You use, but you don’t make anything.”


  “Right.”


  “And the Hands?”


  “They didn’t have the ability to be Users, that’s why they have to drug themselves with work. In the past only a handful of people had the strength of character to be wholly Users. But now, with the training of Amalgamate Joy, lots of us can. And it’s more democratic.”


  “And your husband? He didn’t like that?”


  “No, Tony didn’t like it. Reactionary type, always talking of the old days. Maybe he did go east with the Pioneers. People say there have begun to be settlements all through the Unoccupied Territories—Iowa, Illinois, North Dakota.” She stopped, a little hazy about the geography.


  “Tell me,” he asked. “Are you happy?”


  “Happy? Of course, I’m happy.” Suddenly, terribly, she began to cry. “It’s too hard,” she sobbed, thinking of the Day, of the eleminatioris coming up. “It’s too hard.”


  “Why don’t you give it up?”


  “I can’t. Where would I go?”


  “It can be arranged,” he said.


  As she blacked out, she was asking herself, how could I have got so drunk?


  WHEN SHE WOKE UP, her first thought was that she was in her bed. In her apartment. Then she saw the man sitting in a chair against the opposite wall. He was redheaded and angular and handsome and completely impossible.


  “Hello, Jill,” he said.


  “Tony!”


  He came across and sat down on the bed beside her.


  “Tony! How did Liri—did he bring, me to the Unoccupied Territories?”


  “Farther than that, kitten. This is another planet, another star system.”


  “How could he have?”


  “That gadget,” he said, pointing across the room to what looked to Jill like a tricycle in an odd no-shape kind of box.


  “Then he was one of the Sightseers.”


  “Observers, they call themselves. When a country gets close to space flight, they get interested. Want to know what their visitors might be like. So they sort of pick up samples.”


  “But that’s not fair! It’s kidnapping! It’s—”


  “It’s pretty high-handed,” he admitted. “But they don’t harm you, you know.”


  “You mean they’ve kept you all this time?”


  “No. I could get in the machine and go back any time. But I like it here. I have plenty of time to paint, there’s no hustle and bustle. I’m free.”


  “Irresponsible seems to be a better word,” she sniffed.


  “Let’s not quarrel, kitten,” he said. “All that talk about Responsibility and Fun and Wholly Using—that’s what wrecked you and me before. Here all we have to do is be ourselves. It’s a real chance for us to start over, to be happy together.”


  She started to object, to say that what he meant by happiness was irresponsible and wrong and bad. But she remembered that it was still the Day, in her mind the Hands went tapping down all the streets, her nose itched from Hashicola and she was worn out from her strenuous joy. She thought of Louise, felicity’s athlete, and her. constant advice. Then she put her arms around Tony and pulled him down beside her.


  For a week it was perfect. Everything was new and strange. Tony painted in the mornings—mostly sketches of her—and in the afternoon they took care of his homestead since he raised most of his own food. When she got over her first feelings about the work taboo she found it fun of a limited sort. She was surprised that there were no flower machines in the garden but only old-fashioned roses, larkspur, lupin. She found that there were oak, chestnut and willow trees not just, as she had believed, palms.


  There was no Spellcaster, though. There was not even old-fashioned radio. This lack of material had been at first merely offensive; later she missed them as means of diversion and asked him about them.


  “We don’t need that stuff, kitten,” he said. He went over to her and put his arms around her. “Aren’t we the stuff of our own pleasure?”


  She pulled herself away. “That’s not what I mean, Tony,” she said. “That’s fine, but after that, what is there to do?”


  A week later she had begun to feel something like cabin fever. She was posing for him and now suddenly the question she had asked knotted itself in her throat and she got down from the stand and asked again. “But what is there to do?”


  Tony put down the brush and wiped his hands. “You’ve got to decide that for yourself, Jill. Nobody can tell you. You might make a life out of just being yourself here, with me. Or we could move to town and you could get some job that you liked. There’s plenty to be done.”


  “But I can’t do anything,” she said sullenly.


  “You could learn.”


  “But work’s no fun!”


  “I can’t help you then.”


  Suddenly she saw that it was going to be a real quarrel.


  “You mean you won’t,” she told him.


  “I can’t.”


  “You don’t really care about me. All you care about is what you call your work.” She began to cry, pitying herself and wanting him to pity her. “I’ll go back,” she sobbed. “I’ll go back right now.” She went over to the queer tricycle contraption at the other end of the room.


  “Jill, I want to help you. If you know how I can, then tell me.”


  “No!” she said, screaming now, knowing that she had moved him. “You don’t really want to help. It’s just the way it was before. You’re selfish! Selfish! You don’t really care about me.”


  “Jill, for God’s sake! What do you want me to do?”


  “Come back with me,” she said.


  “I can’t do that.”


  Now they were both silent and she knew that it had turned deadly serious and that she had only one more card to play.


  “I’ll go,” she said in a high warning voice like a parent threatening a child.


  Tony said nothing.


  “Damn you,” she screamed, crying again. “You won’t help me. And I want to be happy! I’ve got a right to be happy. I want to have fun!”


  She pressed a button on the tricycle.


  She was in her old apartment. Through the wall, from Louise’s room she heard a high hysterical giggle, the clink of glasses, a monotonous and furious sound of lovemaking; a Banshee blasted in the street and then there was the ticking progress of the Hands, and over and around and through the other noises she heard her own voice screaming, I want to be happy! I want to have fun!


  THE END


  Sputnik Shoes


  Charles A. Stearns


  He found a new way to play hookey—by taking a little stroll into outer space!


  IT TOOK them twelve minutes to do in Willy Martin. That is an all-time record. Willy, who for several years had gone quietly about his business of cleaving the skulls of lovely young women with a hatchet, as they slept, knew that death often comes easily, and must have been surprised that in his case it took so long. By the time they finished with him, he was parboiled and basted to a turn, and no longer had the slightest interest in exposing the grey matter of slumbering females.


  When he had cooled off enough to be approachable, the prison doctor came in, examined him, and pronounced him well done. The men came with a litter, unshackled him from the Chair, and bore him off in triumph.


  He had lost, but with a flourish.


  And, as was customary in that sovereign state, they removed Willy’s scorched prison garments from him and clad him in a cheap, but neat, blue serge suit. They took off his heavy shoes, which, it is significant to note, were not of leather, but an obscure ersatz material which had carbonized and was as hard and crackly as glass when the thing was over.


  Had anyone bothered to measure—which they did not—the electric potential of the shoes, they would have discovered a faint, but quite discernable magnetic field of curious properties building up in that strange material. It should have been dimagnetic, but it was not. It had subtly changed.


  They put the shoes, with the clothing, in a cardboard box that had once carried canned peaches, and replaced them with thin, patent-leather oxfords which would do for the state-sponsored funeral. Will Martin, as someone remarked had extremely small, neat fee.


  After being washed and shaven, the cadaver of Willy was taken to Potter’s Field and interred with scant ceremony, and the malignant influence which that young man had cast upon a world he did not understand should have been gone forever.


  Should have been.


  PROFESSOR SACCHARINO, sere and disillusioned at fifty-two, sat like Siva the Destroyer with folded arms and idling brain, effecting effortlessly the apathetic silence, if not the respect, of his rabble brood.


  He was a plump, gouty man, with receding hair and receding hopes. He was not, in particular, day dreaming, for all of the dreams of a specialized failure past middle age are dead, and he had once been a specialist. Once. But now there were only a one-room country school and forty grubby waifs between himself and starvation.


  Having once been a practicing instructor of economics in a famous and exclusive New England private school, he understood this full well, and loathed the vacuous faces before him as he had objectively loathed them for four years.


  Once, Professor Saccharino was fond of telling himself, he had liked young people. In fact, it had been his excessive affinity for one of the older girl students at the New England school which had forced his banishment to this intellectual Siberia. In a manner of speaking, he had been banned in Boston, and had come west for his health.


  It was late spring, and flies swarmed through the open, screenless windows. He swatted them angrily, but his urchins knew better than to try it. Bitterly enough, he supposed they had learned that he was a master in the old, heavy-handed tradition.


  Actually, in these dull, endless hours, he would have looked with gratefulness upon an infringement of regulations, and today he was not disappointed.


  He did not recognize the breach at once, but when the realization was borne upon him at last, and he saw who it was that had transgressed, he exulted quietly, and sat, observing the criminal from the corner of his eye, savoring his position.


  It was the boy known, ironically enough, as Brainy Phelps. He had a large, useless head, a hideous complexion, and ears that were somewhat cylindrical. In considering this gargoyle, whom he considered his personal nemesis, Professor Saccharino liked to remind himself that such Huck Finnish atavisms as Brainy Phelps were on their way out, evolutionwise. Like the vermiform appendix and the wisdom tooth, they could be considered as a nasty reminder of man’s earthy origin.


  The act was incredible enough. Brainy had simply unbuttoned his shirt, and was examining, with intent to incise with jackknife, a boil upon his stomach.


  Nor was Professor Saccharino the only person who viewed this operation with interest. In the next seat sat Cassandra Watson, who, though still in the eighth grade, was almost fifteen years of age.


  Cassandra was old for her age. All of the men who sat on the green benches in front of. the general store as she came flouncing by agreed that she was old for her age.


  Cassandra liked males of all shapes, ages, and sizes. Brainy Phelps, ignorant of this fact, was engrossed in his pustulectomy. He was thirteen and had no interest in girls.


  Cassandra leaned over and pinched him. It was strictly a playful pinch, but playful pinches have a habit of stinging.


  “Quit that,” said Brainy, in a low voice.


  She did.it again.


  He lashed out with his bare foot, the foot was like rhinoceroushide, and the sturdy nail raked her shin, bringing a trickle of blood. Cassandra yowled.


  It was at this time that the Assyrian came down, like a wolf on the fold.


  BRAINY PHELPS was a young man inured to ordinary pain, and rather philosophical about the unfairness of boyhood, but when it was all over he felt faint.


  He had expected his hindquarters to bum incessantly, and to that end he had followed Professor Saccharino docilely into the cloakroom. This, in itself, should have aroused his suspicions, for the administration of justice usually took place before the eyes of the school, as a warning.


  He was trustful, however, and the first inkling he had that all was not well, came with brutal swiftness, in the form of a fist in his mouth.


  Afterward, as a critical veteran, he had to admit that it had been a pretty fair beating. Even his Old Man couldn’t have done better. He was locked in the cloakroom, alone for the remainder of the afternoon with his seditious thoughts, and peace reigned outside his prison.


  But peace was not in his soul. Professor Saccharinio had not laid a hand on Cassandra Watson. The beating might have been considered the divine right of kings and schoolmaster, but that was injustice.


  The longer he thought about it, the madder he got. “Hell,” he told himself, looking up at the small window. “I could get out of here if I wanted to.”


  Professor Saccharino’s topcoat, the fine relic of better days, hung on a hanger against the wall. He spat upon it, and for a moment the coat was the object of all his resentment.


  He backed away and favored it with a calculating look. Then he took out his jackknife and opened it. So often is crime accomplished in a momentary passion and repented at leisure.


  A dozen quick strokes and the die of his future was irretrievably cast forever. The coat hung in shreds.


  In another moment, heart pounding, he had scaled the lunch pail racks, thrust a leg through the window, and dropped to the ground, where he availed himself of free flight across the field and into the brush.


  BRAINY PHELPS had never owned more than one or two pairs of shoes in his life, there was nothing farther from his mind than footwear as he picked his way through the Dumps.


  The Dumps were for the city of Topeka, which was some twelve miles distant, and they were a huge, strange and wonderful acreage.


  Presently he trod upon a broken bottle, which pained him considerably and would have penetrated any ordinary foot, and he was hopping about, cussing the glass, when he discovered the shoes of Willy Martin.


  They were of a dead, charcoal black, and curled slightly at the toes, and they had no strings, so that he could step into them with ease and even shuffle around a little. The state had not given Willy Martin shoestrings for fear that he might cheat it of its pleasure.


  The inner soles, touching the pads of his feet, made them tingle as when he used to walk on the dry ice that Aeolus Green, the grocer, threw out behind his store.


  This did not frighten him. Instead of removing the shoes, as he should have done, he delved into his capacious pockets and brought out a ball of string. He unsnarled a few feet of it and sat down to lace the shoes securely upon his feet.


  He got up and took a few wide-legged steps, admiring the shoes. They flopped a little, but they didn’t fall off.


  A raw, red gully stretched in front of him. Beyond lay the open meadow.


  He had vaulted that gully a thousand times, but never as now. When he rose in the air, the shoes clicked together, exactly as a nail clicks to a magnet, and stuck! His feet were rudely jerked from under him. A mighty force swished him along through the grass and weeds. His shoulders and back bumped against the high places, but the feet remained a good twelve inches above the ground, impelled by some strange, invisible undertow.


  Brainy thought at first that some hidden cable had snarled him, but he soon saw that nothing was attached to his shoes.


  He didn’t cry out. It happened too swiftly. But his head, bumping the ground, and his bruised elbows, gave him food for hurried thought, and then as suddenly as it had begun, his heels were digging a furrow in the turf, and he came to rest.


  He sat up. He was a hundred yards from where he had started, and he seemed to have run into a gently rising hillock.


  He bent over and pried his feet loose from one another, with some effort, and observed them with stunned silence. He was not notably superstitious, but that he had discovered something wonderful—and perhaps terrible—he could not doubt.


  He made as if to remove the shoes, then hesitated. The power seemed to accumulate only when the shoes were together, indicating that they somehow complemented each other. (His own reason was somewhat foggier, but that was the idea.) If he removed them, and they got together, he would never see them again. Also, someone might take them away from him.


  Brainy Phelps sighed, took a good, hard look at his feet, and stood up. He took a cautious step, then another. Nothing happened. He inched the shoes closer together. Still closer. They clicked together and he felt a kind of lateral strain upon the material.


  Then, very lightly, he leaped. It was not more than a couple of inches that he leaped, but he was instantly scooting along on his stomach. His clawing hands caught a bush and hung on grimly until he could double up his legs and pry the shoes apart.


  “Godlemighty!” he testified.


  PRESENTLY Brainy Phelps found himself gazing, with foreboding, upon his own doorstep. He had arrived home with conscious effort, for he would rather have been almost anywhere else on earth. He knew his limitations, however, and figured, practically, that he might as well eat once more before running away, if he could get by with it.


  He went in and the Old Man was lying, fully clothed, on the couth, shoring. He wore a green silk cowboy shirt and pooled cowboy boots with red leather tops. The boots had cost thirty dollars. They were fine boots. An expensive, broad-brimmed white Stetson hung upon the corner of the chair.


  The Old Man was really only a millworker, but he always dressed like a rodeo cowboy and it made Brainy real proud to see him walk down the street, even if he did have to walk a block behind. There were a couple of bottles in bed with the Old Man, and he smelled pretty high, so there wasn’t any danger for a while of his waking up.


  It was at such times that he was able to steal enough money out of the Old Man’s pockets to buy food for them. He made good money, and seldom missed a dollar or two. Of course, when he did, it meant a good lambasting, but they had to eat.


  Brainy found some beans and threw them in the pot along with ‘yesterday’s greens. Then he cut some long strips of hog jowl and added them to the concoction, which as anybody knows makes real eating. He could hardly wait, it made him so hungry. There was some cornbread that the widow Fisher, who had her cap set for the Old Man, had sent over, and he put that in the oven to warm while the other cooked. Then he went out behind the woodshed and sat down on a log to think.


  His thoughts were practical. “If a body could lock his arms about his knees, and lean forward in just the right position, he might be able to keep from bumping the ground.” He had the ominous feeling that the strange force of the shoes continually accelerated them, and that they might have no top speed within the imagination of man. A body couldn’t be too careful with a thing like this.


  First he made certain that no one was in sight, and then he aimed himself at a little juniper bush, assumed a scientific position, and jumped. He soared along, just brushing the tops of the weeds, and it was a wonderful, exhilarating feeling. The juniper gently caught him.


  His heart pounded all over again with the excitement of discovery., To tell the truth, he had had a notion that it was all a dream, what had happened back there at the Dumps.


  He was preparing to take off again, but a car was roaring up the lane. He watched it with fascination until he could recognize the driver. Then he ducked behind the shed.


  Professor Saccharino got out of the car. He picked his way fastidiously through the mounds of tin cans and rubbish on the front lawn, and knocked on the front door. The mutilated coat was over his arm, and his round face was an implacable mask.


  Maybe the Old Man wouldn’t wake up. Maybe he would give up and go away.


  But he didn’t give up. He just kept knocking louder, until the Old Man, inside, bellowed like a bull, and asked who the hell it was waking him up in the middle of the night. When the Old Man was real drunk, dynamite wouldn’t wake him.


  He heard them talking together.


  “Boy, come here!” That was the Old Man.


  He didn’t breathe. Stealthily he drew himself up to the rear window of the shed and slithered onto the flat tin roof, where he lay flat, hoping they wouldn’t see him.


  “I’m a comin’ out there to you, boy!” The Old Man took off his broad, fancy belt, carefully removed the expensive gold buckle, and took a couple of swipes at the air for practice.


  “There he is—on the roof!” screamed Professor Saccharino suddenly.


  They had spied him, then. He stood up shakily.


  The Old Man put the belt behind his back and smiled a crooked, hypocritical smile. “Come down here, son,” he said.


  “See here,” snapped Professor Saccharino. “I mean to have payment for this coat after the boy is disciplined. I want that understood, sir.”


  “Shut your mouth,” the Old Man said. “You boy! Come down here.”


  “No,” said Brainy.


  The Old Man’s mouth sagged. He had never before been openly defied. He snatched a splintered plank from the ground, threw it, and it whistled through the air, barely missing Brainy’s ear.


  Brainy retreated to the other side of the roof. Beyond lay the open fields and the prairie. Beyond that, Topeka, and vaguely a billion miles away, the mountains and freedom.


  He heard a scuffling sound behind him. The Old Man was coming up.


  He put, his feet together, looked down at the shoes, prayed to a divinity he hardly knew, and jumped.


  At once he was swishing through the air, and the pressure upon the tendons of his legs was as if he squatted upon a magic carpet. The Old Man had seen him jump. He slid to the ground and came running around to head him off.


  But when he saw that Brainy hadn’t landed, but was gliding away just above his head, he cussed and made a grab for him. He was still a couple of sheets in the wind, it seemed, and when he saw that he couldn’t quite reach his son, he let loose with a string of cusswords that filled Brainy with grudging admiration.


  It had been Brainy’s bad judgment to direct his course parallel with, and above the main road, and the Old Man ran along beneath him, high-heeled boots pounding the dust, and getting in a hurried swat with the belt now and then.


  After a couple of minutes he was out of breath, and Brainy had a brief respite. He thought that he had gotten away, but he saw them climb into Professor Saccharino’s automobile and take after him.


  The Old Man opened the door and climbed upon the hood, then to the top of the car. He looked like a daredevil rider, but it really wasn’t too dangerous, for they were only moving about ten miles an hour.


  The car glided closer, and the Old Man’s lean, ugly face was level with Brainy’s own, and his arms were outstretched like the wings of a big buzzard. Then Providence intervened. The car had to swerve for the corner, and the Old Man fell off.


  The last thing he heard was the Old Man hollering at him.


  BUT THE TRIUMPHANT deliverance of Brainy Phelps from his enemies was not without its drawbacks. He had gained considerable speed by now, and was stirring up quite a breeze, which revived him mentally, and caused him to consider the future.


  He would continue upon his course, he decided, until he came to a tree. He would grab the tree, climb down and continue on foot to the railroad tracks, where he would hitch a ride on a freight to the West Coast. This might be a less pleasant mode of transportation, but until he learned to control the magic shoes, it would also be less dangerous and unpredictable.


  Presently he did pass near to a tree, but it’s topmost branch was beneath his feet and he could not reach it. Then he knew that he was in real trouble. He was gaining altitude.


  It made a cold band of fear around his stomach. For all his weakness in most of the liberal arts, Brainy was strong in geography, for the simple reason that he was an escapist at heart, and all escapists are good in geography. He was aware of the curvature of the earth, and he sensed the truth—that instead of maintaining their level in flight, the wonderful shoes were in reality moving at a tangent to the surface of the earth. He couldn’t have explained it to anybody, but he knew, all the same.


  That was just after six o’clock. A little before seven, it occurred to him that he could take off the shoes, but he was now fifty feet above the hard and uncompromising ground, and he didn’t dare.


  By eight o’clock it was getting dusk, and he could see the outline of the Capitol Building in Topeka. He figured he was doing at least thirty-five miles an hour.


  Over to the right, a black car that might, or might not be the Professor’s, was following him, but he welcomed it. And in the outskirts of the city a firetruck,. alerted, followed him for a couple of blocks with extended ladder, but they just couldn’t seem to get together, quite. The ladder got tangled in some electric cables. He could hear lots of sirens.


  That was all for a while. Just before midnight a helicopter appeared above him and put down a rope ladder. He was already a hundred miles west of Topeka and picking up speed.


  It was only a small ’copter. The ladder blew horizontally in the wind, and the ’copter labored to keep up. Finally it fell behind.


  He was cold, and the wind was harsh in his face. He ducked his head, and dozed once, fitfully and briefly, curled in a kind of ball. He wished that he had a jacket.


  They had all given up, and he knew now that he would crash into the mountains, and that would be the end of that.


  But he didn’t. He opened his eyes in the early light of dawn, and there was frost on. his lids, and he could scarcely get his breath. Below him was the gray foothills, and the peaks rose on either side. He was too stiff to move. The sunrise was the last thing he saw, reflected on the snow-capped summits. The cold pressed in. He grew drowsier, drowsier, and slept, unknowing and uncaring.


  And Sis velocity, as he hurtled above the earth, accelerated in a steadily increasing curve, and the Earth fell away more rapidly than ever, and presently, had he been able to see it, it would have appeared as a great sphere behind him. The frost of outer night was upon his eyelids, however, and he did not know when he passed the sonic barrier, for he was frozen solid as three-day-old cornpone.


  THE FORM of Brainy Phelps, a pitiful little lump of static molecules, drifted among the stars.


  The strange force that was in the shoes, and which could not have been artifically or naturally duplicated within a billion years of trying, so precise was its value, had no limitations and soon approached light speed. It was all the same to Brainy, of course.


  Certain watchers, however, from a dark planet within the galactic rim, detected the appearance of a small, unidentified object one day within their firmament, and being a naturally curious race, sent out a ship with tractor beams to capture it and bring it in.


  It was Brainy, of course, and they detected the singular power in the shoes at once and were very favorably impressed. They had not known that any race other than themselves possessed the secret of space travel—much less without a ship—and they had been around quite a long-time and knew a lot of worlds.


  But Brainy was indifferent to this too, and it occurred to them that if they would converse with him, they must first thaw him out.


  This they achieved, but it was quite a job, for the molecular structure of the body had been broken down, to a great extent, by the freezing and thawing, and the brain, in particular, had almost to be rebuilt from the cortex up.


  When they finished, Brainy Phelps yawned broadly and awakened.


  They talked through the use of pantomime and a few words mutually learned. It was not very satisfactory, and. naturally they could not learn from him whence he came, since his term for Earth was meaningless to them. Just the same, they were able to place his origin with some accuracy because of his trajectory, and the effect of continuous bombardment of cosmic radiation upon his cells.


  They were kind and considerate, and it made Brainy feel pretty important the way they took him for a major scientist of his race, even if he couldn’t quite see them. The spectral values of their bodies were such that his eyes were not adapted to the task, and he had to squint, but they were Still only shadows.


  They were a gregarious race, and were looking, just as aliens always are, for a hospitable world other than their own to settle on.


  “You mean an Invasion?” said Brainy who had heard dark rumors of such things before.


  “Of dear, no,” they said. “Rather infiltration. We have a very adaptable life-form, and there is a saying here, ‘When in Syxygia, do as the Syxygians do!’ The Terrans will not even know we are there, and we will be able to contribute a little, perhaps, to the native culture. We are peace-loving and completely non-aggressive. Of course, you must help point out the proper planet.”


  “I don’t know,” Brainy said. He wasn’t so sure that he wanted to go back and face the Old Man and Professor Saccharino. “What if they find out we’re there?”


  The aliens shuddered all through their amorphous bodies. “Please!” they said. “We mustn’t think about it. It would be so messy!”


  “Okay,” Brainy said. “When do we leave?”


  “The assumption of human form will take a few hours. Then we may go.”


  “Make it snappy,” Brainy said. “I’m kind of hungry.”


  IT WAS FIFTEEN to eight, that mellow spring morning that it happened.


  Professor Saccharino had not mellowed, however, with the passing of the seasons, and recalled, as in a dream that black afternoon two springs ago when he had been less sure of the inevitability of his drab life than now.


  Since daybreak this morning he had felt a curious restiveness, and almost longed for the clamour of settling down to the daily pattern of study.


  That, at least, would furnish company for his thoughts.


  He glanced at the clock on the wall, took the school bell off his desk and went to the door.


  He jangled it a couple of times and grew back to let them pass before him, like a general inspecting his troops. They came in a subdued stream past him, the scrubbed little boys and girls of the primary classes, the all-wise ragamuffins and coquettish damsels of ten, and the older students, either sullen or preoccupied by each other.


  Cassandra Watson came through the door. The passing of the seasons had done wonders for Cassandra. It was rather too bad that this was her last year. She favored him with a smile and a distracting wiggle.


  He nodded.


  An unruly redhead marched before his field of vision. A familiar head.


  It did not seem strange at the moment, though he had last seen Brainy Phelps flitting over the tree tops in the general direction of the Pacific Ocean.


  More featureless faces. Then he saw the head again, and this time there could be no doubt.


  “You,” he said and grabbed the boy’s arm.


  Brainy looked up at him and grinned. It was a secret, undismayed grin, and it disturbed Professor Saccharino more than he could say.


  Brainy wriggled loose from his grip and took his seat beside the other two red-headed buys that were sitting in the front row.


  Professor Saccharino, observing them, shuddered as though with the ague. There were three of them there, uncombed unbrushed unkempt, waiting to be instructed.


  They were all identical.


  He ran to the window and threw up the sash, leaning far out to gulp the fresh air and revive himself, for he felt faint and ill.


  But it was no good!


  The schoolyard was full of Brainies.


  THE END


  The Powder of Hyperborea


  Clark Ashton Smith


  The theft of the thirty-nine girdles of virginity! A newly translated legend from the days before Atlantic, on the world’s first inhabited continent.


  LET IT BE said as a foreword to this tale that I have robbed no man who was not in some way a robber of others. In all my long and arduous career, I, Satampra, Zerios of Uzuldaroum, sometimes known as the master-thief have endeavored to serve merely as an agent in the rightful redistribution of wealth. The adventure I have now to relate was no exception; though as it happened in the outcome, my own pecuniary profits were indeed meager, not to say trifling.


  Age is upon me now. And sitting at that leisure which I have earned through many hazards, I drink the wines that are heartening to age. To me, as I sip, return memories of splendid loot and brave nefarious enterprise. Before me shine the outpoured sackfuls of djals or pazoors, removed so dexterously from the coffers of iniquitous merchants and moneylenders. I dream of rubies redder than the blood that was shed for them; of sapphires bluer than depths of glacial ice; of emeralds greener than the jungle in spring. I recall the escalade of pronged balconies; the climbing of terraces and towers guarded by monsters; the sacking of altars beneath the eyes of malign idols or sentinel serpents.


  Often I think of Vixeela, my one true love and the most adroit and courageous of my. companions in burglary. She has long since gone to the bourn of all good thieves and comrades; I have mourned her sincerely these many years. But still dear is the memory of our amorous, adventurous nights and the feats we performed together. Of such feats, perhaps the most signal and audacious was the theft of the thirty-nine girdles.


  These were the golden and jeweled chastity girdles, worn by the virgins vowed to the moon god Leniqua, whose temple had stood from immemorial time in the suburbs of Uzuldaroum, capital of Hyperborea. The virgins were always thirty-nine in number. They were chosen for their youth and beauty, and retired from service to the god at the age of thirty-one.


  The girdles were padlocked with the toughest bronze and their keys retained by the high-priest who, on certain nights, rented them at a high price to the richer gallants of the city. It will thus be seen that the virginity of the priestesses was nominal; but its frequent and repeated sale was regarded as a meritorious act of sacrifice to the god.


  Vixeela herself had at one time been numbered among the virgins but had fled from the temple and from Uzuldaroum several years before the sacerdotal age of release from her bondage. She would tell me little of her life in the temple; I surmised that she had found small pleasure in the religious prostitution and had chafed at the confinement entailed by it. After her flight she had suffered many hardships in the cities of the south. Of these too, she spoke but sparingly, as one who dreads the reviving of painful recollections.


  She had returned to Uzuldaroum a few months prior to our first meeting. Being now a little over age, and having dyed her russet-blonde hair to a raven black, she had no great fear of recognition by Leniqua’s priests. As was their custom, they had promptly replaced her loss with another and younger virgin, and would have small interest now in one so long delinquent.


  AT THE TIME of our fore-gathering, Vixeela had already committed various petty larcenies. But, being unskilled, she had failed to finish any but the easier and simpler ones, and had grown quite thin from starvation. She was still attractive and her keenness of wit and quickness in learning soon endeared her to me. She was small and agile and could climb like a lemur. I soon found her help invaluable, since she could climb through windows and other apertures impassable, to my greater bulk.


  We had consummated several lucrative burglaries, when the idea of entering Leniqua’s sample and making away with the costly girdles occurred to me. The problems offered, and the difficulties to be overcome, appeared at first sight little less than fantastic. But such obstacles have always challenged my acumen and have never daunted me.


  Firstly, there was the problem of entrance without detection and serious mayhem at the hands of the sickle-armed priests who guarded Leniqua’s fane with baleful and incorruptible vigilance. Luckily, during her term of temple service, Vixeela had learned of a subterranean adit, long disused but, she believed still passable. This entrance was through a tunnel, the continuation of a natural cavern located somewhere in the woods behind Uzuldaroum. It had been used almost universally by the virgins’ visitors in former ages. But the visitors now entered openly by the temple’s main doors or by posterns little less public; a sign, perhaps, that religious sentiment had deepened or that modesty had declined.


  Vixeela had never seen the cavern herself but she knew its approximate location. The temple’s inner adit was closed only by a flagstone, easily levitated from below or above, behind the image of Leniqua in the great nave.


  Secondly, there was the selection of a proper time, when the women’s girdles had been unlocked and laid aside. Here again Vixeela was invaluable, since she knew the nights on which the rented keys were most in demand. These were known as nights of sacrifice, greater or lesser, the chief one being at the moon’s full. All the women were then in repeated request.


  Since, however, the fane on such occasions would be crowded with people, the priests, the virgins and their clients, a seemingly insurmountable difficulty remained. How were we to collect and make away with the girdles in the presence of so many persons? This, I must admit, baffled me.


  Plainly, we must find some way in which the temple could be evacuated, or its occupants rendered unconscious or otherwise incapable during the period needed for our operations.


  I thought of a certain soporific drug, easily and quickly vaporized, which I had used on more than one occasion to put the inmates of a house asleep. Unfortunately the drug was limited in its range and would not penetrate to all the chambers and alcoves of a large edifice like the temple. Moreover it was necessary to wait for a full half hour, with doors or windows opened, till the fumes were dissipated; otherwise the robbers would be overcome together with their victims.


  There was also the pollen of a rare jungle lily, which, if cast in a man’s face, would induce a temporary paralysis. This too I rejected. There were too many persons to be dealt with, and the pollen could hardly be obtained in sufficient quantities.


  At last I decided to consult the magician and alchemist, Veezi Phenquor, who, possessing furnaces and melting-pots, had often served me by converting. stolen gold and silver into ingots or other safely unrecognizable forms. Though skeptical of his powers as a magician, I regarded Veezi Phenquor as a skilled pharmacist and toxicologist. Having always on hand a supply of strange and deadly medicaments, he might well be able to provide something that would facilitate our project.


  We found Veezi Phenquor decanting one of his more noisome concoctions from a still bubbling and steaming kettle into vials of stout stoneware. By the smell I judged that it must be something of special potency; the exudations of a polecat would have been innocuous in comparison. In his absorption he did not notice our presence until the entire contents of the kettle had been decanted and thevials tightly stoppered and sealed with a blackish gum.


  “That,” he observed with unctuous complacency, “is a love-philter that would inflame a nursing infant or resurrect the powers of a dying nonagenarian. Do you—”


  “No,” I said emphatically. “We require nothing of the sort. “What we need at the moment is something quite different.” In a few terse words I went on to outline the problem, adding:


  “If you can help us, I am sure you will find the melting down of the golden girdles a congenial task. As usual, you will receive a third of the profits.”


  Veezi Phenquor creased his bearded face into a half-lubricious, half-sardonic smile.


  “The proposition is a pleasant one from all angles. We will free the temple-girls from incumbrances which they must find uncomfortable, not to say burdensome; and will turn the irksome gems and metal to a worthier purpose—notably, our own enrichment.” As if by way of afterthought, he added:


  “It happens that I can supply you with a most unusual preparation, warranted to empty the temple of all its occupants in a very short time.”


  Going to a cobwebbed corner, he took down from a high shelf and abdominous jar of uncolored glass filled with a fine grey powder and brought it to the light.


  “I will now,” he said, “explain to you the singular properties of this powder and the way in which it must be used. It is truly a triumph of chemistry, and more devastating than a plague.”


  We were astounded by what he told us. Then we began to laugh.


  “It is to be hoped,” I said, “that none of your spells and cantraips and involved.”


  Veezi Phenquor assumed the expression of one whose feelings have been deeply injured. “I assure you,” he protested, “that the effects of the powder, though extraordinary, are not beyond nature.”


  After a moment’s meditation he continued: “I believe that I can further your plan in other ways. After the abstraction of the girdles, there will be the problem of transporting undetected such heavy merchandise across a city which, by that time, may well have been aroused by the horrendous crime and busily patrolled by constabulary. I have a plan. . . .”


  We hailed with approval the ingenious scheme outlined by Veezi Phenquor. After we had discussed and settled to our satisfaction the various details, the alchemist brought out certain liquors that proved more palatable than anything of his we had yet sampled. We then returned to our lodgings, I carrying in my cloak the jar of powder, for which Veezi Phenquor generously refused to accept payment. We were filled with rosiest anticipations of success, together with a modicum of distilled palm-wine.


  Discreetly, we refrained from our usual activities during the nights that intervened before the next full moon. We kept closely to our lodgings, hoping that the police, who had long suspected us of numerous peccadilloes, would believe that we had either quitted the city or retired from burglary.


  A LITTLE before midnight, on the evening of the full moon, Veezi Phenquor knocked discreetly at our door—a triple knock as had been agreed. Like ourselves, he was heavily cloaked in peasant’s homespun.


  “I have procured the cart of a vegetable seller from the country,” he said. “It is loaded with seasonable produce and drawn by two small asses. I have concealed it in the woods, as near to the cave-adit of Leniqua’s temple as the overgrown road will permit. Also, I have reconnitered the cave itself.


  “Our success will depend on the utter confusion created. If we are not seen to enter or depart by the rear adit, in all likelihood no one will remember its existence. The priests will be searching elsewhere.


  “Having removed the girdles and concealed them under our load of farm produce, we will then wait till the hour before dawn when, with other vegetable and fruit dealers, we will enter the city.”


  Keeping as far as we could from the public places, where most of the police were gathered around taverns and the cheaper lupanars, we circled across Uzuldaroum and found, at some distance from Leniqua’s fane, a road that ran country-ward. The jungle soon grew denser and the houses fewer. No one saw us when we turned into a side road overhung with leaning palms and closed in by thickening brush. After many devious turnings, we came to the ass-drawn cart, so cleverly screened from view that even I could detect its presence only by the pungent aroma of certain root-vegetables. Those asses were well-trained for the use of thieves: there was no braying to betray their presence.


  We groped on, over hunching roots and between clustered boles that made the rest of the way impassable for a cart. I should have missed the cave; but Veezi Phenquor, pausing, stooped before a low hillock to part the matted creepers, showing a black and bouldered aperture large enough to admit a man on hands and knees.


  Lighting the torches we had brought along, we crawled into the cave, Veezi going first. Luckily, due to the rainless season, the cave was dry and our clothing suffered only earth-stains, such as would be proper to agricultural workers.


  The cave narrowed where piles of debris had fallen from the roof. I, with my width and girth, was hard put to squeeze through in places. We had gone an undetermined distance when Veezi stopped and stood erect before a wall of smooth masonry in which shadowy steps mounted.


  Vixeela slipped past him and went up the steps. I followed. The fingers of her free hand were gliding over a large flat flagstone that filled the stairhead. The stone began to tilt noiselessly upward. Vixeela blew out her torch and laid it on the top step while the gap widened, permitting a dim, flickering light to pour down from beyond. She peered cautiously over the top of the flag, which became fully uptilted by its hidden mechanism and then climbed through motioning us to follow.


  We stood in the shadow of a broad pillar at one side of the back part of Leniqua’s temple. No priest, woman or visitor was in sight but we heard a confused humming of voices at some vague remove. Leniqua’s image, presenting its reverend rear, sat on a high dais in the center of the nave. Altar fires, golden, blue and green, flamed spasmodically before the god, making his shadow writhe on the floor and against the rear wall like a delirious giant in a dance of copulation with an unseen partner.


  Vixeela found and manipulated the spring that caused the flagstone to sink back as part of a level floor. Then the three of us stole forward, keeping in the god’s wavering shadow. The nave was still vacant but noise came more audibly from open doorways at one side, resolving itself into gay cries and hysterical laughters.


  “Now,” whispered Veezi Phenquor.


  I drew from a side-pocket the vial he had given us and pried away the wax with a sharp knife. The cork, half-rotten with age, was easily removed. I poured the vial’s contents on the back bottom step of Leniqua’s dais—a pale stream that quivered and undulated with uncanny life and luster as it fell in the god’s shadow. When the vial was empty I ignited the heap of powder.


  IT BURNED instantly with a clear, high-leaping flame. Immediately, it seemed, the air was full of surging phantoms—a soundless, multitudinous explosion, beating upon us, blasting our nostrils with charnel fetors till we reeled before it, choking and strangling. There was however no sense of material impact from the hideous forms that seemed to melt over and through us, rushing in all directions, as if every atom of the burning powder released a separate ghost.


  Hastily we covered our noses with squares of thick cloth that Veezi had warned us to bring for this purpose. Something of our usual aplomb returned and we moved forward through the seething rout Lascivious blue cadavers intertwined around us. Miscegenations of women and tigers arched over us. Monsters doubleheaded and triple-tailed, goblins and ghouls rose obliquely to the far ceiling or rolled and melted to other and more nameless apparitions in lower air. Green sea-things, like unions of drowned men and octopi coiled and dribbled with dank slime along the floor.


  Then we heard the cries of fright from the temple’s inmates and visitors and began to meet naked men and women who rushed frantically through that army of beleaguering phantoms toward the exits. Those who encountered us face to face recoiled as if we too were shapes of intolerable horror.


  The naked men were mostly young. After them came middle-aged merchants and aidermen, bald and potbellied, some clad in undergarments, some in snatched-up cloaks too short to cover them below the hips. Women, lean, fat or buxom, tumbled screaming for the outer doors. None of them, we saw with approbation, had retained her chastity girdle.


  Lastly came the priests, with mouths like gaping squares of terror, emitting shrill cries. All of them had dropped their sickles. They passed us, blindly disregarding our presence, and ran after the rest. The host of powder-born specters soon shrouded them from view.


  Satisfied that the temple was now empty of its inmates and clients, we turned our attention to the first corridor. The doors of the separate rooms were all open. We divided our labors, taking each a room, and removing from disordered beds and garment-littered floors the cast-off girdles of gold and gems. We met at the corridor’s end, where our collected loot was thrust into the strong thin sack I had carried under my cloak. Many of the phantoms still lingered, achieving new and ghastlier fusions, dropping their members upon us as they began to diswreathe.


  Soon we had searched all the rooms apportioned to the women. My sack was full, and I had counted thirty-eight girdles at the end of the third corridor. One girdle was still missing; but Vixeela’s sharp eyes caught the gleam of an emerald-studded buckle protruding from under the dissolving legs of a hairy satyr-like ghost on a pile of male garments in the corner. She snatched up the girdle and carried it in her hand henceforward.


  We hurried back to Leniqua’s nave, believing it to be vacant of all human occupants by now. To our disconcertion the High Priest, whose name Vixeela knew as Marquanos, was standing before the altar, striking blows with a long phallic rod of bronze, his insignia of office, at certain apparitions that remained floating in the air.


  Marquanos rushed toward us with a harsh cry as we neared him, dealing a blow at Vixeela that would have brained her if she had not slipped agilely to one side. The High Priest staggered, nearly losing his balance. Before he could turn upon her again, Vixeela brought down on his tonsured head the heavy chastity girdle she bore in her right hand. Marquanos toppled like a slaughtered ox beneath the pole-ax of the butcher, and lay prostrate, writhing a little. Blood ran in rills from the serrated imprint of the great jewels on his scalp. Whether he was dead or still living, we did not pause to ascertain.


  WE MADE our exit without delay. After the fright they had received, there was small likelihood that any of the temple’s denizens would venture to return for some hours. The movable slab fell smoothly back into place behind us. We hurried along the underground passage, I carrying the sack and the others preceding me. in order to drag it through straitened places and over piles of rubble when I was forced to set it down. We reached the creeper-hung entrance without incident. There we paused awhile before emerging into the moon-streaked woods, and listened cautiously to cries that diminished with distance. Apparently no one had thought of the rear adit or had even realized that there was any such human motive as robbery behind the invasion of terrifying specters.


  Reassured we came forth from the cavern and found our way back to the hidden cart and its drowsing asses. We threw enough of the fruits and vegetables into the brush to make a deep cavity in the cart’s center in which our sackful of loot was then deposited and covered over from sight. Then, settling ourselves on the grassy ground, we waited for the hour before dawn. Around us after awhile, we heard the furtive slithering and scampering of small animals that devoured the comestibles we had cast away.


  If any of us slept, it was, so to speak, with one eye and one ear. We rose in the horizontal sifting of the last moonbeams and long eastward-running shadows of early twilight.


  Leading our asses, we approached the highway and stopped behind the brush while an early cart creaked by. Silence ensued, and we broke from the wood and resumed our journey cityward before other carts came in sight.


  In our return through outlying streets we met only a few early passers, who gave us no second glance. Reaching the neighborhood of Veezi Phenquor’ house, we consigned the cart to his care and watched him turn into the courtyard unchallenged and seemingly unobserved by others than ourselves. He was, I reflected, well supplied-with roots and fruits.


  We kept closely to our lodgings for two days. It seemed unwise to remind the police of our presence in Uzuldaroum by any public appearance. On the evening of the second day our food supply ran short and we sallied out in our rural costumes to a nearby market which we had never before patronized.


  Returning, we found evidence that Veezi Phenquor had paid us a visit during our absence, in spite of the fact that all the doors and windows had been, and still were, carefully locked. A small cube of gold reposed on the table, serving as paper-weight for a scribbled note.


  The note read:


  “My esteemed friends and companions: After removing the various gems, I have melted down all the gold into ingots, and am leaving one of them as a token of my great regard. Unfortunately, I have learned that I am being watched by the police and am leaving Uzuldaroum under circumstances of haste and secrecy, taking the other ingots and all the jewels in the ass-drawn cart, covered up by the vegetables I have provientially kept, even though they are slightly stale by now. I expect to make a long journey, in a direction which I cannot specify—a journey well beyond the jurisdiction of our local police, and one on which I trust you will not be perspicacious enough to follow me. I shall need the remainder of our loot for my expenses, et cetera. Good luck in all your future ventures. Respectfully, Veezi Phenquor


  “POSTSCRIPT: You too are being watched, and I advise you to quit the city with all feasible expedition. Marquanos, in spite of a well-cracked mazzard from Vixeela’s blow, recovered full consciousness late yesterday. He recognized in Vixeela a former temple-girl through the trained dexterity of her movements. He has not been able to identify her; but a thorough and secret search is being made, and other girls have already been put to the thumb-screw and toe-screw by Leniqua’s priests.


  “You and I, my dear Satampra, have already been listed, though not yet identified, as possible accomplices of the girl. A man of your conspicious height and bulk is being sought. The Powder of the Fetid Apparitions, some traces of which were found on Leniqua’s dais, has already been analyzed. Unluckily it has been used before both by myself and other alchemists.


  “I hope you will escape.


  on other paths than the one I am planning to follow.”


  THE END


  Never Marry a Venerian


  Charles L. Fontenay


  The Casanovas of Venus had reputations that were system wide, but still how could a girl resist such a super-dreamboat!


  LASSA met Tobi at one of the sidewalk cafes in Lotus, the most cosmopolitan metropolis of Venus, and it was not until much later that she realized, with an amused shock, that she had permitted herself to be “picked up.”


  Tobi, tall and dark, waved away the waiter who approached when Lassa gave him smiling permission to share her table.


  “Nothing,” said Tobi. “I just wish to sit and watch the passers-by, and perhaps amuse this charming young lady with my idle conversation.”


  He did amuse her. He fascinated Her. He knew more about Venus and things Venerian than anyone else she had met on this extended vacation. His knowledge went far beyond common things, too. He was brilliant and understanding.


  Lassa was surprised to learn they had been talking for three hours, when Hal appeared beside their table.


  “Miss Virdo, your mother sends word that you should be getting dressed for the party tonight,” said Hal.


  “Thank you, Hal,” she said. “Tell Mother I’ll be up right away.”


  Hal bowed slightly and left them.


  “A very gracious gentleman,” remarked Tobi, and Lassa read into his tone a faint reproach for not having introduced Hal. She smiled.


  “Hal is a robot,” she explained. “The Virdo family robot, A remarkable likeness to the human, don’t you think?”


  “I’m surprised he is still a servant,” said Tobi. “On Venus, you know, robots have equal rights with humans.”


  “Hal’s loyalty is built into him,” she said. “We had him built on Luna especially for this trip. No broadcast power here, you know, so we have to plug him in every night to recharge his generators. And now I’m sorry, but I really must go.”


  They saw each other often after that, dancing, driving through the colorful sand hills, swimming in the artificial lake north of Lotus.


  “You are the first really intelligent woman I have ever known, Lassa,” Tobi told her soberly. “Most women are all body and no brains.”


  “But don’t you like my body too, Tobi?” she asked, a little piqued.


  “Your face and body are perfect,” he assured her. “I admire perfection, but it is very rare.”


  So the time came when, Tobi having said nothing about it, she asked him to marry her.


  “Are you sure it’s me you admire, Lassa, and not just a strong, handsome body?” he asked. There was anxiety in his tone.


  “You are strong and handsome, Tobi,” she said, patting his arm. His muscles were like iron. “But I think most of all I love you for your-mind. You are the most brilliant and talented person I have ever known.”


  Of course, Rico raised tearful objections to the engagement, as Lassa had expected. Rico was from Earth, and there had been an understanding between them.


  “It wasn’t so much for my sake, Lassa,” Rico implored. “But at least choose an Earthman to marry. Don’t you know Venerian law? Don’t you know that on Venus a wife becomes her husband’s slave and cannot divorce him?”


  “Please, Rico,” she said stiffly. “I certainly am not marrying Tobi with the idea of divorcing him.”


  The wedding in the great Cathedral of the Golden Lotus, went off like clockwork. The bride and groom fled in a shower of real Terrestrial rice, and by nightfall were established in a room of the beautiful Hotel Venus de Milo, on the far side of the lake.


  They passed up supper, though Lassa objected that “I’ve never sat across a table from you since the day we met.” But Tobi was tired. His shoulders drooped and his movements were slow. It made her wonder if he was as young as he looked.


  They retired to the bridal suite. In the tub, Lassa relaxed in a bubble bath and luxuriated in delicious trepidation.


  “How many brides,” she wondered, “go through this range of emotions on their wedding nights? Do all of them wonder if they have made the right choice? Do all of them think, all at once, ‘I don’t really know the man I married at all?’ ”


  Clean and soft, she emerged into the bedroom in filmy negligee. Tobi had removed his shirt, but that was all. He was sitting in the big easy chair, waiting for her.


  “Is something wrong, Tobi?” she asked in alarm. “You aren’t ill, are you?”


  “Nothing’s wrong,” he said. As she approached, he lifted his hand and held out to her the plug end of an electric cable.


  “What’s this?” she asked.


  He turned his back to her. Horrified, she saw the socket between his shoulder blades.


  “Plug me in,” he ordered.


  THE END


  Requiem for a Small Planet


  Ray Cummings


  The last story of one of science-fiction’s original greats—and as timely as tomorrow’s headlines.


  THE VOICE of the Hittag city was always a restless, muttering murmur, floating here from far off over the distant hills. And you could see the blotch of its glow-lights. Sometimes the voice would rise as though in. anger. Sometimes the blotch would spread, then die away and surge again. Restless; active with the struggle for accomplishment. To Jan, as he stretched sprawled on the blue sward, comfortable and lazy with the fullness of the food inside him, it seemed that the intruding presence of the distant Hittags was the only dissonance here in his little world. The shimmering blue pool at his feet was beautiful. Mara’s music, as she played and sang to herself after the evening meal, was sweet and gentle like herself. The perfume of the flowers massed around the garden and Mara’s dwelling here, the shining opalescence of the eternal twilight, seemed to make Jan’s soul expand so that life was holding everything that one could want.


  But always—all Jan’s young life—the jangle of the Hittag’s was off there beyond the purple hills.


  Now little Mara came through the dwelling entrance into the garden. Her stringed lute was in her hand. Her long pale hair, the pale draped robe, shimmered blue in the warm dimness. Her gentle beauty was like an aura around her.


  “Jan?”


  He stirred on the sward. “Yes, Mara? Here I am.” He sat up, smiling, extended his hand as she came to him so, that he drew her down, reclining beside him.


  “Play more, Mara.”


  The stirring flying things cheeped to join her music, little vivid blobs of color as they flitted among the blue-gold leaves. The fountain of the pool was a soft background of harmony.


  But the Hittag splotch in the blur of distance was muttering loud tonight. Jan could see that Mara’s blue eyes were troubled.


  He stopped her music. “What is it, Mara? There is something wrong?”


  It seemed such a momentous question.


  “Old Mama Megan,” she said. “To the very aged must come a divination? Don’t you think so?”


  “What of her?”


  “She tells me that now we should fear Hido.”


  That terrible word fear. Word so incongruous here in the little realm of the Marans that one might grow from childhood to maturity and scarcely hear it uttered. Fear Hido? How could they fear Hido who for so long had done the few simple tasks of gathering the food from the lush fields serving it, and keeping their dwelling in order? Hido with his dwarfed, ugly little body; his imp-grin and comical gestures and jokes that always made you laugh—why should the dread word fear be invoked, because of him?


  “Mama Megan reminds me that once he was a Hittag,” Mara was saying.


  So long ago, when still Jan’s mother and father were living and Jan was very small, Hido had come; beaten and scourged by the Hittags, he had come like a refugee to the Marans. No Hittag had bothered to chase him. No Hittag, busy, restless with his civilized struggle toward what he called achievement, would ever bother with anything concerning the little race of Marans off here in the secluded hills. To the great Hittags, the simple Marans were savages. Unimportant in the restless Hittag world.


  Jan himself knew little of them, but it was enough. Their present ruler, him whom they called Hittags, surely was a madman, lashing them on, mad with lust of power to lift himself and push down others who might oppose him. Life for the Hittags was a struggle always to create complexities. A life of fear. A life with violence and bloodshed, and they called it civilization’s upward struggle! To Jan, it was the reality of savagery. Nature was benign here in this world peopled only by the Hittags and Marans. Surely, there was nothing to struggle against. Jah’s father had once said a strange word, and tried to explain what it was. Sickness. A thing that ended lives before their lifespan of time. It was not here. Only age at last could kill. Or sudden accident or violence. For the simple Marans, accidents was rare. Violence, the Hittags created. But why? Why?


  Jan, now that he and Mara had reached maturity so that soon children would be coming, knew that there was no answer to that. He could only be thankful that surely their children would be spared such struggle.


  “Mama Megan wishes you to come to her,” Mara was saying.


  “Come now?”


  “Yes, that would be best. Soon she will be sleeping.”


  JAN ROSE to his feet, stretching his long, slim body. He was much taller than Mara. Taller, really, than most of the Marans. A little different, too. His eyes were blue, like Mara’s; his blond hair was cut shorter, but still it was like hers. Yet about him there was something very different. A different cast of feature, perhaps a sort of sternness, incongruous to his gentle nature. He could remember that his father had been the same, perhaps even his mother also.


  There was a mystery about Jan. It used to trouble him a little, when he was a questioning child. Now suddenly it was troubling him again. Old Mama Megan would know. With her great age and wisdom, surely she would be able to tell him. He thought now that tonight he would ask her.


  Pulling Mara by the hand, Jan strode into the dwelling room, where Hido was removing the evening food. The misshapen dwarf, with his ugly grinning face, pointed chin and bulbous nose, set down his tray and did a little mock dance, waving his thick arms and jigging so that his stone bracelets tinkled.


  “Laugh,” he said. “Who but Hido shall always make you laugh? Go hasten to your lovecouch, I wish you well.”


  “Hido, shush,” Mara said.


  “And life is merry and we are wise to keep it.so.” He was still jigging as he vanished with his tray.


  They found old Megan in her wood-chair, quiescent with the weight of great age. The opal sheen form outside lay spread on her thin wrinkled face, as though it were a sort of glory. Her hands were folded in her lap among the leaves of her robe. She was so old now that to Jan it seemed that only her glowing eyes were really alive.


  She greeted them silently, with one hand stirring into a gesture so that they sat down on the leaf-strewn floor before her, hand in hand like little children who had been summoned.


  Then she said, “I have not told you, but now I should. It will be soon now that I am gone from you.”


  “Mama Megan—” Mara gave a little cry; Jan just silently stared. It is the way of life, but you can never quite get use to it, the inevitable passing of the old whom you love. Mara’s mother, and her mother and hers, were here, with no thought yet of dying. Now Megan, oldest of them all, had found her time drained out. Jan realized it; so many of the old-had tried to explain it. Nature tells you, with little warning signals that you cannot miss.


  And now old Megan knew, so that she had sent for them.


  “Mama Megan—” Jan touched her hand with a caress, but she smiled gently.


  “It is not for sorrow, the ways of wise nature,” Megan said. “But there are things now, I must tell you. Things of the Maran Secret. I have been its Custodian, you know.”


  They knew it, of course. The Maran Secret. To all the young it was a mysterious thing, a thing you could not even begin to understand. A legend. A tradition. Yet everyone knew it was very real. From out of the dim past, down through the generations unnumbered, someone always was the Custodian. Near the end, warned by nature that time had run out, always the Custodian must pass it on to someone else, this knowledge of the Maran Secret.


  “To us both, Mama Megan?” Jan and Mara spoke together.


  “Yes, I have decided. You two, still so young yet being as one, with your coming children.”


  “Now?” They held their breath.


  “Yes. Perhaps you will be surprised. There is nothing that I can tell you save where it is.”


  “The Secret?” Her words were puzzling. Always Jan had thought it was something which was to be explained. But now old Megan was telling them it was nothing of that. Merely it was something that was hidden here, with Megan’s knowledge only that she knew where it was hidden.


  “But what is it?” Jan murmured.


  Her grey, palsied head shook with negation. “I do not know. Through the ages, always it has been here. They say it has a container, indestructible by time. It lies there, buried in the ground.”


  She was telling them the place. Not far from here, out in the nearest little valley between the twin hills. Now they were the Custodians and could find it if need be.


  “Find it if need be?” Jan echoed. “If need be for what? And you don’t know what it is? You talk riddles, Mama Megan.”


  She was still gently smiling. “The new Custodians must know what I know. I must tell you now something of the history of the Marans. You have not been taught it. Perhaps that is because we Marans feel it is a little shameful. There was once a time when the Marans here were struggling upward, building a great civilization.”


  “Like the Hittags,” Mara breathed.


  The smile on Megan’s pallid lips was ironic. “Yes. Like the Hittags. The Hittags were primitive then—just little roving tribes far away. The Marans were the Great Race. They were learned in science. They built great cities—vast, complicated ways of living, working very hard with frantic urge to satisfy needs which they created for themselves.”


  Megan’s thin, shaking arm gestured vaguely toward the window oval where it shone with the opalescent distance outside. “Their cities are out there now, buried in the ruins of time. And we, here, are all that is left.”


  “But what happened?” Jan demanded. “They got tired of working? Tired of working, for nothing at all?”


  “Perhaps they reached the peak that man is allowed to go,” Megan said. “I do not know. I am not wise enough to interpret the ways of God. I know only that their science at last tampered with nature too freely. Some engine of death which they had found with which to murder each other, at last turned against them. There was the Great Catastrophe. And then there was nothing left but a world in ruins, and little remnants of struggling beings left in the chaos.”


  “And that’s—us?” Jan murmured.


  “Out of them, our world as we have it here now, has come,” Megan said. “The span of ten times my long life. But these Marans who were left—surely they had learned their lesson.” Her thin, quavering old voice took on a sudden warmth, almost as though in talking of this, she were young again. “A lesson learned from the lash of an unthinkable horror. Those chastened Marans, suddenly saw what fools their forebears had been. And they lived for the things that all mankind really wants. So that now, as you see and feel, we are happy here.”


  “And now the Hittags are doing it all over again.” Mara said.


  “Yes. I suppose so.”


  “But Mama Megan,” Jan said. “You forget to tell us about the Maran Secret.”


  It was something left from the great Maran civilization. Something the pitiful survivors found intact in the ruins. They had a temptation to preserve it, so that always to now, it had been kept hidden here.


  “To be used if need be,” Jan said. “What did you mean by that?”


  Old Megan shook her head. “Words that the Custodian before me passed down. Perhaps, originally, one might have thought he could have a need to use the hidden thing, whatever it is. We cannot imagine that—not now—because it is a thing diabolic.”


  How different from what Jan and Mara always had pictured the Maran Secret to be! Just a shuddering, unknown thing, diabolic.


  OLD MEGAN’S eyesight was dim, her hearing blurred. Jan and Mara had their backs to the door oval; they were intent, so that the little noise there behind them went unnoticed. Megan did not see the moving shadow as now it slid away.


  Megan was saying, “There is no one in the world now—perhaps even among the Hittags save their madman ruler—who would want our Secret. But always I have remembered that Hido is a Hittag. I wanted to tell you that—though perhaps it means so little as a warning that I do great injustice to the clowning fellow. But they say now that HittagH is desperate. There is someone else there among them who lusts for the Leadership.”


  Jan had heard of it. In his mind there was a dim picture of the boastful madman, lurking in his tower—the Great Leader, yet fearing everybody and everything. His mind, warped, twisted, bringing mad fits of rage, so that alternately he would order murder done, and threaten suicide if ever his power were successfully assailed.


  Suddenly Jan remembered what he had wanted to ask her. “Mama Megan,” he said. “My father and my mother—how is it they were not very old, like you, yet they passed and were gone?”


  Megan’s face clouded. Her eyes looked away. “They died,” she said. “One quite soon after the other. You were very small.”


  “Yes, I know. I can remember them a little. Was it an accident?”


  “No.”


  “Violence?” A shudder was within Jan.


  “Violence?” she echoed. “Oh no. They were here. Right here in this house. I was with them.”


  “Then—what?” he demanded.


  “They called it a meaningless word,” she said. “A sickness. Perhaps, like I feel now. Jan, child, question me no more. Your father told me little. Almost nothing. What little it was, I could not understand.”


  “I am not just like the Marans,” Jan declared. “I know it. There is something different.”


  “Question me not. Your father left you a message. You have it written down.”


  “To be opened, only if ever great and terrible danger comes to me,” Jan said bitterly. “Yes, I have it.” He touched his chest. “I have it always on me, as you told me I must. Yet never can I open it, of course. For how can great and terrible danger come to a Maran?” A little while ago he could have said that sincerely. Yet now, somehow, it sounded empty, fatuous.


  Old Megan was sagging in her chair, her little strength drained from the talk. Mara said, “Jan, we must go.”


  Then they left her. Presently on their couch Jan lay with Mara in his arms with the soft warm redolence of the opalescent air caressing them. The little shining pool outside their window splashed with music to lull them. Surely they felt older. Not children now. The new Custodians.


  Jan was thinking of the mystery of it. A thing diabolic, so ironically to be treasured from generation to generation just because that was the tradition, the-command of ancestors long gone. He was thinking too of the mystery of himself, the message from his father that he could not open. Never had he wondered about it more than now.


  And he was thinking of his love for Mara and hers for him. And their coming child. Surely they were very singularly blessed . . .


  He knew that he had been asleep. Mara, warm here in his arms, was asleep. But something had awakened him. Something horrible. Then he knew it was a scream he had heard, because now it was repeated—a scream, gurgling off horribly into a moan. It awakened Mara. She gasped in fear, with her _ arms around him.


  “Jan!”


  “That was Megan! Surely that was Megan!”


  IN THAT MOMENT, as he and the trembling Mara flung on their leaf-robes, it seemed that a bridge was crossed by Jan. A great gulf spanned. A transition, as though from one world to another. For a brief interval he stood dazed, trying to encompass it. All his life, here among the Marans, the thought of violence was a distant thing. Something apart. Something to be contemplated abstractly as happening somewhere to others, but never to oneself. Yet here now, embodied in that scream, was the presage of violence. Something—someone—forcing violence.


  Perhaps Mara was feeling the same. She clung to him. She was gasping, “Megan—in danger—” Then as he turned and dashed through the dim and silent cubby rooms, Mara was running behind him.


  Old Megan was not in her chair. She was not on her sleep-couch. She was lying on the flooring. Dead? As they bent over her, the blue-veined waxen eyelids fluttered up. She murmured,


  “Hido came. He must have listened as I made you Custodians—yet he—did not thin! he had heard clearly enough.”


  That grinning, hideous dwarf, trying to force more information from Megan, finally had knocked her from her couch. Her slow gasping voice now was barely audible.


  “Jan—other Hittags were here. I saw them here lurking in my corridor. If they—find now the Maran Secret—if the madman Leader gets it—our little world is gone, Jan.”


  “Megan! Megan!” Mara was bending down, sobbing. She tried to hold the old woman’s head in her warm arms.


  But Jan only stood mute, with the turmoil of his thoughts flooding him. Now Megan’s faint voice was saying, “Remember your father’s message—so that at least you and Mara may save yourselves. I—love you both—my children—good-bye—”


  She lay so still. The waxen shell of her lay still, and the evanescent thing which was Megan had fled away.


  Violence. Megan had died by violence. Unthinkable thing, yet here it was. As he faced it, groped with the reality of it, unprecedented fury rose in Jan. It blurred him, this coping with a wild rush of new emotions. Then he turned, shouted something at Mara. He plunged again. Jan knew that hardly knew what it was.


  “Mara—wait—don’t come!”


  The opalescent dimness outside, the eternal glowing, shimmering twilight of the little Maran realm, enveloped Jan as he ran. And now he knew that Mara was coming behind him, running with flashing pale limbs and her robe and pale tresses fluttering behind her.


  The dim hills shone ahead of him as he ran. for the little valley between them. Then suddenly a figure rose up from a leafy copse in front of him. Hido. The dwarf jumped. He flung a rock, but Jan ducked down and then was upon him.


  It was a blur of horror, this weird new thing that Jan knew was the lust to kill. The gibbering dwarf was hard with muscle. Jan could feel it as they rolled, pounding wildly at each other.-Mara was standing with a hand against her mouth, her wide blue eyes staring at this incredible scene of violence.


  Now the dwarf had him down, astride him, trying to grip his throat. But the simple work of the fields hardens one. Jan too, had the strength and the youth, so that now he had heaved the heavy dwarf away and leaped to his feet. And this time his antagonist was under him; Hido was screaming from the blows in his ugly face.


  He was finished, but Jan did not know it, nor care. How could he know anything, save that he was fighting something which had to be killed? He was oh his feet again. Incredibly there was frenzied strength in him, enough to lift Hido up. A great jagged rock, Jan’s height, was nearby; and now he was jamming Hido against it, pounding the dwarf’s head against the pointed rock.


  “Jan! Jan!”


  He hardly heard Mara’s cry of horror. The dead twisted thing was at his feet, but once more he picked it up, panting, sweating as again he heaved it headfirst to crash soddenly against the rock. Incredible, this lust. It was like a watermaelstrom bursting loose inside him, a thing once surging that was not to be checked.


  “You—you—” His tongue had no epithet, though weirdly he wanted one.


  He was hurling the limp body, and picking it up and heaving it again . . . then pounding it with a rock held in his hand until at last his strength and breath gave out and he dropped back beside it on the ground, spent and trembling.


  Violence. His first experience with violence. In that moment Jan knew he hated it, would always hate it, with a revulsion so terrible that it made his gorge rise. The dim opalescent scene swim dizzily around him. He felt Mara’s shaking arms holding him.


  Megan had said there were other Hittags here. Jan was Custodian. The thought made him leap to his feet and he drew Mara up with him. She understood, of course, because now again she was running behind him, trying to keep with him as he dashed into the glowing little valley.


  HE KNEW he was too late, because far up there ahead of him, shapes were fleeing. The Hittags. There was a group of them. In that moment they bounded away and were gone in the twilight glow, little dots vanishing in the distance beyond which the Hittag city was a blotch in the sky . . .


  He paused to stare, and Mara caught up with him.


  “Jan, that was the Hittags?”


  “Yes, I think so. They may have gotten it.”


  Then at last he and Mara were gazing blankly at the hidden rock which already had been found and moved, revealing the hole down into which he and Mara climbed to find the hidden little place underground. Evidence of strange science was here. The forgotten science of so long ago—smooth and glistening polished walls here underground; a little metal casket here, of a strange smooth substance impervious to time. And the casket was open; its tiny mysterious contents was gone . . .


  The new Custodians. Children, really, so short a time ago. Perhaps all the Marans—so simple and trusting and gentle a people now—were not much more than children. Even old Megan, mistrusting Hido, yet had made Jan and Mara Custodians in simple fashion. Only those who live by violence, trained to it, will think to guard in, advance against a murderous enemy.


  “Mara, what can we do?”


  But Jan knew then that it was an irrevocable thing. She was standing staring at him. And because she was a girl, and more perhaps because she was a woman whose child was comings—and the horror of the first violence she had ever seen was flooding her—suddenly now the color of life faded from her face. She stood staring at Jan, puzzled, bewildered by the feelings within her. Perhaps she thought it was death now rushing at her. She gave a soft Tittle cry; her hand went out as though to clutch at him, and she wilted down, lay at his feet.


  To Jan, she was dead. Fainting was something beyond his experience or knowledge. He crouched holding her in his arms, his grief blurring him. Mara and their child, both gone. There was nothing here with Jan but a great, drab void of emptiness, with everything which had been his life suddenly taken away.


  Then he saw that she was breathing. It brought hope.


  “Mara! Oh, my Mara—”


  So much time passed. He could not guess how long he sat there in the cold and dank little vault with his dying one in his arms. But death held off. Now a little of the rosecolor was coming into her cheeks and lips. She stirred.


  Her eyes opened. She had come back to him. She and their child. The flooding thankfulness of it misted his vision, choked his voice so that he could only hold her with his cheek against hers and his fingers winding in her tossed, pale hair.


  It may have been the full time that one would sleep while he sat there, holding Mara, and both of them wondering when death would come. But she was strong with color now. Gradually it came to them that she would not die.


  “The Hittags took the Maran Secret,” she murmured. “Oh, Jan, what shall we do?”


  There was nothing they could do. They left the vault open as they had found it. The little valley between the twin peaks glowed around them as they stood wondering what they could do. To Jan then came the presage that though the valley looked the same, certainly everything was different now with the Maran Secret gone. A new era, just beginning. An era of danger, of horror . . .


  THE VALLEY here was no longer the same. Always it had been like everything here, shimmering with quiet peace and security. Now there were voices Marans running here, shouting, babbling with the new emotion of terror.


  “Doomed. Death—death is coming to us all!”


  “The end of the world—”


  “Where shall we go—what can we do?”


  A little way down the valley, as Jan and Mara too were running, they came upon an old Maran sitting on a rock with his hands dangling and on his face the vacancy of bewilderment. Jan seized him. “Tell me—”


  He stared. “My Meeta,” he mumbled. “I cannot find her. I do not know where she is. I tried to find her—”


  “They talk of doom and death,” Jan gasped. “The end of the world!”


  “Yes,” the old Maran said. “The Secret was stolen—have you not heard that? Already news has come to us from the Hittag city. The Hittags themselves fleeing here—fools! What fools, those men who call themselves civilized.”


  Jan was shaking him. “Doom?”


  “Their madman leader has the Secret. In his impregnable tower he stands laughing at his enemies because with the Secret he is bringing the end of the world, and he laughs and jibes because he is a madman.”


  Now Jan and Mara were running again, with the babbling chaos of terror around them. And others were telling them—the horrible, diabolic science with a madman using it . . .


  Suddenly in a little bluegreen glade with the tinkling splash of a brook at their feet, Jan remembered. He stopped the aimless panic of their flight.


  “Jan, what is it?” Mara gasped.


  “That message my father left me.” He remembered it now against the flesh of his chest, under his leaf-robe. “He said, if there were ever terrible danger.” Now Jan drew it out. He sat down by the brook, opening the small flat package with the wondering, awed Mara beside him.


  “Jan, what is it? What does he say?”


  There were very many words in his father’s small, neat script. For a long time Jan sat reading, his face grim, his eyes puzzled.


  “Jan, what does he say?”


  “So much that I cannot understand.”


  A chance at least to save just him and Mara—and their child who was coming. That much seemed clear. Now Jan knew that his mother and father, and he himself who had not yet been born, had come here from some strange and distant place. Why of course!


  A strange and distant place so that they were not just like the Marans. Here was the chance for Jan and Mara to return there. A haven . . . Jan felt it so. An escape . . .


  He tried to explain it to Mara. “We must go ourselves and our unborn child.”


  His whole world was here by the brook, as he stood with his arms around Mara. Everything else was doomed by a madman.


  “There is enough, just for us two ”


  There was a flat little-vial, and as he opened it, tiny pellets rolled out into the palm of his hand.


  “Now, Mara—”


  “Oh, Jan, whatever you say—” She was docile, trusting because he gently smiled at her, trying not to show his fear.


  THE PELLETS were sweet to the taste. They bubbled on the tongue and were gone. Now Jan and Mara sat by the brook, clutching at each other with a vast and terrible dizziness sweeping them so that they closed their eyes. But still the world swam and swayed with soundless clapping in their heads. Perhaps it was yet another form of dying?


  But then Jan opened his eyes. The dizziness passed. With an incredible amazement, even though his father’s message had warned and tried to explain, Jan and Mara stared at the strange scene around them. It seemed all in motion. Everything was dwindling. And drawing closer. The nearby blue-green trees were shrinking down and coming nearer. The little shining brook was narrowing and already it was lapping against them. Jan could feel the movement under him. But he knew, what the message had said, it was his own body which was moving. Growing larger. He and Mara, swiftly now and with steady acceleration, growing gigantic so that everything else seemed dwindling into littleness . . .


  Already the giant bodies of the two of them were sprawled over the ribbon of brook . . .


  Jan staggered to his feet. To him, Mara was the same, unchanging.


  “Quick now!” He tried to smile at her again. “Don’t be frightened. I will lead us.”


  The letter had warned him what to do. The trees here now were down at their knees. The walls of the shining valley were shrinking, rushing forward. For a moment the voices of the panic-stricken Marans and Hittags were little squeaks down among the tiny trees. The valley walls came with a soundless sliding rush. Then one of them was here at hand, hardly waist high so that Jan leaped up to what always before he had seen as a hilltop.


  “I’ll lift you, Mara. Quick.” Then he had drawn her up. There was a moment when the valley seemed just a little narrowing rift in the ground beside them. A moment more and it was a crack, so small that when they staggered to their feet again, hardly could they notice it.


  Now a new vista of rocks and distant mountains was around them. Mountains that shrank with ever increasing speed, coming down, shifting forward. The scene closing together, until again, monstrous titans, they drew themselves upward.


  There was no sense of time. Jan could tell nothing of that.


  It seemed a journey endless. Journey into largeness. He! could envisage now that somewhere down among the tiny cracks and crevices at his feet lay the infinitesimal space which held the Maran and Hittag world . . .


  Now the scene here, dwindling and closing together so swiftly, was shining with a new radiance. Long since, the shimmering opalescence of the little world down there, had gone. The boulders, crags, and closing, shrinking mountains, were glittering with cold nakedness. Rocks of many facets, prismatic with light.


  Overhead the sky was changing. It was a blur now; but in the blur there seemed to be light which was yellow. A blur of it far off to one side.


  NOW A definite horizon seemed to have come around them. As Jan and Mara stood together, clutching at each other with the glittering ground shrinking under their feet, Jan could see that the tumbled landscape was all down lower than their heads. It spread out and stopped at an abyss. The brink made a distant circle around them. Beyond it, there was the blur of empty sky coming down. There were shadows in the sky now. High up, monstrous moving shapes with the blur of yellow light on them.


  The shrinking circle of the abyss came closer. And suddenly Jan’s viewpoint changed so that he saw himself and Mara standing here gigantic. Enlarging giants with a little circular spread of glittering rock under them—a circle shrinking until presently in a step he reached its edge.


  “Jump, Mara! Wait, I’ll go first.”


  He jumped, and it was less than the’-height of his head. Only waist high when he had lifted Mara down and they stood on a black undulating plain. Beside them now the white glitter of rock from which they had jumped was a little boulder. It shrank. A rock as big as one’s head. Then smaller . . .


  Mara gasped, shaking as she clutched Jan. And all the world now was a chaos because there were immense titans who seemed to be standing in the far distance, back beyond the edge of the black plain. Human shapes looming far up, with great spread of pink-white faces. They moved, and there was wind here.


  Then a human hand came slowly down toward them. A hand far bigger than their bodies. A voice, roaring from high up overhead, said, “Careful, Hal. Not too fast.”


  A strange language. But Jan remembered. The message had reminded him of the queer language which just father and mother had taught him when he was still a child. They said it was the first language he had ever spoken. They had begged him never to forget it. When they had died, he had practiced it with Mara. Queer words. His father had called them English.


  “Careful, Hal—”


  Now the monstrous hand had grasped them so that they were cradled in it. With a rush of wind they were off the black plain and down on a wooden ground, with the towering legs of a giant stretching up over their heads. But the giants were dwindling . . .


  Then at last the growth had stopped, and Jan and Mara with a group of grave-faced men in size like themselves around them, stood in a room. Lights were overhead. Windows were there, with strangeness that Jan remembered he should call daylight outside them. Strange things, strange sounds out there.


  HIS FATHER’S MESSAGE had told him what to expect. This would be a room in the Bureau of Standards, in a place called Washington. His new world. Strange new world for him and Mara and their child . . .


  He stood holding Mara. Someone said, “They seemed to understand us.”


  “Yes,” Jan said, “My father taught me.”


  Now he saw that the black plain was a smooth square of marble, with a hooded light over it. And in its center, a tiny grain of crystal quartz which held the world into which his father and mother had gone, when his scientist father had discovered the strange drugs so many years ago. Explorer into smallness. His father and mother had remained there and guards night and day had watched the tiny fragment of quartz . . .


  There was one scientist here they called Hal Matheson—a youngish, goggled fellow, thin-faced with somber eyes. “My father was here to see them go,” he said. “Then you would be Blanchard’s boy? Your mother said, if you were a boy you would be called Jan.”


  “I am Jan,” he said. Then he explained about Mara. “We came,” he said. “My father’s message told me to come, if terrible danger threatened—”


  It was as though his words were timed by fate. One of the men cried out. As Jan turned to gaze at the marble slab, there seemed a tiny aura of something around the grain of quartz. Premonitory aura, and in that same split-second, there was a tiny puff of light. The grain was gone.


  The end of a world. It was as swift, as simple as that—And as unimportant. Certainly of no moment here in the vastness of this other, teeming world . . .


  Save perhaps as a symbol. A presage . . . a warning . . .


  Someone here in the room laughed grimly. “Dissolution—hah! That could happen to the best of us—”


  “Shut up, Hal! Don’t be ghoulish—”


  As though with macabre prophecy he had spoken at just the right instant; the windows brightened with a glare. Jan and Mara felt themselves falling, or knocked down. A whiteness so blinding beat here at the windows that they flung their hands to their closed eyes, yet still could not shut it out. Then it was gone, but there was a great clatter and roaring and breaking glass and the room shuddering around them and outside, a terrible, distant, immense roaring of horror . . .


  Through the shattered window it seemed that Jan could see a vast column of vapour surging upward . . .


  The voices and the shouts and running footsteps were a bewildering chaos, so that Jan could only crouch and hold Mara with her questioning gaze on him like a frightened child . . .


  The voices were shouting such strange things . . .


  “An H-bomb fell in Virginia—”


  “Missed us and fell in Virginia—”


  “It’s war! War!”


  “So what?” That ironic, ghoulish laugh again. “You knew if we waited, we’d get-the first one, didn’t you?”


  War . . . War . . . The cries of it were spreading everywhere . . .


  And Jan crouched huddled, holding Mara . . .


  Violence . . . Violence . . . He could think of nothing else. The horror of man wanting to create violence . . . Then he was thinking of the blue-green sward outside Mara’s dwelling, the tinkling splashing of the shimmering pool a background to Mara’s music . . . Surely things like that must be the essence of what man really wants . . . If only he knew it . . .


  Now Jan and Mara were questioning each other with gazes of mute bewilderment. It seemed that their last haven had gone.


  THE END


  The Stars are Waiting


  Marion Zimmer Bradley


  Everything was top secret except in India. There everything was plain secret, with the top entirely off.


  A CERTAIN street in Washington, there is a certain building which makes the Pentagon, by comparison, look like Open House. I’m not going to tell you even what street the building is on. If I did, a certain very secret division of the FBI would be breathing down my neck, before you could say “Security.” So; on this certain street, in this certain building, is a certain room, and I sleep in that room.


  My name is David Rohrer, and I am an M. D. with certain other qualifications. If you’re getting bored with these equivocations, read on; I’ll be specific enough in a minute or two.


  It was on a Tuesday night in 1964; that’s close enough to the actual date. If you’re curious, it was six months to the day after India closed all her frontiers. Of course, you didn’t read about that in the newspapers, but if you were a tourist or a missionary going to India, you found out about it the hard way.


  As I say, on a Tuesday night in 1964, about eleven-thirty, the phone in my room suddenly rang. I swore, sat up, grabbed the thing and put it to my ear. I knew it would be important; there are no outside lines in the building, except a specially sealed off and scrambled wire which goes to the White House, and another one to a room on the top floor of the Pentagon. The room telephones are all inside communication, easier, and more private, than a public address system.


  “Rohrer,” I said curtly.


  I recognized the voice that answered. You would too; you’ve heard it often enough, telecast from the floor of the Senate. “Get down here, Doc, right away. Flanders is back!”


  I didn’t even waste time answering. I dropped the phone cradle, shoved feet into my shoes, hauled on trousers over my pajamas, grabbed my bag and ran downstairs.


  The Senator’s room was on the second floor. I could see lights around the crack beneath his door and heard muted voices coming from inside. I shoved the door open.


  “It’s the Doc!” someone said as I pushed my way through the crowd.


  The Senator, in striped pajamas that would have looked better on a film star, was sitting on the edge of the bed, and a group of men whom even the president wouldn’t recognize were gathered around. In the bed which had obviously been occupied, not long ago, by the Senator, a man was lying.


  He was fully clad—socks, overcoat, but someone had pulled off his shoes, which were filthy with mud. His head lolled back on the pillow. I could see at that distance that he wasn’t dead; his chest rose and fell heavily, and his breathing was a stertorous noise in the room. I pushed some of the police aside and took up his lax hand.


  “What happened here? What’s the matter?” I asked to nobody in particular. I didn’t actually expect an answer, but curiously enough I got it from the Senator, of all people. “Nothing. He just walked up the front steps and in. Bagley, in the hall, recognized him and sent him up to my room. He knocked—the regular code knock—so I got up and let him in, and he collapsed.”


  I glanced at his overcoat while I felt the thumping pulse. “He’s bone-dry. It’s pouring rain outdoors. Even if he came in a cab, how did he get here without so much as his hair getting wet?”


  “That’s what I’d like to know,” one of the men growled.


  “There’s something funny going on . . .” someone murmured.


  “Damned funny.” I let the man’s hand drop and opened my bag.


  AFTER A brief examination, I straightened up. “There isn’t a wound anywhere on him. Not even a bump or concusion on his head. Either he’s fainted from shock—which, judging from his pulse and heartbeat, seems unlikely, or at least a typical—or he’s doped. And I don’t know of any drug that would do that.” I pushed up his eyelid. The eye seemed normal, the pupils neither dilated nor contracted.


  As I frowned in puzzlement, the man’s eyes suddenly opened. He stared around rationally for a moment, and his eyes came to rest on me. I asked quietly, “How do you feel now?”


  “I—don’t know.”


  “Do you know where you are?”


  “Certainly.” He seemed to make an attempt to sit up; gave it up.


  “What is your name?” I asked him quietly.


  “Julian Flanders.” He smiled, and added, “Of course.”


  The Senator interceded with a question, “How did you get here without getting wet?”


  A faint look of distress came over his face.


  “I don’t know.”


  Another man, who was in at least temporary authority, put in, “When did you leave India, Flanders?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Amnesia,” I said low-toned, “partial aphasia.”


  The man in authority grabbed my arm. “Rohrer, listen! Can you bring him out of it? You’ve got to bring him out of it!”


  I answered, “I don’t know. Certainly not now. The man’s in no condition—”


  “He’s got to be in condition.”


  I said with some sternness, “His heartbeat is so far above normal that it’s dangerous even to try to make him talk. I’m going to give him a sedative,” bending over my bag, I began to load a hypodermic, “and he must rest in quiet for some hours. After that, perhaps we can question him. He may, of course, come out of it with memory completely restored, if his heart doesn’t fail.”


  I gave the injection. Flanders’ heavy breathing gradually stilled a little; the heartbeat diminished infinitesimally, but went on thud-thudding at a dangerous rate.


  A doctor has privileges. I managed to clear everybody out of the room except the top man of the secret police, and told the Senator to go upstairs and climb into my bed; I’d stay with Flanders. Eventually, the building quieted down. To make a long story short, I sat by Flanders, smoking and thinking, until dawn. He slept, breathing heavily, without moving even a finger or-foot, until morning. I knew how odd that in itself was; a normal sleeper, even the one who vows that he sleeps like a log, turns over some eighteen times in a normal night. Flanders did not stir. It would have been like watching a corpse, except for the rasping breaths, and the steady thump-thump of his heart when I bent and put a stethoscope to his chest.


  It would be both foolish and futile to write down the events of the next few days. Important faces came and went, on Wednesday, Thursday, Friday. I had to report; No Change. Flanders woke now and then. He knew his name, answered ordinary questions, about his early life, recognized his wife when a plainclothesman brought her. secretly into the building, asked about his children. But whenever anyone asked a question about anything which had happened since the day he had left this house with a secret pass which would smuggle him into India, the answer was always the same; the look of acute, quickened breathing, and the muttered, disturbed “I—don’t know—”


  On Saturday morning, the Senator called me out of the room. “The Chief wants to see you downstairs, Rohrer,” he told me, and I scowled. “I can’t leave my patient—”


  The Senator looked disgusted. “You know as well as I do, there won’t be any reason you’d have to stay. I’ll babysit with him myself.” He gave me little shove, “Go on, Doc. I think this is important.”


  THE CONFERENCE room downstairs was so elaborately soundproofed that it might have been on the moon. There were good reasons for that, of course. But it always made me nervous.


  Secrets have been told in that room for which twenty governments would give anything short of their plutonium stockpiles. After I came in, a guard, at the door went through a careful ritual of locking it again, and I turned to look around the table.


  Some of the men I knew by name. Others I knew by reputation or because their faces were familiar to the newspapers. The man at the head of the table, who seemed to be in charge, was one of the top men in the FBI, and it was he who spoke first.


  “Sit down, Dr. Rohrer,” he said courteously, “Can you tell us anything about Mr. Flanders?”


  I took a seat and told them briefly what I knew of the case. I was perfectly candid about admitting that the circumstances baffled me. When I had finished, the Chief cleared his throat and looked around the table. “I just wanted to add,” he put in unobtrusively, “that there is no use in suggesting that we summon other medical advice.” He coughed, “Dr. Rohrer is probably better qualified than any man presently in the United States, and everyone at this table will realize the impossibility of calling in anyone from outside.”


  He looked back at me, “Is there any chance of restoring Mr. Flanders’ memory and his ability to speak within a few days?” he asked me bluntly. “I may as well add now, Doctor, that for these purposes we must consider Flanders as expendable. Provided that you can restore his memory and powers of speech in time to avert what we believe will be a major military catastrophe, you need not worry about the eventual consequences in the terms of Flanders’ health.”


  I didn’t like that. No medical man would. At the same time, I realized that the Chief meant exactly what he said. The cold war which America has been fighting, on and off, for the past twenty-two years, was in a stage of minor retrenchment. Our. soldiers were not wearing uniforms and carrying bazookas and badger-jets; they were dodging, like Flanders, in and out of the nets of intrigue. Flanders was not a private in this hierarchy of strategy; in fact, he probably ranked as a brigadier general had there been any way to evaluate worth. I knew, then, how desperate the situation must be.


  I told them slowly, “We can try narcosynthsis, hypnosis, electric shock if that fails. I must warn you, however, that Flanders’ heart may fail at any moment.”


  “It mustn’t!” one man barked, “Not until we know what happened!” He stood up and pounded on the table with something which could have mere irritation or actual hysteria, “Chief, can’t you tell Rohrer why we have to wring out what’s inside Flanders’ head before he conks out?”


  The man at the head of the table turned toward him and spoke placatingly, “Of course. I have already said that Dr. Rohrer is to be trusted implicitly.”


  There were a few minutes of silence; then the Chief began to talk.


  I HAD KNOWN, of course, when India closed her frontiers. In this certain house in Washington that kind of news comes in as a matter of course, although not a whisper of it gets into the papers or even reaches the Pentagon. I had not known that India’s first move had been to cancel all her munitions orders.


  I learned it now for the first time. Nearly eight months ago, India had quite suddenly cancelled all orders outstanding, in England and in the United States, for munitions, armaments and the flood of war supplies which the United States has poured out in the name of a prepared Free World united against a sudden move from the other side of the Steel Curtain. With the exception of a sudden recession in the Wall Street tickers, this had had little effect on the world. One of the Indian representatives in the United Nations had made one of the perennial Disarmament Speeches which come from India. This resolution had been shouted down without a vote. Then India had just quietly closed her frontiers.


  Americans, Englishmen, all foreign citizens, were asked politely to leave the country. At first, we had been fearful that this heralded a sudden shifting of the Indian influence to the Russo-Chinese coalition; however, angry radio messages filtering out, announced that Russian, Chinese and Korean nationals had been expelled even less politely from India.


  Then the news blackout had begun.


  India did not withdraw from the U.N., although all outstanding Indian troops were withdrawn from the world’s various fronts. To angry questions, Hindu and Moslem diplomats returned equivocal answers; they had decided that disarmament was the only way to world peace. Naturally, for the sake of morale, this had been kept out of the newspapers; fake speeches and photographs were concocted to keep any hint of the true situation form filtering down to the restless public. Planes which crossed the frontier into India were challenged and turned back, without violence but with unquestionable menace. The sea harbors were closed, and from the north came word that the northern entrances to India had all been closed by dynamiting the rocky and treacherous passes of the Himalayas.


  To all intents and purposes, India had simply seceded from the planet Earth.


  It was apparent to any politician, the Chief continued, what really had happened. India had simply discovered some great secret weapon and was working for world domination in one great master stroke. If the brainless fools in the U. N. had any sense, he continued, they would have made terms with Russia, to unite and wipe out this menace to Free World and Russo-Chinese coalition both. India, he ranted on, was obviously a traitor to the Free World, and must suffer a traitor’s punishment. He glowered around the table and went on in a little more muted mutter; public opinion still had a few fools who kept contending, in loud-mouthed idiocy, that India had simply been seized by some sort of Hindu revival of non-violence and Neo-Gandhi-ism, and was actually disarming behind its curtain of silence. And while we were stalling, he shouted, Norway had suddenly cut off all munitions orders. Her frontiers would be closed any day, and already the slump in the armament industries was threatening a serious world depression!


  After a ferocious scowl, he continued, directly at me, not orating now but talking like a badly scared man, “So you can understand, perhaps, Doctor, why we have to know what has happened to Flanders. We sent him secretly to India to find out what’s really been happening. He managed to radio back a code message that he was on the trail, only a week ago Monday. This is Sunday. They tell me that he turned up on the steps here Tuesday night. You’ve got to find out what Flanders knows about what’s been happening in India!”


  He rose in dismissal. I sat still, staring in dismay. I hadn’t believed that anything like this was possible!


  I said hoarsely, “I’ll do my best, Chief.”


  I TRIED everything I dared. There wouldn’t be much point in detailing the things we tried, because the details wouldn’t mean much to a layman, and besides, most of them are still marked Classified. Things like that may not mean much now, but I want to stay on the outside of the Federal prison until the day comes.


  Anyhow, eventually, on a Tuesday night—another rainy Tuesday, almost exactly a month after the night when Flanders appeared in dry clothing and muddy shoes in the Senator’s bedroom, I knew that he was going to talk, I signalled to the Chief and the Senator, who had been present at all tests, to switch on a dictaphone. There might not be time for much questioning, and there certainly was no margin for recovering ground which Flanders might go over sketchily. We’d have to get it down, word for word, just as he said it, while his strength lasted.


  The dictaphone began to hum. I gave Flanders the shot, and asked him a few preliminary test questions. Almost abruptly, his stertorous breathing stopped; he began to breathe normally and quietly, although the pounding heartbeat continued, on and on, a thunder in my stethoscope. He Wouldn’t last long under this dosage. But he’d remember, and we might be able to get his story down.


  He began to talk. . . .


  THE ROOM was silent.


  There was only the heavy pounding in the stethoscopes and the occasional rasp as one of the listeners shifted his weight. Flanders was a tall, lean man, normally, and he had lost so much weight that he resembled a skeleton. His face was. a death-mask molded in yellow wax, and his lips barely moved while his voice was a racking whisper in the stillness.


  “Chief—Senator—Doc. I’ve got something to say—don’t interrupt me—important I say it. I won’t last long. I’m a—kind of booby-trap. A puzzle. They sent me back—a locked puzzle—if you could unlock me, then you’re fit to have the answer. Sort of a final test.”


  The whisper receded for a moment, and he took up the story as if there had been no interval, “. . . . went to India, like I was sent, and found out where they kept the government now. Chief, there isn’t any government any more. Just a lot of happy people. No government. No famine. Bright colors . . . food you never tasted, and the ships that come and go every day . . . ships—”


  I thought he was delirious, and felt for his pulse. He jerked his hand away in irritation, and I said gently, “What ships, Flanders? All the sea harbors are closed.”


  And the man smiled, a curiously sweet smile, and murmured, “Not those harbors. I mean the ships from the stars.”


  The Senator muttered, “He’s mad as a Hatter!”


  “No, Doc, Chief—listen,” Flanders’ broken whisper went on, “I seen them. Big ships, whooshing down in the plains. Big spaceport—north of Delhi. I saw one of the men from the stairs. I’m a—” he paused and sighed wearily, “God, I’m tired—I’m a volunteer. He asked me if I felt like dying to bring the message back. He said I couldn’t go out and live, because if they didn’t believe me—I mean if you folks didn’t believe me—then they couldn’t have anybody spreading stories. Can I give you the message? Will you make a record of it? Then I can—quit—and I’m so tired—”


  The Chief started to rise. Imperatively, with the authority of a medical man, I gestured him sharply back. “Sit still!” I said humoringly to Flanders, “Tell us. We’ve got a dictaphone.”


  He muttered in that terrible racked whisper, “Show me— got to see it—hooked up—my own words—”


  Over the Chief’s angry gesture, I showed Flanders the dictaphone.


  He leaned back on his pillows, smiling. I have never seen a happier smile on the face of a child. He stirred a little and put out his hand, and incredibly I felt the terrible racked heartbeats slowing and easing. And abruptly the emaciated body heaved itself upright, and Flanders suddenly spoke in a new, a strong and sharp voice.


  “Men of America, of the planet which you call Earth,” he said strongly, “This man Flanders is a volunteer whom we are using to bring you our message. And this is what we have to say. The stars are waiting for you. The stars are waiting.”


  A moment’s pause; then that sharp, strong inflexible voice continued, “A hundred thousand years ago, men’s ancestors lived on this world and were a part of the great empire which stretches from sun to sun and has so stretched since before your planet was born out of the womb of your little yellow star. Great catacylsms of nature wrecked your planet. Many were evacuated, but many chose to stay with their home world, with the floods, the sunken continents, the deluges and tidal waves. For this they paid a price. They reverted to savagery. And savages know no space.”


  Another, long, quiet pause, while the Senator said in the sharp stillness, “Impossible! This is—”


  “Shut up!” the chief snapped, for Flanders, or rather, the curiously alien voice through Flanders, was speaking again.


  “. . . assume that you have reclimbed most of the distance from savagery, and the stars are waiting for you. We have been watching. We are ready to reclaim your world. We make only one condition; there is no war in space. We insist upon trust and sufferance. We insist. We do not show ourselves until we know that you are ready.


  “Whatever country will totally remove and destroy all weapons of disaster, whatever country will close off their frontiers and withdraw completely from a world torn by war, that nation and that people will be received into the Commonwealth of the Stars. It is so with the state you call India. It is so with the state, you call Norway, which today has closed its frontiers.


  “The invitation is extended equally to all. Lay down your arms. You will be protected in ways you cannot even imagine. You need not fear that your enemies on this Earth will be permitted to harm you, for they, and not you, are the truly isolated.


  “Display your trust and your will to nonagression. Disarm yourselves. Lay down your arms. The stars are waiting.”


  The voice trailed off, was silent. The thunder in the stethoscopes began again. Flanders slumped; the rattling breath, tortured, tore through the room, stopped.


  I let my hand drop from his wrist.


  “He’s dead, sir,” I said.


  Before the words were out of my mouth, the Senator was clawing at the telephone.


  “Get me the President!”


  THE END


  Alaree


  Robert Silverberg


  The ways of star folk are strange and varied, but none so odd as those of Earth spaceship’s latest crew member.


  WHEN OUR SHIP left its carefully planned trajectory and started to wobble through space in dizzy circles, I knew we shouldn’t have passed up that opportunity for an overhauling on Spica IV. My men and I were anxious to get back to Earth, and a hasty check had assured us that the Aaron Burr was in tiptop shape, so we had turned down the offer of an overhaul, which would have meant a month’s delay, and set out straight for home.


  As so often happens, what seemed like the most direct route home turned out to be the longest. We had spent far too much time on this survey trip already, and we were rejoicing in the prospect of an immediate return to Earth when the ship started turning cartwheels.


  Willendorf, computerman first class, came to me looking sheepish, a few minutes after I’d noticed we were off course.


  “What is it, Gus?” I asked.


  “The feed network’s oscillating, sir,” he said, tugging at his unruly reddish-brown beard. “It won’t stop, sir.”


  “Is Ketteridge working on it?”


  “I’ve just called him,” Willendorf said. His stolid face reflected acute embarrassment. Willendorf always took it personally whenever one of the cybers went haywire, as if it were his own fault. “You know what this means, don’t you, sir?”


  I grinned. “Take a look at this, Willendorf,” I said, shoving the trajectory graphs towards him. I sketched out with my stylus the confused circles we had been traveling in all morning. “That’s what your feed network’s doing to us,” I said, “and we’ll keep on doing it until we get it fixed.”


  “What are you going to do, sir?”


  I sensed his impatience with me. Willendorf was a good man, but his psych charts indicated a latent desire for officerhood. Deep down inside, he was sure he was at least as competent as I was to run this ship and probably a good deal more so.


  “Send me Upper Navigating Technician Haley,” I snapped. “We’re going to have to find a planet in the neighborhood and put down for repairs.”


  IT TURNED OUT there was an insignificant solar system in the vicinity, consisting of a small but hot white star and a single unexplored planet, Terra-size, a few hundred million miles out. After Haley and I had decided that that was the nearest port of refuge, I called a general meeting . . .


  Quickly and positively I outlined our situation and explained what would have to be done. I sensed the immediate disappointment, but, gratifyingly, the reaction was followed by a general feeling of resigned pitching in. If we all worked, we’d get back to Earth, sooner or later. If we didn’t, we’d spend the next century flip-flopping aimlessly in space.


  After the meeting we set about the business of recovering control of the ship and putting it down for repairs. The feed network, luckily, gave up the ghost about ninety minutes later; it meant we had to stoke the fuel by hand, but at least it stopped that accursed oscillating.


  We got the ship going, and Haley, navigating by feel in a way I never would have dreamed possible, brought us into the nearby solar system in hardly any time at all. Finally we swung into our landing orbit and made our looping way down to the surface of the little planet.


  I studied my crew’s faces carefully. We had spent a great deal of time together in space—much too much, really, for comfort—and an incident like this might very well snap them all if we didn’t get going again soon enough. I could foresee disagreements, bickering, declaration of opinion where no opinion was called for.


  I was relieved to discover that the planet’s air was breathable. A rather high nitrogen concentration, to be sure—82 per cent—but that left 17 per cent for oxygen, plus some miscellaneous inerts, and it wouldn’t be too rough on the lungs. I decreed a one-hour free break before beginning repairs.


  Remaining aboard ship, I gloomily surveyed the scrambled feed network and tried to formulate a preliminary plan of action for getting the complex cybernetic instrument to function again, while my crew went outside to relax.


  Ten minutes after I had opened the lock and let them out, I heard someone clanking around in the aft supplies cabin.


  “Who’s there?” I yelled.


  “Me,” grunted a heavy voice that could only be Willendorf’s. “I’m looking for the thought-converter, sir.”


  I ran hastily through the corridor, flipped up the latch on the supplies cabin, and confronted him. “What do you want the converter for?” I snapped.


  “Found an alien, sir,” he said laconically.


  My eyes widened. The survey chart said nothing about intelligent extraterrestrials in this limb of the galaxy, but then again this planet hadn’t been explored yet.


  I gestured towards the rear cabinet. “The converter helmets are in there,” I said. “I’ll be out in a little while. Make sure you follow technique in making contact.”


  “Of course, sir.” Willendorf took the converter helmet and went out, leaving me standing there. I waited a few minutes, then climbed the catwalk to the air lock and peered out.


  They were all clustered around a small alien being who looked weak and inconsequential in the midst of the circle. I smiled at the sight. The alien was roughly humanoid in shape, with the usual complement of arms and legs, and a pale-green complexion that blended well with the muted violet coloring of his world. He was wearing the thought-converter somewhat lopsidedly, and I saw a small green furry ear protruding from the left side. Willendorf was talking to him.


  Then someone saw me standing at the open air lock, and I heard Haley yell to me, “Come on down, Chief!”


  THEY WERE ringed around the alien in a tight circle. I shouldered my way into their midst. Willendorf turned to me.


  “Meet Alaree, sir,” he said. “Alaree, this is our commander.”


  “We are pleased to meet you,” the alien said gravely. The converter automatically turned his thoughts into English, but maintained the trace of his oddly inflected accent. “You have been saying that you are from the skies.”


  “His grammar’s pretty shaky,” Willendorf interposed. “He keeps referring to any of us as ‘you’—even you, who just got here.”


  “Odd,” I said. “The converter’s supposed to conform to the rules of grammar.” I turned to the alien, who seemed perfectly at ease among us. “My name is Bryson,” I said. “This is Willendorf, over here.”


  The alien wrinkled his soft-skinned forehead in momentary confusion. “We are Alaree,” he said again.


  “We? You and who else?”


  “We and we else,” Alaree said blandly. I stared at him for a moment, then gave up. The complexities of an alien mind are often too much for a mere Terran to fathom.


  “You are welcome to our world,” Alaree said after a few moments of silence.


  “Thanks,” I said. “Thanks.”


  I turned away, leaving the alien with my men. They had twenty-six minutes left of the break I’d given them, after which we would have to get back to the serious business of repairing the ship. Making friends with floppy-eared aliens was one thing, getting back to Earth was another.


  The planet was a warm, friendly sort of place, with rolling fields and acres of pleasant-looking purple vegetation. We had landed in a clearing at the edge of a fair-sized copse. Great broad-beamed trees shot up all around us.


  Alaree returned to visit us every day, until he became almost a mascot of the crew. I liked the little alien myself and spent some time with him, although I found his conversation generally incomprehensible. No doubt he had the same trouble with us. The converter had only limited efficiency, after all.


  He was the only representative of his species who came. For all we knew, he was the only one of his kind on the whole planet. There was no sign of life elsewhere, and, although Willendorf led an unauthorized scouting party during some free time on the third day, he failed to find a village of any sort. Where Alaree went every night and how he had found us in the first place remained mysteries.


  As for the feed network, progress was slow. Ketteridge, the technician in charge, had tracked down the foul-up and was trying to repair it without building a completely new network. Shortcuts again. He tinkered away for four days, setting up a tentative circuit, trying it out, watching it sputter and blow out, building another.


  There was nothing I could do. But I sensed tension heightening among the crewmen. They were annoyed at themselves, at each other, at me, at everything.


  On the fifth day, Ketteridge and Willendorf finally let their accumulated tenseness explode. They had been working together on the network, but they quarreled, and Ketteridge came storming into my cabin immediately afterward.


  “Sir, I demand to be allowed to work on the network by myself. It’s my speciality, and Willendorf’s only snarling things up.”


  “Get me Willendorf,” I said.


  When Willendorf showed up I heard the whole story, decided quickly to let Ketteridge have his way—it was, after all, his specialty—and calmed Willendorf down. Then, reaching casually for some papers on my desk, I dismissed both of them. I knew they’d come to their senses in a day or so.


  I SPENT most of the next day sitting placidly in the sun, while Ketteridge tinkered with the feed network some more. I watched the faces of the men. They were starting to smoulder. They wanted to get home, and they weren’t getting there. Besides, this was a fairly dull planet, and even the novelty of Alaree wore off after a while. The little alien had a way of hanging around men who were busy scraping fuel deposits out of the jet tubes, or something equally unpleasant, and bothering them with all sorts of questions.


  The following morning I was lying blissfully on the grass near the ship, talking to Alaree. Ketteridge came to me, and by the tightness of his lips I knew he was in trouble.


  I brushed some antlike blue insects off my trousers and rose to a sitting position, leaning against the tall, tough-barked tree behind me. “What’s the matter, Ketteridge? How’s the feed network?”


  He glanced uneasily at Alaree for a moment before speaking. “I’m stuck, sir. I’ll have to admit I was wrong. I can’t fix it by myself.”


  I stood up and put my hand on his shoulder. “That’s a noble thing to say, Ketteridge. It takes a big man to admit he’s been a fool. Will you work with Willendorf now?”


  “If he’ll work with me, sir,” Ketteridge said miserably.


  “I think he will,” I said. Ketteridge saluted and turned away, and I felt a burst of satisfaction. I’d met the crisis in the only way possible; if I had ordered them to cooperate, I would have gotten no place. The psychological situation no longer allowed for unbending military discipline.


  After Ketteridge had gone, Alaree, who had been silent all this time, looked up at me in puzzlement. “We do not understand,” he said.


  “Not we,” I corrected. “I. You’re only one person. We means many people.”


  “We are only one person?” Alaree said tentatively.


  “No. I am only one person. Get it?”


  He worried the thought around for a few moments; I could see his browless forehead contract in deep concentration.


  “Look,” I said. “I’m one person. Ketteridge is another person. Willendorf is another. Each one of them is an independent individual, an I.”


  “And together you make we?” Alaree asked brightly.


  “Yes and no,” I said. “We is composed of many I’s—but we still remain I.”


  Again he sank deep in concentration, and then he smiled, scratched the ear that protruded from one side of the thought-helmet, and said, “We do not understand. But I do. Each of you is—is an I.”


  “An individual,” I said.


  “An individual,” he repeated. “A complete person. And together, to fly your ship, you must become a we.”


  “But only temporarily,” I said. “There still can be conflict between the parts. That’s necessary, for progress. I can always think of the rest of them as they.”


  “I . . . they,” Alaree repeated slowly. “They.” He nodded. “It is difficult for me to grasp all this. I . . . think differently. But I am coming to understand, and I am worried.”


  That was a new idea. Alaree worried? Could be, I reflected. I had no way of knowing. I knew so little about Alaree—where on the planet he came from, what his tribal life was like, what sort of civilization he had, were all blanks.


  “What kind of worries, Alaree?”


  “You would not understand,” he said solemnly and would say no more.


  TOWARD afternoon, as golden shadows started to slant through the closely packed trees, I returned to the ship. Willendorf and Ketteridge were aft, working over the feed network, and the whole crew had gathered around to watch and offer suggestions. Even Alaree was there, looking absurdly comical in his copper-alloy thought-converter helmet, standing on tiptoe and trying to see what was happening.


  About an hour later, I spotted the alien sitting by himself beneath the long-limbed tree that towered over the ship. He was lost in thought. Evidently whatever his problem was, it was really eating him.


  Towards evening, he made a decision. I had been watching him with a great deal of concern, wondering what was going on in that small but unfathomable mind. I saw him brighten, leap up suddenly, and cross the field, heading in my direction.


  “Captain!”


  “What is it, Alaree?”


  He waddled up and stared gravely at me. “Your ship will be ready to leave soon. What was wrong is nearly right again.”


  He paused, obviously uncertain of how to phrase his next statement, and I waited patiently. Finally he blurted out, “May I come back to your world with you?”


  Automatically, the regulations flashed through my mind. I pride myself on my knowledge of the rules. And I knew this one.


  
    ARTICLE 101 A


    No intelligent extraterrestrial life is to be transported from its own world to any civilized world under any reason whatsoever, without explicit beforehand clearance. The penalty for doing so is—

  


  And it listed a fine of more money than was ever dreamed of in my philosophy.


  I shook my head. “Can’t take you, Alaree. This is your world, and you belong here.”


  A ripple of agony ran over his face. Suddenly he ceased to be the cheerful, roly-poly creature it was so impossible to take seriously, and became a very worried entity indeed. “You cannot understand,” he said. “I no longer belong here.”


  No matter how hard he pleaded, I remained adamant. And when to no one’s surprise Ketteridge and Willendorf announced, a day later, that their pooled labors had succeeded in repairing the feed network, I had to tell Alaree that we were going to leave—without him.


  He nodded stiffly, accepting the fact, and without a word stalked tragically away, into the purple tangle of foliage that surrounded our clearing.


  He returned a while later, or so I thought. He was not wearing the thought-converter. That surprised me. Alaree knew the helmet was a valuable item, and he had been cautioned to take good care of it.


  I sent a man inside to get another helmet for him. I put it on him—this time tucking that wayward ear underneath properly—and looked at him sternly. “Where’s the other helmet, Alaree?”


  “We do not have it,” he said.


  “We? No more I?”


  “We,” Alaree said. And as he spoke, the leaves parted and another alien—Alaree’s very double—stepped out into the clearing.


  Then I saw the helmet on the newcomer’s head, and realized that he was no double. He was Alaree, and the other alien was the stranger!


  “I see you’re here already,” the alien I knew as Alaree said to the other. They were standing about ten feet apart, staring coldly at each other. I glanced at both of them quickly. They might have been identical twins.


  “We are here,” the stranger said, “We have come to get you.”


  I took a step backward, sensing that some incomprehensible drama was being played out here among these aliens.


  “What’s going on, Alaree?” I asked.


  “We are having difficulties,” both of them said, as one.


  Both of them.


  I turned to the second alien. “What’s your name?”


  “Alaree,” he said.


  “Are you all named that?” I demanded.


  “We are Alaree,” Alaree Two said.


  “They are Alaree,” Alaree One said. “And I am Alaree. I.”


  At that moment there was a disturbance in the shrubbery, and half a dozen more aliens stepped through and confronted Alarees One and Two.


  “We are Alaree,” Alaree Two repeated exasperatingly. He made a sweeping gesture that embraced all seven of the aliens to my left, but pointedly excluded Alaree One at my right.


  “Are we—you coming with we—us?” Alaree Two demanded. I heard the six others say something in approximately the same tone of voice, but since they weren’t wearing converters, their words were only scrambled nonsense to me.


  Alaree One looked at me in pain, then back at his seven fellows. I saw an expression of sheer terror in the small creature’s eyes. He turned to me.


  “I must go with them,” he said softly. He was quivering with fear.


  Without a further word, the eight marched silently away. I stood there, shaking my head in bewilderment.


  WE WERE scheduled to leave the next day. I said nothing to my crew about the bizarre incident of the evening before, but noted in my log that the native life of the planet would require careful study at some future time.


  Blast-off was slated for 1100. As the crew moved efficiently through the ship, securing things, packing, preparing for departure, I sensed a general feeling of jubilation. They were happy to be on their way again, and I didn’t blame them.


  About half an hour before blast-off, Willendorf came to me. “Sir, Alaree’s down below,” he said. “He wants to come up and see you. He looks very troubled, sir.”


  I frowned. Probably the alien still wanted to go back with us. Well, it was cruel to deny the request, but I wasn’t going to risk that fine. I intended to make that clear to him.


  “Send him up,” I said.


  A moment later Alaree came stumbling into my cabin. Before he could speak I said, “I told you before—I can’t take you off this planet, Alaree. I’m sorry about it.”


  He looked up pitiably and said, “You mustn’t leave me!” He was trembling uncontrollably.


  “What’s wrong, Alaree?” I asked.


  He stared intensely at me for a long moment, mastering himself, trying to arrange what he wanted to tell me into a coherent argument. Finally he said, “They would not take me back. I am alone.”


  “Who wouldn’t take you back, Alaree?”


  “They. Last night, Alaree came for me, to take me back. They are a we—an entity, a oneness. You cannot understand. When they saw what I had become, they cast me out.”


  I shook my head dizzily. “What do you mean?”


  “You taught me . . . to become an I,” he said, moistening his lips. “Before, I was part of we—they. I learned your ways from you, and now there is no room for me here. They have cut me off. When the final break comes, I will not be able to stay on this world.”


  Sweat was pouring down his pale face, and he was breathing harder. “It will come any minute. They are gathering strength for it. But I am I,” he said triumphantly. He shook violently and gasped for breath.


  I understood now. They were all Alaree. It was one planet-wide, self-aware corporate entity, composed of any number of individual cells. He had been one of them—but he had learned independence.


  Then he had returned to the group—but he carried with him the seeds of individualism, the deadly, contagious germ we Terrans spread everywhere. Individualism would be fatal to such a group mind; it was cutting him loose to save itself. Just as diseased cells must be excised for the good of the entire body, Alaree was inexorably being cut off from his fellows lest he destroy the bond that made them one.


  I watched him as he sobbed weakly on my acceleration cradle. “They . . . are . . . cutting . . . me . . . loose . . . now!”


  He writhed horribly for a brief moment, and then relaxed and sat up on the edge of the cradle. “It is over,” he said calmly. “I am fully independent.”


  I saw a stark aloneness reflected in his eyes, and behind that a gentle indictment of me for having done this to him. This world, I realized, was no place for Earthmen. What had happened was our fault—mine more than anyone else’s.


  “Will you take me with you?” he asked again. “If I stay here, Alaree will kill me.”


  I scowled wretchedly for a moment, fighting a brief battle within myself, and then I looked up. There was only one thing to do—and I was sure, once I explained on Earth, that I would not suffer for it.


  I took his hand. It was cold and limp; whatever he had just been through, it must have been hell. “Yes,” I said softly. “You can come with us.”


  SO ALAREE joined the crew of the Aaron Burr. I told them about it just before blast-off, and they welcomed him aboard in traditional manner.


  We gave the sad-eyed little alien a cabin near the cargo hold, and he established himself quite comfortably. He had no personal possessions—”It is not their custom.” he said—and promised that he’d keep the cabin clean.


  He had brought with him a rough-edged, violet fruit that he said was his staple food. I turned it over to Kechnie for synthesizing, and we blasted off.


  Alaree was right at home aboard the Burr. He spent much time with me—asking questions.


  “Tell me about Earth,” Alaree would ask. The alien wanted desperately to know what sort of a world he was going to.


  He would listen gravely while I explained. I told him of cities and wars and spaceships, and he nodded sagely, trying to fit the concepts into a mind only newly liberated from the gestalt. I knew he could comprehend only a fraction of what I was saying, but I enjoyed telling him. It made me feel as if Earth were coming closer that much faster, simply to talk about it.


  And he went around begging everyone, “Tell me about Earth.” They enjoyed telling him, too—for a while.


  Then it began to get a little tiresome. We had grown accustomed to Alaree’s presence on the ship, flopping around the corridors doing whatever menial job he had been assigned to. But—although I had told the men why I had brought him with us, and though we all pitied the poor lonely creature and admired his struggle to survive as an individual entity—we were slowly coming to the realization that Alaree was something of a nuisance aboard ship.


  Especially later, when he began to change.


  Willendorf noticed it first, twelve days out from Alaree’s planet. “Alaree’s been acting pretty strange these days, sir,” he told me.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “Haven’t you spotted it, sir? He’s been moping around like a lost soul—very quiet and withdrawn, like.”


  “Is he eating well?”


  Willendorf chuckled loudly. “I’ll say he is! Kechnie made up some synthetics based on the piece of fruit he brought with him, and he’s been stuffing himself wildly. He’s gained ten pounds since he came on ship. No, it’s not lack of food!”


  “I guess not,” I said. “Keep an eye on him, will you? I feel responsible for his being here, and I want him to come through the voyage in good health.”


  After that, I began to observe Alaree more closely myself, and I detected the change in his personality too. He was no longer the cheerful, childlike being who delighted in pouring out questions in endless profusion. Now he was moody, silent, always brooding, and hard to approach.


  On the sixteenth day out—and by now I was worried seriously about him—a new manifestation appeared. I was in the hallway, heading from my cabin to the chartroom, when Alaree stepped out of an alcove. He reached up, grasped my uniform lapel, and, maintaining his silence, drew my head down and stared pleadingly into my eyes.


  Too astonished to say anything, I returned his gaze for nearly thirty seconds. I peered into his transparent pupils, wondering what he was up to. After a good while had passed, he released me, and I saw something like a tear trickle down his cheek.


  “What’s the trouble, Alaree?”


  He shook his head mournfully and shuffled away.


  I got reports from the crewmen that day and next that he had been doing this regularly for the past eighteen hours—waylaying crewmen, staring long and deep at them as if trying to express some unspeakable sadness, and walking away. He had approached almost everyone on the ship.


  I wondered now how wise it had been to allow an extraterrestrial, no matter how friendly, to enter the ship. There was no telling what this latest action meant.


  I started to form a theory. I suspected what he was aiming at, and the realization chilled me. But once I reached my conclusion, there was nothing I could do but wait for confirmation.


  On the nineteenth day, Alaree again met me in the corridor. This time our encounter was more brief. He plucked me by the sleeve, shook his head sadly and shrugged his shoulders, and walked away.


  That night, he took to his cabin, and by morning he was dead. He had apparently died peacefully in his sleep.


  “I GUESS we’ll never understand him, poor fellow,” Willendorf said, after we had committed the body to space. “You think he had too much to eat, sir?”


  “No,” I said. “It wasn’t that. He was lonely, that’s all. He didn’t belong here, among us.”


  “But you said he had broken away from that group-mind,” Willendorf objected.


  I shook my head. “Not really. That group-mind arose out of some deep psychological and physiological needs of those people. You can’t just declare your independence and be able to exist as an individual from then on if you’re part of that group-entity. Alaree had grasped the concept intellectually, to some extent, but he wasn’t suited for life away from the corporate mind, no matter how much he wanted to be.”


  “He couldn’t stand alone?”


  “Not after his people had evolved that gestalt setup. He learned independence from us,” I said. “But he couldn’t live with us, really. He needed to be part of a whole. He found out his mistake after he came aboard and tried to remedy things.”


  I saw Willendorf pale. “What do you mean, sir?”


  “You know what I mean. When he came up to us and stared soulfully into our eyes. He was trying to form a new gestalt—out of us! Somehow he was trying to link us together, the way his people had been linked.”


  “He couldn’t do it, though,” Willendorf said fervently.


  “Of course not. Human beings don’t have whatever need it is that forced those people to merge. He found that out, after a while, when he failed to get anywhere with us.”


  “He just couldn’t do it,” Willendorf repeated.


  “No. And then he ran out of strength,” I said somberly, feeling the heavy weight of my guilt. “He was like an organ removed from a living body. It can exist for a little while by itself, but not indefinitely. He failed to find a new source of life—and he died.” I stared bitterly at my fingertips.


  “What do we call it in my medical report?” asked Ship Surgeon Thomas, who had been silent up till then. “How can we explain what he died from?”


  “Call it—malnutrition,” I said.


  THE END


  Shaggy Dog


  Charles E. Fritch


  Did you hear the story about the dog that went in a bar and asked for a drink? Trouble was this, darn pooch just couldn’t get drunk.


  “A HELL OF A THING,” the stranger said irritably. The fat man with the beer looked at him.


  “A hell of a thing,” he elaborated, hitting the bar with his open palm, “when a decent, respectful law-abiding citizen can’t even hang on a good one!”


  “Like a double this time?” the bartender said helpfully.


  “Sure,” the stranger said, waving an amicable hand. “Make it a triple, what do I care.”


  “You’ll care tomorrow morning,” the fat man said.


  “Not me,” the stranger said, sure of it. He. squinted at the wall chronometer: hours 2346, day 16, month November, year 1976. “I’ve been drinking now for two hours and a half, with no success. I’d like to get good and stinkin’ drunk; I’d like to use vile language and sing ‘Sweet Adeline’ and tell dirty stories. I’d like to have a hangover a mile long.” He shook his head sadly. “But I won’t.”


  The fat man sighed and contemplated his beer. “You’re lucky then. I’ll feel lousy on this stuff.”


  The stranger grunted.’ He waved an arm to indicate the saloon, with its clean mahogany bar, its plush carpeting, its red leather walls. “Don’t you guys ever get sick and tired of this?”


  The fat man looked blank. “I don’t get you,” he said. “Sick and tired of what?”


  “Yeah,” the bartender muttered, leaning forward belligerently, “This’s a nice, clean place.”


  “Sure it is,” the stranger admitted, “and that’s just it. You know why it’s a nice, clean place?”


  The fat man shrugged and hazarded an answer. “Well, the Sterilizing Lights are always on, and the Sweepers come out whenever anyone drops anything, and—”


  “Sure,” the stranger exploded, “because a goddamn system of electronics makes it clean, that’s why!”


  “So what’s wrong with Mot?” the bartender wanted to know.


  “So nothing’s wrong with it as far as it goes. But it’s going too far. Science is doing too many things for a man better than he can do it himself; it cleans his spills, wipes his nose, and spanks his bottom, that’s what’s wrong. Give me the old fashioned sloppy saloons of the 1950’s, with dried beer on the bar and pretzels and cigarette butts on the floor.”


  He took his whiskey glass and deliberately tilted it. The amber liquid spilled over the edge and dripped on the bar.


  “You know what’s happening now, don’t you?” he said. “Under the bar, little stool-pigeon electrons are rushing around like crazy, sending messages to the Sweepers and the Spongers, and the Polishers, telling them some nasty human spilled something. Now watch.”


  At the far end of the bar a small door opened in the red leather wall, and tiny metal insects rushed out toward the spilled liquid. Some of them had honey-combed spongeheads which they dipped rhythmically into the whiskey as though quenching a thirst. They drained it, and then others with bristly heads that whirled like brushes whisked past, leaving the now-clean spot for the ones with oilspout heads to spray the bar with a transparent liquid that hardened and gleamed.


  The stranger watched the “insects” disappear quietly into the wall. “Disgusting,” he said.


  “Whattaya mean disgusting?” the bartender said in an unfriendly tone. “I paid ten thousand bucks for that. I like it and so do all my regular customers. This isn’t the dark ages, buddy; it’s 1976. If you want to be sloppy that’s your business, but running this saloon is my business, and I don’t need help from you.”


  “You’ve already had help from me,” the stranger said. “I invented that cleaning system.”


  “You’re kidding,” the fat man said, impressed.


  “I wish I were,” the man said seriously.


  “Say,” the bartender said, pointing a finger of recognition, “I remember seeing your picture in the paper a while ago. Yeah, sure, you’re Paul Williams.”


  “Sad, but true,” the stranger admitted, staring into his whiskey glass as though it contained some hidden philosophy. He raised the glass and jiggled the fluid in the neon light. “Paul Albert. Williams, electronic genius, maker of metal insects.” He set the glass down and looked up with sudden determination. “You fellows like to hear a shaggy dog story?”


  “Uh, yeah, sure,” the bartender said, looking surprised at the question, “I guess so.”


  “I’ve heard most of ’em,” the fat man said, “but go ahead.”


  “Not this one, you haven’t.”


  He reached down to the floor beside him and brought up a black satchel, which he placed on the bar. He opened it, and out hopped a small, shaggy dog.


  “Forgoshsakes!” the fat man said.


  “Hey, hey,” the bartender said. “Get that mutt outa here.


  We don’t allow dogs in here, especially on the bar!”


  “How does he breathe in there?” the fat man wanted to know, examining the tight black skin of the satchel.


  “He doesn’t.”


  “Now, look, Mac—I mean, Mr. Williams—even if you are—”


  “Simmer down, I’m not violating sanitary laws. Fido here doesn’t have any fleas.”


  “No?” the bartender said, unconvinced. “Then how come he’s scratching?”


  “Because he’s a dog, that’s why. Here, look at this.”


  He turned the dog over on its back and parted the shaggy fur.


  The fat man leaned forward and nearly toppled from his stool. “Forgoshsakes,” he said.


  The bartender’s mouth fell open. “You mean—”


  Williams nodded. “The dog’s a robot. Man’s best friend here is a machine.”


  “But it looks so real,” the fat man said, amazed. The dog righted itself somewhat indignantly, shook, and trotted over to lick the fat man’s hand. He felt the fur, ran his finger gently on the damp nose. “It even feels real.”


  The bartender’s eyes glowed with wonder. “I never would’ve believed it. How did you ever—”


  “Hard work, persistence, and clean living,” the scientist said, and drank down the liquid in his glass. “I’ll try another of those. Hell of a thing when a man can’t even get stinking drunk!”


  “What about the dog?” the fat man prompted.


  “Oh, yes, our shaggy dog story. Well, it’s pretty simple actually. It was a natural step in a whole stairway of natural steps; that’s the way these things happen. You keep going and don’t know when to stop.


  “I started out on a small scale, with little blobs of metal, and gave them a sort of electronic life; I guess I was surprised then they actually started taking themselves seriously. Then I started giving them special functions, reasons for existing, by building them with metal legs and brushes and mops; that resulted in the ‘insects’ you have in your cleaning wall there.”


  The bartender shoved a full glass on the bar. “This one’s on the house.”


  “Thank s.” The scientist smiled wanly. “Dammit, but I wish I could get drunk!”


  “And then,” the fat man said, fascinated, “you tried building larger robots.”


  “Right. That’s where Fido came in. He had a real-life counterpart, you know.” He sipped slowly at the whiskey this time. “Or no, of course, you couldn’t know. But he did just the same. A small, lovable, shaggy animal that—” He stopped, suddenly embarrassed, tilted his head and the glass, and the liquid was gone again. “Fill it up to the top this time. Maybe I can get psychologically drunk after a while.”


  “Lord,” the bartender said, “you’ll be sick as a dog tomorrow.”


  “Little Fido here doesn’t ever get sick as a dog.” He ruffled the animal’s fur affectionately. “That’s the advantage of being mechanical. Of course, you don’t feel hungry either, but you eat dog food because that’s what dogs are supposed to do, and you romp around and play like you’re having fun when you really aren’t, and you stop and sniff trees and hydrants without knowing why. Oh, it’s a dog’s life, all right.”


  “Uh, what happened to the—uh, real Fido?” the fat man asked.


  “Dead?” the scientist said, looking into his refilled glass and remembering.


  “Oh, sorry,” the fat man said, and somehow he really was.


  “Dead, and it’s my fault.”


  The fat man looked away.


  “It was strange. I made a mechanical Fido and then the real Fido ceased to be. Sure, he was hit by a car and that’s as good an excuse as any, but there wasn’t any real reason for it. Apparently this world is set up to accommodate only one Fido, so naturally the less than perfect one—the natural one—couldn’t exist. I wasn’t very happy to find that out.”


  “Yeah,” the bartender said, watching the mechanical dog thump its furry tail against the bar. He wet his lips. “That’s too bad.”


  “Did you make any more?” the fat man asked.


  “Yes. I should have stopped probably, but I wanted to avenge Fido’s death, to make it worthwhile. I wanted to lick this thing; I wanted to make mechanical life supplement human life, not destroy it.” He shrugged helplessly. “So far I haven’t succeeded. That’s one reason I don’t exactly approve of all this. Science is much too capable at replacing human things with mechanical things.”


  He shook his head disparagingly, gathered up the wriggling dog and placed it carefully in the satchel.


  “It’ll stop before it goes too far,” the fat man said trustingly. “There’re some things they can’t replace.”


  “Sure,” the bartender agreed, grinning, “they invented the phonograph, but I still have my wife?”


  The fat man glared at him.


  “Another drink?”


  “No, thanks,” the scientist said, “I guess there’s not much point in it.” He put some bills on the bar, and a dozen’ mechanical insects flew from the wall, picked up the money, and took it away.


  “Hey!” the bartender said, too surprised to move.


  The fat man’ guffawed. “Next, they’ll be learning to mix drinks and you’ll be replaced!”


  “Sorry,” the scientist said, extending more bills, “I guess I’ve only got dirty money.”


  “It’s better than nothing,” the bartender said, taking it. “I guess maybe—nothing personal, understand—but I guess maybe those mechanical gadgets have faults, too.”


  The scientist nodded. “Keep saying that, friend, and maybe someday you’ll want to tear down that wall.” He walked away, then paused uncertainly at the door. He hesitated some more; then he slowly opened his shirt to reveal the skin underneath. “And maybe this’ll help you make the decision.”


  The fat man and the bartender stared.


  The man turned and walked out, satchel swinging.


  “What do you make of that?” the fat man wondered, after awhile.


  “The guy’s a crackpot,” the bartender said knowingly. “I just remember reading in the paper last night that Paul Williams jumped out of a window. Suicide. This one’s a fake. Me tear down a ten thousand buck wall? He’s got rocks in his head. You don’t suppose a normal person would do that’ to himself, do you?”


  “I guess not,” the fat man said thoughtfully. “No, I guess not. Look, give me another beer will you?”


  The bartender gave him one, but he accidentally spilled some on the bar, and the mechanical insects came whirling out again, sponging and drying and polishing.


  “He had enough to make a dozen guys drunk,” the bartender said. “The guy just isn’t human.”


  “You know what I’m going to do?” the fat man said with a sudden resolve. “I’m going to do what he couldn’t do. I’m going to get good and drunk tonight. I’m going to sing songs and tell dirty stories. And I’m going to have myself one lulu of a hangover tomorrow morning and enjoy every painful minute of it.”


  The bartender stared at him. “But why?”


  “I don’t know why,” the fat man said, “and I’m not going to give myself time to think of a reason. Set up another beer, and make it quick, huh?”


  But even later in the night, when he couldn’t remember a great many things, he still wasn’t able to forget the shaggy dog and its master who couldn’t get drunk and who had a screw in his stomach instead of a navel!


  THE END
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