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  TIME ENOUGH AT LAST[*]


  Lynn Venable


  The atomic bomb meant, to most people, the end. To Henry Bemis it meant something far different—a thing to appreciate and enjoy.


  For a long time, Henry Bemis had had an ambition. To read a book. Not just the title or the preface, or a page somewhere in the middle. He wanted to read the whole thing, all the way through from beginning to end. A simple ambition perhaps, but in the cluttered life of Henry Bemis, an impossibility.


  Henry had no time of his own. There was his wife, Agnes who owned that part of it that his employer, Mr. Carsville, did not buy. Henry was allowed enough to get to and from work—that in itself being quite a concession on Agnes’ part.


  Also, nature had conspired against Henry by handing him with a pair of hopelessly myopic eyes. Poor Henry literally couldn’t see his hand in front of his face. For a while, when he was very young, his parents had thought him an idiot. When they realized it was his eyes, they got glasses for him. He was never quite able to catch up. There was never enough time. It looked as though Henry’s ambition would never be realized. Then something happened which changed all that.


  Henry was down in the vault of the Eastside Bank & Trust when it happened. He had stolen a few moments from the duties of his teller’s cage to try to read a few pages of the magazine he had bought that morning. He’d made an excuse to Mr. Carsville about needing bills in large denominations for a certain customer, and then, safe inside the dim recesses of the vault he had pulled from inside his coat the pocket size magazine.


  He had just started a picture article cheerfully entitled “The New Weapons and What They’ll Do To YOU”, when all the noise in the world crashed in upon his eardrums. It seemed to be inside of him and outside of him all at once. Then the concrete floor was rising up at him and the ceiling came slanting down toward him, and for a fleeting second Henry thought of a story he had started to read once called “The Pit and The Pendulum”. Pie regretted in that insane moment that he had never had time to finish that story to see how it came out. Then all was darkness and quiet and unconsciousness.


  When Henry came to, he knew that something was desperately wrong with the Eastside Bank & Trust. The heavy steel door of the vault was buckled and twisted and the floor tilted up at a dizzy angle, while the ceiling dipped crazily toward it. Henry gingerly got to his feet, moving arms and legs experimentally. Assured that nothing was broken, he tenderly raised a hand to his eyes. His precious glasses were intact, thank God! He would never have been able to find his way out of the shattered vault without them.


  Pie made a mental note to write Dr. Torrance to have a spare pair made and mailed to him. Blasted nuisance not having his prescription on file locally, but Henry trusted no-one but Dr. Torrance to grind those thick lenses into his own complicated prescription. Henry removed the heavy glasses from his face. Instantly the room dissolved into a neutral blur. Henry saw a pink splash that he knew was his hand, and a white blob come up to meet the pink as he withdrew his pocket handkerchief and carefully dusted the lenses. As he replaced the glasses, they slipped down on the bridge of his nose a little. He had been meaning to have them tightened for some time.


  He suddenly realized, without the realization actually entering his conscious thoughts, that something momentous had happened, something worse than the boiler blowing up, something worse than a gas main exploding, something worse than anything that had ever happened before. He felt that way because it was so quiet. There was no whine of sirens, no shouting, no running, just an ominous and all-pervading silence.


  Henry walked across the slanting floor. Slipping and stumbling on the uneven surface, he made his way to the elevator. The car lay crumpled at the foot of the shaft like a discarded accordion. There was something inside of it that Henry could not look at, something that had once been a person, or perhaps several people, it was impossible to tell now.


  Feeling sick, Henry staggered toward the stairway. The steps were still there, but so jumbled and piled back upon one another that it was more like climbing the side of a mountain than mounting a stairway. It was quiet in the huge chamber that had been the lobby of the bank. It looked strangely cheerful with the sunlight shining through the girders where the ceiling had fallen. The dappled sunlight glinted across the silent lobby, and everywhere there were huddled lumps of unpleasantness that made Henry sick as he tried not to look at them.


  “Mr. Carsville,” he called. It was very quiet. Something had to be done, of course. This was terrible, right in the middle of a Monday, too. Mr. Carsville would know what to do. He called again, more loudly, and his voice cracked hoarsely, “Mr. Carrrrsville!” And then he saw an arm and shoulder extending out from under a huge fallen block of marble ceiling. In the buttonhole was the white carnation Mr. Carsville had worn to work that morning, and on the third finger of that hand was a massive signet ring, also belonging to Mr. Carsville. Numbly, Henry realized that the rest of Mr. Carsville was under that block of marble.


  Henry felt a pang of real sorrow. Mr. Carsville was gone, and so was the rest of the staff—Mr. Wilkinson and Mr. Emory and Mr. Prithard, and the same with Pete and Ralph and Jenkins and Hunter and Pat the guard and Willie the doorman. There was no one to say what was to be done about the Eastside Bank & Trust except Henry Bemis, and Henry wasn’t worried about the bank, there was something he wanted to do.


  He climbed carefully over piles of fallen masonry. Once he stepped down into something that crunched and squashed beneath his feet and he set his teeth on edge to keep from retching. The street was not much different from the inside, bright sunlight and so much concrete to crawl over, but the unpleasantness was much, much worse. Everywhere there were strange, motionless lumps that Henry could not look at.


  Suddenly, he remembered Agnes. He should be trying to get to Agnes, shouldn’t he? He remembered a poster he had seen that said, “In event of emergency do not use the telephone, your loved ones are as safe as you.” He wondered about Agnes. He looked at the smashed automobiles, some with their four wheels pointing skyward like the stiffened legs of dead animals. He couldn’t get to Agnes now anyway, if she was safe, then, she was safe, otherwise . . . of course, Henry knew Agnes wasn’t safe. He had a feeling that there wasn’t anyone safe for a long, long way, maybe not in the whole state or the whole country, or the whole world. No, that was a thought Henry didn’t want to think, he forced it from his mind and turned his thoughts back to Agnes.


  She had been a pretty good wife, now that it was all said and done. It wasn’t exactly her fault if people didn’t have time to read nowadays. It was just that there was the house, and the bank, and the yard. There were the Jones’ for bridge and the Graysons’ for canasta and charades with the Bryants. And the television, the television Agnes loved to watch, but would never watch alone. He never had time to read even a newspaper. He started thinking about last night, that business about the newspaper.


  Henry had settled into his chair, quietly, afraid that a creaking spring might call to Agnes’ attention the fact that he was momentarily unoccupied. He had unfolded the newspaper slowly and carefully, the sharp crackle of the paper would have been a clarion call to Agnes. He had glanced at the headlines of the first page. “Collapse Of Conference Imminent.” He didn’t have time to read the article. He turned to the second page. “Solon Predicts War Only Days Away.” He flipped through the pages faster, reading brief snatches here and there, afraid to spend too much time on any one item. On a back page was a brief article entitled, “Prehistoric Artifacts Unearthed In Yucatan”. Henry smiled to himself and carefully folded the sheet of paper into fourths. That would be interesting, he would read all of it. Then it came, Agnes’ voice. “Hen-rrreee!” And then she was upon him. She lightly flicked the paper out of his hands and into the fireplace. He saw the flames lick up and curl possessively around the unread article. Agnes continued, “Henry, tonight is the Jones’ bridge night. They’ll be here in thirty minutes and I’m not dressed yet, and here you are . . . reading.” She had emphasized the last word as though it were an unclean act. “Hurry and shave, you know how smooth Jasper Jones’ chin always looks, and then straighten up this room.” She glanced regretfully toward the fireplace. “Oh dear, that paper, the television schedule . . . oh well, after the Jones leave there won’t be time for anything but the late-late movie and . . . Don’t just sit there, Henry, hurrreeee!”


  Henry was hurrying now, but hurrying too much. He cut his leg on a twisted piece of metal that had once been an automobile fender. He thought about things like lockjaw and gangrene and his hand trembled as he tied his pocket-handkerchief around the wound. In his mind, lie saw the fire again, licking across the face of last night’s newspaper. He thought that now he would have time to read all the newspapers he wanted to, only now there wouldn’t be any more. That heap of rubble across the street had been the Gazette Building. It was terrible to think there would never be another up to date newspaper. Agnes would have been very upset, no television schedule. But then, of course, no television. He wanted to laugh but he didn’t. That wouldn’t have been fitting, not at all.


  He could see the building he was looking for now, but the silhouette was strangely changed. The great circular dome was now a ragged semi-circle, half of it gone, and one of the great wings of the building had fallen in upon itself. A sudden panic gripped Henry Bemis. What if they were all ruined, destroyed, every one of them? What if there wasn’t a single one left? Tears of helplessness welled in his eyes as he painfully fought his way over and through the twisted fragments of the city.


  He thought of the building when it had been whole. He remembered the many nights he had paused outside its wide and welcoming doors. He thought of the warm nights when the doors had been thrown open and he could see the people inside, see them sitting at the plain wooden tables with the stacks of books beside them. He used to think then, what a wonderful thing a public library was, a place where anybody, anybody at all could go in and read.


  He had been tempted to enter many times. He had watched the people through the open doors, the man in greasy work clothes who sat near the door, night after night, laboriously studying, a technical journal perhaps, difficult for him, but promising a brighter future. There had been an aged, scholarly gentleman who sat on the other side of the door, leisurely paging, moving his lips a little as he did so, a man having little time left, but rich in time because he could do with it as he chose.


  Henry had never gone in. He had started up the steps once, got almost to the door, but then he remembered Agnes, her questions and shouting, and he had turned away.


  He was going in now though, almost crawling, his breath coming in stabbing gasps, his hands torn and bleeding. His trouser leg was sticky red where the wound in his leg had soaked through the handkerchief. It was throbbing badly but Henry didn’t care. He had reached his destination.


  Part of the inscription was still there, over the now doorless entrance, P-U-B-C L-I-B-R—. The rest had been torn away. The place was in shambles. The shelves were overturned, broken, smashed, tilted, their precious contents spilled in disorder upon the floor. A lot of the books, Henry noted gleefully, were still intact, still whole, still readable. He was literally knee deep in them, he wallowed in books. He picked one up. The title was “Collected Works of William Shakespeare.” Yes, he must read that, sometime. He laid it aside carefully. He picked up another. Spinoza. He tossed it away, seized another, and another, and still another. Which to read first . . . there were so many.


  He had been conducting himself a little like a starving man in a delicatessen—grabbing a little of this and a little of that in a frenzy of enjoyment.


  But now he steadied away. From the pile about him, he selected one volume, sat comfortably down on an overturned shelf, and opened the book.


  Henry Bemis smiled.


  There was the rumble of complaining stone. Minute in comparison which the epic complaints following the fall of the bomb. This one occurred under one corner of the shelf upon which Henry sat. The shelf moved; threw him off balance. The glasses slipped from his nose and fell with a tinkle.


  He bent down, clawing blindly and found, finally, their smashed remains. A minor, indirect destruction stemming from the sudden, wholesale smashing of a city. But the only one that greatly interested Henry Bemis.


  He stared down at the blurred page before him.


  He began to cry.


  [*] This is the original short story that inspired the classic Twilight Zone episode of the same name, starring Burgess Meredith.


  THE FIEND OF NEW LONDON


  Don Wilcox


  London was a shambles. It had to be rebuilt. But Ben Gleed wanted to make it a Super City of science.


  
    “There is a bestial fiend abroad in England, feeding fat upon people who fail to get into motion.”


    —Ben Gleed, 1945

  


  Three factions fought over the plans for rebuilding London—the Ups, the Outs, and the Downs.


  The Ups, led by Edwin Estep, contended that bigger and better skyscrapers should rise out of the ruins of London, symbolizing the city’s return to sunshine, fresh air, freedom and power.


  The Outs, whose cause was championed by the estimable John Kandenfield, a survivor from the now defunct House of Lords, argued that the modern city should spread wide over God’s green acres (and the devil’s burnt-black ones as well) and that every building worth constructing deserved a spacious landscape.


  The spokesman for the Downs was Bronson Black, famous R.A.F. ace, whose realistic forecasts of future wars were convincing argument for a more deeply rooted, deeply sheltered urban setting—an underground city.


  The three-way battle raged for several weeks over the committee’s conference tables.


  The bombastic little orator, Edwin Estep, paced and fumed round and round his miniature London of the Ups, with its tall graceful white towers and interlaced streets of many levels. But the Outs and the Downs used the model towers to hang their hats and umbrellas on.


  The big hearty Mr. Kandenfield never tired of cajoling the committeemen into joining him in the front yard where they could sit in colored canvas chairs and enjoy gazing upon the widespread model of a London built outward across the green lawn. But when the Ups and Downs accepted Kandenfield’s invitation, they usually fell asleep in their chairs, using the model buildings for footstools.


  Bronson Black crowded the window ledges of the conference room with his glass aquarium models of underground industrial plants, office buildings, and apartment houses, and he bit his pipe savagely and muttered disconcerting predictions about the next crop of bombs. But the Ups and Outs adopted his glass models for ash trays, if not spittoons.


  Came a hot week in August and the conference room almost turned into a shambles.


  Outs and Ups got together to snarl and hurl epithets and teacups at the Downs. Ups and Downs chased the Outs off the lawn. Downs and Outs grabbed the model skyscrapers of the Ups and used them as cudgels.


  Funds ran low, the whole secretarial staff got fired, likewise the doorman and the office boy, all of whom were glad to go, for the conference room had become unbearable. Millions of impatient citizens flooded the committee with angry letters demanding action.


  “Give us a New London!” “Hurry up with that plan!” “Build it out!” “Build it up!” “Build it down!” “Build it any way—but give us ACTION!” Pressures multiplied. The committee funds ran dry. The Downs were down in the mouth, the Ups threatened to walk out, and the Outs blew up.


  Then a boat arrived bearing America’s famous Ben Gleed, the manager of the world-renowned Super City.


  “At last!” the planning committee gasped. “Now maybe we’ll get somewhere.”


  The handsome young Ben Gleed marched down the gang plank and through the battalion of photographers crowding around to catch the best angles on his piercing eyes and square-cut jaw.


  “So this is New London!” he said mirthlessly, looking off towards the expanse of city that was only partially cleared of its wartime ruins.


  “It’s going to be,” said the brisk little Edwin Estep, shaking Ben’s hand vigorously, “as soon as we start erecting skyscrapers.”


  “Not skyscrapers,” said Kandenfield “There’s no need—


  “Right, Kandy,” Bronson Black snapped. “The need is to build under the ground, not over it.”


  “Not so fast, gentlemen,” Ben Gleed smiled. “You invited me to come as a counsellor, but I didn’t expect to be embroiled in an argument before I got my first breath.”


  “Don’t breathe too deep,” Edwin Estep laughed dryly. “London’s been through a lot besides bloomin’ roses the last few years. Eh, John? Eh, Bronson?”


  But John Kandenfield had turned to greet three pretty girls just returned from America, and Bronson Black had been caught by the cameramen, alert to serving up pictures of R.A.F. heroes to their public. For the moment the brisk little political orator had Ben Gleed to himself,


  “I’m glad you could come, Mr. Gleed,” said Estep. “I’ve been trying to pattern New London along the lines of your famous Super City—streamlined efficiency—architectural beauty—power—grandeur. I had the pleasure of visiting your city once, and I’ll never forget the hospitality shown to visitors who came there in search of new ideas.”


  “Thank you,” said Ben Gleed. “We’ve invited all cities to copy our methods whenever it’s to their advantage to do. And we’ve been well repaid for this policy, with one exception.”


  “Oil Center?” Estep asked. “I’ve read about it.”


  “It’s the only city that has failed to meet our courtesy halfway. Oil Center considers itself a rival for our business. Really, there’s more than enough business for all of us. But it was this threat of an intercity war that merely kept me in America.”


  “Everything ironed out, I hope?”


  “Strangely, Oil Center has thrown out a few feelers toward renewing friendship during the last two weeks. So I told my Super City staff to consider the hatchet buried, I left everything in the hands of the assistant manager, and boarded a ship for England. Naturally I’m proud to be consulted on the London plan.”


  “I’m sorry you had to come at your own expense,” Bronson Black said, rejoining the group. “The committee has practically dissolved for lack of funds.”


  “Here’s our car,” said John Kandenfield. “Let’s get off our feet.”


  By the time they reached the Warwick Hotel, headquarters for the planning committee, Ben Gleed had had his first look at the bombed city. Its present condition was not so deplorable as to render a newcomer hopeless over its prospects. It varied greatly from one section to another. Some quarters showed scarcely any signs of ruin, but the buildings sagged with age. Some blocks were as smooth and bare as tennis courts, others were piled high with broken stones or gashed with rubble-filled basements. Plentiful were the black ribs of fire-ravished buildings.


  The work of clearing ground was going on everywhere, but there was little building. No use to build until the powers-that-be came forth with their plan.


  But the sights that Ben Gleed found most striking were the traffic streams of new auto-houses and cars with trailers. Wide parkways and houseless blocks were filled with these small, bright mobile houses. It looked as though London was temporarily living on wheels.


  “Where did they all come from?” Ben Gleed asked.


  “America,” said Edwin Estep, leading the way into the conference room.


  “News to me,” said Gleed. “Aren’t they expensive?”


  “The auto-houses come in three standard patterns, and the mass production, together with flat packing for shipment, help cut the cost. As for the house trailers,” Estep added, “we’re been buying them from America since before the war.”


  “On credit,” the R.A.F. hero amended. “Where your corporations find so much unlimited credit for us is a mystery to me. I’ll be glad when we get back to business in a new underground city.”


  Ben Gleed felt the strong glare of the slow-blinking owl-eyed man at the desk labelled EXECUTIVE SECRETARY. Estep offered an introduction.


  “I’ve read about your wonderful Super City,” said Vernon Webb, removing his large spectacles and nodding with conspicuous dignity. His voice was satin-smooth.


  “Mr. Webb came to us recently,” Estep explained, “at the high recommendation of England’s recent conclave of financiers. You’ll find him ready to serve you during your stay, Mr. Gleed. Even your business and personal correspondence you may handle through him if you wish.”


  “Thank you,” said Gleed. After further conversation the young city manager began to size up London’s planning dilemma. The committee had thinned down to Estep, Kandenfield, and Black—three deadly enemies as to planning theories, who were forced by the clamoring pressures of the citizens to sit tight and face each other. They had no secrets from each other, and apparently none from Vernon Webb, who listened with owl-eyed interest to every word that was spoken.


  “For my part, Gleed,” said Estep, “we could dump this whole damned deadlock in your lap if we could only afford to pay you.”


  “Forget the pay. Americans don’t mind lending a hand after all you’ve been through over here,” said Gleed. “The important thing is that the right choice be made. The plan that goes into concrete and steel can’t be changed from season to season like a suit of clothes. It will stamp a pattern of living on Londoners for generations. You don’t want it to be a backward pattern.”


  “What do you suggest, in view of the likelihood of wars to come?” the R.A.F. hero asked.


  “If you don’t mind, I’ll browse among your blueprints and models a few days,” said Gleed, “and listen in on your committee sessions and see how you’re getting along.”


  “We aren’t,” sighed Kandenfield. “Anyone want a drink?”


  The minute that Ben Gleed and the three committeemen departed, Vernon Webb caught up a telephone, dictated a cablegram to a code name in the United States.


  “Business is fine,” the message went. “However B. G. has arrived. Cable instructions.”


  The reply was delivered to Webb at his auto-house the following evening.


  “Let the O. C.—S. C. war be fought in England. Knife B. G.”


  In the days that followed, any observer who had taken the trouble to watch the owlish eyes of Vernon Webb would have been struck by the close scrutiny exercised upon Ben Gleed. Every man, the executive secretary may have reasoned, leaves himself open to a backstab occasionally. Vernon Webb was waiting.


  Before the end of the week Ben Gleed knew that one big reason the New London Plan had bogged down was that the three committemen weren’t digging in. If there was anything the systematic Gleed resented it was procrastination. But consider the records of Estep, Kandenfield and Black:


  In three days the vigorous little Estep hopped back and forth over England to make no less than eight political speeches. Whenever he heard that some disgruntled aristocrat had let go a tirade against the new post-war democracy, Estep couldn’t sit still. He was all sparks and dynamite and he had to explode.


  How did Estep know about these bloomin’ aristocrats that needed slapping down?


  Through Vernon Webb, the efficient executive secretary, who thumbtacked newsclippings on his bulletin board.


  John Kandenfield’s days ran to idleness because of intemperate drink habits.


  Why was Kandenfield drinking more these days?


  Because the efficient executive secretary had quickly discovered the erstwhile lord’s tastes in fine liquors and kept an abundant supply near his desk. Bronson Black was continually magnetized away from the conference room by the excitement of victory celebrations. His appearance at parades, memorial services, and cornerstone dedications was always in order. The people adored their war heroes, and a hero’s first duty to himself, as Bronson Black often remarked, was to keep his reputation alive.


  How did Black know about all of these affairs?


  The efficient Mr. Webb kept an ear to the ground. He even managed to angle invitations for the air ace—tactfully, of course.


  Ben Gleed, pondering these things, marvelled at Mr. Webb’s thoroughness in taking care of affairs that didn’t matter. But Gleed was in no position to recommend a staff shake-up.


  However, it was not many days before the impetuous young city manager became so thoroughly fed up with this state of affairs that he decided to appeal to the London public. Ever since his arrival the newspapers and radios had pressed him for a statement. Since the three committeemen were too much preoccupied to listen to his counsel, perhaps a sharp radio speech would act as a shot in the arm.


  The radio talk was scheduled for eight o’clock on a Monday evening. The efficient Mr. Webb took care of all the details.


  “How many radios are there in England, Mr. Webb?” Ben Gleed asked.


  “One to every eleven and a half persons,” said Webb after a few solemn blinks.


  “That sounds high for a country that’s just come through a devastating war.”


  “Quite high, Mr. Gleed. You see, all of these new wheeled houses being shipped in from America are equipped with radios.”


  “Um-m-m. What American company, Mr. Webb, is supplying all of these new wheels for England to live on?”


  “I believe that information, sir, is not being divulged to the public—”


  “And the gas and oil—”


  “No information seems to be available on that score, Mr. Gleed.”


  “Um-m-m. Strange I haven’t run across any financial reports—”


  “What’s that, sir?”


  “Never mind,” said Gleed, and went to work on his speech. By noon he laid the draft on Vernon Webb’s desk for typing. This was Saturday. He ambled down to the Warwick lobby, rented a new auto-house for a weekend drive. He was curious to know more of this new restless, rolling, post-war population of England, and curious to see the new mobile cafes, hospitals, filling stations, and grocery stores that were said to be on the road.


  Sunday evening, driving back toward London along the Cardiff highway, Gleed came upon a frightful accident An old automobile swung off the road, probably as a result of a low tire, and crashed down a treacherous rocky embankment.


  The family of five were all dead, their bodies badly lacerated.


  Other vehicles quickly gathered at the spot, an ambulance was hailed, the bodies were taken back to Cardiff, and Ben Gleed went on his way.


  When Ben Gleed had walked out of the conference room at noon the previous day, the New London planners’ headquarters were left solely to Mr. Webb, who fairly pounced upon the manuscript of Gleed’s radio speech.


  Webb read it three times without seeing a thing. Then his bulbous eyes began to float fondly over the open paragraphs. At once he was perspiring with a strange eagerness.


  Gleed’s speech began:


  “I did not come to England with the expectation of frightening you. But something I have seen since my arrival has shocked me deeply. It would not be fair of me to leave you in ignorance of this new danger that threatens you. I must tell you the worst.


  “Citizens of London, there is a bestial fiend abroad in England, feeding fat upon people who fail to get into motion. That fiend is DELAY! . . .”


  The planners’ headquarters were cleared early Monday afternoon. The three committeemen, absorbed in their own affairs, had not found time to accept Gleed’s invitation to preview his speech. They would listen in at eight.


  After they were gone, Mr. Webb announced to Gleed that all arrangements were ready. A microphone had been installed in Gleed’s own suite on the Warwick’s fifth floor, so that the radio statement could be delivered in complete comfort.


  “I didn’t request complete comfort,” Gleed snapped, eyeing the executive secretary suspiciously.


  “No offense, I hope,” said Webb suavely. “If you prefer some other arrangement—”


  “Let it go,” said Gleed, his suspicions easing. “I’ll speak from my suite.”


  “The buzzer will signal you to come in,” said Webb.


  “Okay. I’ll go over this script to time it to my allotted fifteen minutes.” Gleed took the stairs up to fifth.


  Vernon Webb, again in full possession of the planning offices, made swift use of his time. He phoned the newspapers, got six of them on the wire at once, talked to them like a machine-gun.


  “I can’t tell it to you. Don’t release a thing till Ben Gleed’s speech. He’ll break the news. He’s seen it. But he won’t say much. It’s too gruesome—”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” the newsmen shouted over the wires.


  “All I can say is, watch your murders. Watch your accidents. Keep on the lookout for any strange stories about monsters.”


  “Monsters?”


  “From all I can get out of him, it was a misshapen creature—a man-eater—a fiend that slips up on people when they’re standing or sitting still—not when they’re moving or riding—”


  The newsmen snorted and grumbled. What was this, some madman’s hoax?


  “You don’t think Ben Gleed came over here to make a fool of himself, do you? He’s seen it, I tell you.”


  “Where?”


  “I don’t know. Follow up your strange murders and accidents. That’s all I can tell you.”


  By eight o’clock that evening the English news industry was virtually on fire with waiting for a big sensational story to break.


  “My friends of England,” said Ben Gleed into the microphone, “it is a privilege to speak to such a valiant people as you have again proved yourselves to be. I have only a few words to say . . .


  “I did not come to England with the expectation of frightening you. But something I have seen . . .”


  Into a million radios went the clear, cool words of Ben Gleed. Even the veteran orator Estep, cruising along in his new auto-house, admired the pace and strength of the young man’s words. A good speech was, to Estep, rarer than good food and wine. He turned into an auto park, cut off his engine, gave his full attention to his radio.


  The whole parkful of auto-houses, Estep noted with satisfaction, were bringing in the same station.


  I must tell you the worst . . .


  Edwin Estep scowled. What was this going to be, an expose?


  Citizens of London, there is a bestial fiend abroad in England, feeding fat upon people who fail to get into motion!


  There was a sharp click, then a new voice sounded.


  Ladies and gentlemen, this brief statement came to you direct from the lips of Ben Gleed. Mr. Gleed refuses to describe the hideous man-killing monster in further detail. He hopes that this word of warning will save many lives that might otherwise be brutally victimized. Listen to your regular newscasts for further developments. And remember Mr. Gleed’s words, the bestial fiend feeds only upon people who are not in motion. If you are moving or riding you have no cause to fear.


  “What in the name of the streamlined devil!” Edwin Estep sputtered. “That didn’t make sense. Someone cut Gleed off before he was started.”


  But no one was listening to the irate little orator’s ravings. Everyone in the neighborhood of the auto park was looking out for himself. Indeed, the same thing was true of people far and wide across England. It isn’t a pleasant surprise to be told that a weird, flesh-hungry monstrosity might be entering your autohouse or slipping out from under your bed.


  All at once the radio newscaster unleashed a volley of terrorizing news all over the country.


  Don’t be alarmed, they continually warned. Just be on the alert. There was very little detail as yet, they insisted, though a mysterious murder in the Manchester brickyards, and two other unaccountable killings within thirty miles of Manchester looked very bad indeed. And there was an automobile accident on the Cardiff road yesterday in which all five occupants of the car were horribly and mysteriously lacerated. This and other strange accidents were being investigated. A fuller description of the monster would be broadcast as soon as possible.


  In the meantime, the newscasters concluded, keep on the alert and keep moving.


  “Monster, my eye!” little Edwin Estep snarled. He started his motor, whipped his auto-house out of the park onto the highway, made for the nearest roadside telephone. For the next thirty minutes he tried to find out who had cut into Ben Gleed’s speech. The broadcasting companies relayed his calls from one official to another, but the radio offices were being suddenly deluged with telephone calls and Estep failed to get the desired information.


  “It had all the earmarks of a frame-up,” Estep growled to himself.


  “I agree,” said a familiar voice back of him. He turned to see Bronson Black following him out of the roadside station. Bronson Black was fighting mad. “I’ll know that voice if I ever hear it again, and believe me, I’ll choke it off.”


  “Who in the name of the streamlined devil would do such a thing?” Estep ranted. “Gleed’s here as a friend. He has no enemies in England. But some lowdown snake’s belly gave his speech a chop and a twist and turned it into a fiend scare. If I—”


  “Look!” Bronson Black gasped. “What?”


  “That traffic jam. Everybody’s on the move. They fell for it. If they keep moving the monster won’t get them—remember?”


  For the next fifteen minutes the two men stood watching the streams of mobile living quarters flow and jam at the highway intersection.


  Finally Bronson Black said, “I won’t make that date tonight with this traffic. I’d better call her.”


  Estep guessed that the traffic might get worse instead of better as the night went on, so he got into the swim. Black tried to call his girl-friend, but by this time telephone service was out of the question. Telephone girls weren’t immune to the mania of “getting into motion.”


  On Tuesday the tempo of the roving mania had quickened. On his way to the Warwick, Estep saw few persons who were not in motion. The streams of traffic had grown heavier, street loafers ambled along instead of standing still, bank tellers paced in their cages, the Warwick lobby’s chairs were empty.


  In the conference room Estep found Bronson Black champing angrily on a pipestem.


  “Whoever started this damned terror ought to hang,” the R.A.F. veteran growled. “The gal-friend is probably sore as hell at me because I couldn’t make it last night. Tonight I’m tied up again.”


  “I hope she wasn’t taken in on this fiend hoax,” said Estep.


  “Hard to tell,” said Black. “All my friends claim it’s nothing but a cheap joke to them, but I notice they keep on the move. It’s taken the country by storm . . . Kandenfield won’t be in this morning.”


  “Don’t tell me he’s bought an autohouse and gone on the road.”


  “No, he’s got a boy driving him around in circles in his old black carriage. I stopped by his country home to pick him up, but the boy said he was asleep on the back cushion half buried under bottles, and the lad’s orders were to keep moving.”


  “Ye gods! What kind of contagious disease—Estep broke off, glowering first at Bronson Black, then at Vernon Webb. Estep’s black mustaches twitched, something which happened only at the rare moments when the orator found himself in doubt. “Hell, you don’t suppose there is a—a devilsh monstrosity—”


  Vernon Webb put in a telling punch. “The morning papers carry a very gruesome story, Mr. Estep. The Williamson family that met death on the Cardiff road were partly consumed—”


  “Buncombe!” the war hero growled. “If this rot doesn’t clear up in a couple days I’ll get a plane and comb England from end to end just to prove—”


  “Then you’re admitting this fiend is a possibility,” Estep said sharply.


  “I’m admitting nothing. Ben Gleed has been duped.”


  The owl-eyed executive secretary cleared his throat. “The morning papers have pieced together the Williamson tragedy. The first man who stopped at the scene is believed to have been Ben Gleed. If so, he had a chance to see with his own eyes the bestial fiend—”


  “Where is Gleed? Let’s get to the bottom of this thing.”


  “He’s in his suite, Mr. Estep, studying blueprints,” said Webb. “He mentioned he was undertaking a period of concentrated study and was not to be disturbed unless his opinions on the New London plan were being urgently solicited.”


  Estep groaned. If there was anything more urgently needed than to stop the profuse waste of petrol and oil and motorcars bought on credit from America, it was a plan for New London. Why had the people fallen for this harebrained terror story, Estep asked. Black’s answer was that they were in the psychological mood to fall for anything. Estep nodded.


  “Until they settle in permanent habitats and get rid of this restless, rootless, roving complex, they’ll jump at the sight of their own shadows. As soon as we build London up—”


  “As soon as we build London down,” Bronson Black corrected . . .


  Newspapers tried to be conservative about the matter. They editorialized with cynical quips so as not to be caught looking foolish if the fiend should turn out to be an escaped ape from a circus, or an escaped criminal with an unshaven face.


  But newspaper and radios could not ignore the obvious facts that mounted through all of that week—and the next. The vast majority of English people were spending their days and nights on wheels. Only while in motion did they feel safe. All manners of business had taken to the highways. Doctors set up their equipments in auto-houses, banks sent branch units out to do business on the roads, newspapers loaded their lighter presses on heavy trucks.


  If this could be called a city, it was unlike any city that had ever existed before. It was a vast aggregate of urban equipment turned mobile. It was a city whose parts were no more stable than electrons in an atom.


  (The newspaper that made this comparison apologized to the atom. Its electrons maintained a semblance of organization; the electrons of London simply floated over pavements, losing all sense of relationships.)


  Statistics showed an unbelievable rise in the number of motorcars purchased—but more shiploads arrived from America daily.


  The charts on consumption of petrol and oil skyrocketed out of bounds. Some unnamed American corporation continued to offer fuel and credit in unlimited quantities, for the masses of terrorized Englanders were in no mood to haggle over terms.


  But the most sensational day-to-day news was the terrific increase in highway deaths. The fiend was a killer. To turn off your motor and sleep by the roadside was to invite death. “Keep moving, keep living,” the fearsome slogans read.


  For every conservative editorial that attributed the death rise to a nonexistent bogey, a dozen stories painted blood-chilling details that restored the fiend’s reality.


  The fiend had evolved, by the end of the first week, to become a lizardlike creature one-half taller than a man, armored in tough natural scales that resisted bullets.


  The fiend’s hair was like fish fins. His eyes were dull red like cigarets burning in the dark—only larger—like automobile tail-lights.


  His mouth was like a gash in a tin bucket. His teeth were like sharpened ice cubes.


  His killing weapons were his arms, which were ribbon-shaped and flexible like leather, but as sharp-edged as any razor.


  After the terror-stricken testimonials of several witnesses to tragedies in which this fiend was said to have operated, this picture became the standard and accepted version. Newspaper artists painted him so that people would know what to watch out for when they stopped to change a tire.


  Hoodlums and criminals lost no time turning the country-wide terror to their advantage. Any murder that was sufficiently brutal was sure to be blamed on the bloodthirsty fiend. Scared witnesses, who, under ordinary circumstances, might have been able to identify a robber or murderer, were always confusing what they saw with the mental image of a lizard-like monster with knife-like arms . . .


  Gleed remained in his suite studying blueprints and models for day on end. His studies had begun right after his broadcast. At the end of that fifteen minutes of speaking he had first eaten a postponed supper which a waiter brought up to him, then had sauntered down to the Warwick lobby to see how his speech had been received. But to his surprise he had found all the chairs empty.


  Stopping in at the conference room he had found the owlish Vernon Webb in a great perspiration to handle all the incoming telephone calls, but Webb refused Gleed’s offer to help.


  “Your speech made a tremendous impression,” Webb said hastily. “You stunned them.”


  “Good,” said Gleed. “That’s all I wanted to know. Save my mail and newspapers and stall off all reporters and visitors for a few days. I’m going to lock myself in until this New London plan comes clear.”


  So it was that Ben Gleed remained in ignorance of the fact that only the opening sentences of his speech reached the public ear.


  Late that week he called Kandenfield in and listened to that slightly inebriated gentleman present an argument for a widespread city without any vulnerable skyscrapers, and without any disgraceful reversions to the underground life of the cave man.


  As Kandenfield was taking leave he asked, “So you’ve seen the fiend?”


  “No time for movies,” Ben Gleed snapped. “I’m getting down to business on this plan.”


  “You can have my authority,” said Kandenfield. “This fiend story has got me so wrought up I’m a dead loss.”


  “You’d better stick to musical comedies,” said Gleed, and he wondered why Kandenfield gave him such a strange look.


  The following day Gleed conferred at great length with Estep, who also expressed willingness for the young city manager to solve the deadlock, and agreed to abide by Gleed’s decision.


  “Down, out, or up,” said Estep agreeably. “Anything but round and round. Have you seen the graphs on this week’s rise in motorcars? It doesn’t make sense. That fiend is going to turn out to be as costly as a bloomin’ navy. By the way, have you any idea who pulled that hoax? I’m sure you didn’t mean for your speech to be twisted out of joint.”


  Ben Gleed frowned, but he gave his square jaw a solid thrust. “I didn’t say a thing I didn’t mean. Whether you liked it or not, it was the truth, Estep.”


  “The bloomin’ truth, you say.” Estep’s mustaches twitched as he gave Gleed a searching stare. Then he went on his way.


  The word “fiend” gnawed at Gleed’s mind. Both Estep and Kandenfield had spoken of a fiend. Now Gleed remembered having referred to the “fiend of delay” in his radio talk. Could these men have been quoting his figure of speech?


  That was the blunt question which Ben Gleed put to Bronson Black when their conference opened one morning a few days later.


  “You’re fiend’s all over England,” Black growled. “It’s a hellova mess. Nothing like it since the Dancing Mania of the Middle Ages. Every man, woman, and child is haunted by a redeyed, flesh-hungry spook.”


  Ben Gleed’s eyes narrowed to puzzled slits. “Once again, please—slowly.”


  Black sketched the whole story, winding up with, “I’ll know that damned voice that cut in on you if I ever hear it again.”


  “Why didn’t some of you tell me about this before? Why didn’t Vernon Webb—”


  “You weren’t to be disturbed,” said Black. “But don’t worry, the show’s going strong. At the rate homes and businesses are taking to wheels, London’ll be a thing of the past in a few weeks. Don’t ask me what’s happened to England’s nerve centers.”


  “The New London!” Gleed muttered. “Let’s get to work.”


  For three days he continued his conferences with Bronson Black. The war ace was next to immovable. He foresaw future wars too clearly to relax his demands for an underground city.


  “The other two committeemen have authorized me to act for them in preparing a compromise plan,” said Gleed finally. “Will you do the same?”


  “I trust your good judgment, Gleed,” said Bronson Black. “But I’ve been through a war. You haven’t.”


  “So?”


  “I’ll think it over and let you know.” Gleed was beginning to understand how Nazi bombers felt trying to make head against the R.A.F. “Black, the war is over,” he said pointedly. “But you’re still living in it. Are you going to keep on the rest of your life?”


  “My gal-friend asks me that too,” said Black. “Now I’ll ask you one. What are you going to do about this fiend terror?”


  “Tell the people the truth,” said Gleed.


  “How soon?”


  “As soon as the New London plan is ready. I recommend a big mass meeting. I’m afraid I wouldn’t trust the radio a second time. By the way, could I meet your girl-friend?”


  “Hell, I wish you’d pay her a visit for me. I’ve been so damned busy—”


  It was the first time in more than a week that Ben Gleed had left his blueprint-strewn suite. He stopped in at the conference room, glanced at his business mail. A letter from his assistant manager of Super City assured him that all was well; the gestures of friendship from Oil Center were on the increase.


  An hour later he was cruising along the traffic-filled highway with pretty Mary Armstrong, the air veteran’s girlfriend. They discussed the strange incidents that had conjured up the absurd fiend terror, and the suppressed angers welled up in Ben Gleed as he learned how straight-thinking citizens had been shaken into the maelstrom of hideous fears.


  Yes, the show was still going full blast. Mary Armstrong pointed out a restaurant truck that kept in motion while orders were taken and meals served. In an auto-house a party of women were having afternoon tea—under difficulties; but if their chauffeur stopped for a light, one of the ladies would screech at him.


  A dog howled at the door of a deserted house beside the highway. Packs of homeless dogs, Mary had heard, were forming in some deserted country regions. Crying children and wild-eyed grown-ups were often to be seen where-ever cars were stalled. Many house-trailers were crowded with a cow and chickens. Ben Gleed wondered if cows and chickens could be persuaded to “give” under those conditions.


  Mary drove up to a newspaper truck, bought an evening paper, asked Ben to read her the news as they rolled along. He found some curious items about babies that had been born in moving automobiles, operations that had been performed over rolling wheels, complaints from spectacles customers that lenses couldn’t be ground properly in moving trucks. And the roving mania had brought a sharp upturn in the spectacles business. Eyes were being put to new strains.


  Ben Gleed was dumbfounded by it all. “How in the name of common sense,” he asked, “can a nation that has stiffened its back against bombs go haywire over a bogey?”


  “I think it’s the aftermath,” said Mary Armstrong. “We’re still keyed up to expect violence. We’ve been shaken loose from all the realities of the past. We’ve learned to expect anything. I hope that as soon as New London is built up—”


  “Up, did you say?”


  “Or down,” Mary smiled. “Of course I have to be loyal to Bronson’s views.”


  “What are your own views, Mary?” The girl made a saucy face at Gleed, but as he talked with her he discovered that she was deeply troubled.


  “No imaginary fiend could ever haunt me like the thought of having to live in an underground city,” she said. “I couldn’t live away from the sun and stars. To me a London underground would be an everlasting shadow of death.”


  “Even if there were future wars,” said Gleed, “death would stalk the underground city. Bronson still thinks in terms of this war, and the safety of its air raid shelters. But an underground London could be as obsolete a defense as the Maginot Line in a future war of gas . . . disease . . . nerves.”


  “If I only had the nerve to tell Bronson—”


  “You’ve got to tell him,” said Ben Gleed. “That’s what New London is waiting for . . .”


  The owl-eyed Mr. Webb was standing at Ben Gleed’s desk opening Gleed’s business mail when the young city manager strode in.


  “I told you to lay off my mail,” Gleed snapped. His left arm straightened out to thrust the innocent-faced executive secretary against the wall.


  “I say,” Webb wailed, “you Americans aren’t too courteous—”


  “You ought to know,” Gleed barked. “You’re as much American as I am. Talk fast, Webb. I want the lowdown on that broadcast.”


  Webb talked fast, but the more he talked, the more Ben Gleed’s eyes pierced him with disbelief.


  The instant Gleed went out, mail in hand, Webb turned to the telephone, dictated a cablegram. “B.G. on war path. But I hold trump weapon—mob.”


  Gleed also sent a cablegram, having read an urgent communication from his assistant manager back in Super City.


  “By all means do not extend financial credit to Oil Center,” Gleed cabled. “Why should they make such a request? Investigate thoroughly, cable me soon as possible.”


  New oil and gasoline shipments arrived daily, but the reserve supplies in England were gradually being depleted. The wheels of roving England began to turn more slowly.


  Ben Gleed had once declared he would chance no more radio speeches, but after his talk with the slippery Mr. Webb he was inflamed with a new determination. Mr. Webb did not make the arrangements. Ben Gleed secured the largest stadium in the vicinity of the Thames. He circulated all England with posters that challenged the people to attend, or to listen to the broadcast.


  “IS THERE A FIEND STALKING AMONG US? WHERE DOES IT LURK? HOW CAN IT BE SEEN? WHEN WILL IT BE KILLED?”


  “BEN GLEED WILL ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS SATURDAY NIGHT.


  “STADIUM WILL BE HEAVILY GUARDED. THE SAFETY OF EVERY PERSON IS GUARANTEED. IF YOU CANNOT ATTEND, LISTEN IN.”


  The announcement was indorsed by Messrs. Estep, Kandenfield, and Black, who were in full accord with Ben Gleed’s plan.


  Multitudes of persons who gravitated toward the stadium on that memorable Saturday night, four weeks after the roving mania had swept over England, were reassured by the sight of new guard towers high above each section of stadium seats. At the windows of each tower uniformed guards could be seen standing stiffly.


  And so the stadium filled to overflowing with thousands of citizens to whom the solid exercise of stadium-sitting was an almost forgotten pleasure.


  Thousands more thronged the gates or took the surrounding hillsides for a view of what the stadium contained.


  White and gleaming under the floodlights, a new miniature London filled the entire inner stadium grounds. The layout was large enough that every spectator could see the essence of the plan for himself. Miniature flags flew from the model government buildings. Little columns of smoke rose from the area of heavy industries. Model trains moved along the lanes of gleaming rails. The effect was breath-taking.


  The meeting opened on the dot. The few thousand persons who were close enough to the small speaker’s platform saw that the bombastic little Estep carried a full head of steam as he took charge.


  They also noted a similar eagerness in the countenances of Messrs. Black and Gleed, a comfortable readiness in the languid eyes of John Kandenfield, a certain inspiring radiance in the face of the pretty girl who sat beside the R.A.F. hero.


  However, the most interesting study in expressions was furnished by the owl-eyed gentleman sitting not too comfortably at the end of the row of dignitaries. This man drubbed his puffy fingers on the arm of his chair and kept up a not-too-subtle eye communication with any of five or six heavy-set men near the front of the audience.


  Little Edwin Estep pranced back and forth past the rows of microphones and spoke to the tense stadium in an easy, friendly tone. He warmed up on the subject of the English war victory. Then he began to delve into surprise ideas on the possibilities of New London. He was like a magician pulling flags and rabbits out of unexpected places.


  As he talked, the floodlights dimmed over the model city and a single bright spot shifted from one point to another, coordinating perfectly with his words.


  “This plan is a blend of three plans,” he explained. “Through the cooperative service of Ben Gleed, the countless pressures for various types of New Londons have been woven into a single unified system. We shall build up, we shall build out, and to a limited extent we shall build down.


  “We shall build safeguards against future wars, but we shall build with the expectation that most of our years will be spent in peace and the pursuit of happiness.”


  In turn, Estep called upon Kandenfield and Bronson Black to explain certain phases of the plan, and the audience, following the shifting spotlight from railway stations to chemical plants to auto parks, from hotels to spacious rows of landscaped homes, relaxed its tension and fears.


  Ben Gleed could literally feel the change that came over these thousands of listeners. There was such a thing as group-imagination, he thought. These people were rebounding to solid hopes and ideals.


  Gleed cast his eyes about the speaker’s platform. He had hoped to receive a reply from his Super City assistant before this, and he had ordered all cablegrams to be delivered to himself personally. He noticed the nervous twitch of Vernon Webb’s fingers.


  Now Estep brought the discussion of New London to a rousing finish.


  “If this plan is officially adopted—” Estep’s thundering words were drowned in a roar of cheering.


  “If this plan is adopted, and I think it will be—”


  There were minutes of roaring applause before Estep could finish his sentence. He concluded with a promise that construction would begin immediately after the official adoption.


  Then he silenced the multitude and turned their attention back to the matter which had brought them here. “I call upon Mr. Gleed.”


  The expectant thousands went silent as Ben Gleed stepped to the microphones.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” the young city manager began slowly, his eyes sweeping from the guard towers, down across the sea of faces, down to the very speaker’s platform where Vernon Webb sat a few feet to one side of him blinking at the front rows, “this time I will have several thousand witnesses to what I have to say. If my speech of four weeks ago had not been cut off, you would have known that the only fiend I referred to was the figurative fiend of DELAY.


  “Fortunately, that fiend is dead. So is the fiend of DEADLOCK. When they died, New London was born,


  “But the silly phantom fiend that someone created never existed. I saw the Williamson family’s tragic accident. There was no fiend except a soft tire that threw the car over the embankment. The car was not stalled; it was in motion.


  “Consider the ingenuity, if you will, that went into the invention of this silly bogey. The fiend was said to attack only persons who were not moving. The commercial motive back of this lie is as clear as daylight. Buy cars—buy auto-houses—buy gasoline and oil. Keep moving to save your lives—and incidentally pile up profits for some American corporation.


  “Tonight you were persuaded to come and sit here because towers of guards protected you. Let me confide a secret. Those uniformed figures in the towers are only dummies. You have been sitting for more than two hours—completely unmolested, I believe, by any bloodthirsty monstrosities—”


  Something moved disturbingly among the model buildings of the miniature New London. A small section of the structure heaved upward, folded back, revealed a huge lizard-like figure coming up out of the ground. It rose up on two feet.


  Screams and gasps cut through the sea of gaping spectators. But above the startled outcries sounded the gutteral, flesh-chilling, soulless screech of the monstrous lizard.


  “Who next, Gleed? Who next?” The coarse voice screamed it over and over.


  Fully four-fifths of the vast audience sat tight, mystified or suspicious. The other fifth broke into terror-stricken panic. But there was no use to run. The monster was not moving toward the audience, he was plodding straight for the speaker’s platform.


  “It’s a fake!” Ben Gleed yelled into the microphones. “Fake! Fake! I’ll fight it single-handed.”


  But there was too much pandemonium for anyone to be swerved by words. Ben Gleed flung off his coat.


  The monster turned around for a look at the audience, displaying his ice-cube teeth, his glowing red eyes. He waved his leather ribbons of arms threateningly and again the terrorized screams swept through the stadium.


  Both Gleed and Bronson Black were racing toward the monster. But certain husky men in the front rows were closer. They leaped down and grappled with the monster before anyone else had a chance. Six of them pounced at once. The monster went down, wobbling his head, uttering a bloody shriek that choked off as he fell.


  Then, like clockwork, the six men grabbed up the prone monster, carried him out of the stadium grounds with a rush that was dazzling. The frantic, screaming fifth of the audience broke into wild cheering. But the undertones were groans and harsh mutterings.


  “Members of my R.A.F. squad,” Bronson Black barked into the microphones. “Meet me at the east gate. Let’s explode this thing.”


  Black was off like a bolt of lightning. The men who had played hero and rushed the stunned fiend off the field had tossed him into a waiting car, the headlights of which could be seen whirling across the hill road toward the highway.


  Other men had rushed down from the stadium seats with a show of bravery, and some of them now leaped for the microphones.


  “You heard what that fiend said,” one of them yelled. “He asked Gleed whom to kill next. He’s Gleed’s pet. Gleed brought him to England. Let’s mob Glee—”


  Thump. Amplified by the stadium’s loudspeakers, Gleed’s short left to the man’s jaw sounded like a locomotive collision.


  “Mob Gleed! Mob Gleed!” The shouts rang out from fifteen or twenty men as they rushed out to the speaker’s platform. In the face of that onrush Ben Gleed heard Mary Armstrong’s stifled cry of fear. Bronson Black was gone. John Kandenfield was thinking of going. The bristling little Estep was scrapping for a microphone, shouting, “Frame-up. Are you going to let these hoodlums get away with it?”


  Several hundred staunch English citizens looked down upon the floodlighted model London and decided they weren’t. They marched down in a spontaneous citizen’s army. By the time they reached Ben Gleed, his fists had accounted for five of the mobsters but he was being sandbagged by six more. The citizen’s army nabbed some of them, chased the others off the grounds.


  Ben Gleed flung his tousled hair out of his eyes, leaped back to the microphones.


  “Thanks,” he panted. “Looks like you’re through with being gullible. I guess you’ve had you fill of being preyed on by schemesters. I congratulate you.”


  Then Ben Gleed, catching sight of the squirming owl-eyed executive secretary, unleashed his suspicions, pointed an accusing finger at Webb. “Your mob didn’t come off, did it, Mr. Webb? The English people didn’t fall for your lynching scheme.”


  Gleed’s accusations boomed through the loudspeakers, and so did Webb’s stammered denials. But Ben Gleed’s fighting spirit was up. He grabbed the executive secretary by the shoulders, jerked him up to the microphones.


  “Tell them why you cut into my broadcast!” Gleed growled, shaking the fellow until his head flopped like a punching bag. “Tell them why you invented a fiend to make them buy cars—”


  “Stop it! Stop it!” Webb howled. “Tell them why you clogged the planning committee. Tell them why you rigged up a fake fiend to break in on this meeting—”


  “Wait! Stop! Don’t—”


  Bronson Black and some of his fellow veterans sped into the stadium grounds in a car decorated with flapping leather arms, a false face with teeth like ice cubes, an empty lizard costume, a headdress of fish fins. The car roared up to the speaker’s platform under an uproarious cheer. Black vaulted out and bounded up to the microphones.


  “Is anybody scared of that lizard outfit?” he yelled, and the stadium rocked with laughter. “The hoodlum that wore it, and his pals that carted him off said they’d leave all the talking to our friend Mr. Webb.”


  “Talk fast, Webb!” Ben Gleed snapped. “Tell them why you’ve been opening my mail.”


  “It was all my own idea,” said Webb, and he began to fabricate cotton-candy excuses. He talked fast. His voice grew tight. It was the same voice that had once cut into Gleed’s broadcast. Bronson Black and several thousand other listeners would have known it anywhere.


  “That will do,” said Gleed, cutting in abruptly, for he had just glanced into a cablegram a messenger had handed him. “Don’t strain yourself any farther, Mr. Webb. I’ll straighten your story out.”


  The blinking executive secretary mopped his brow and retreated to his seat.


  “Once upon a time, ladies and gentlemen,” said Ben Gleed, half-smiling at the ironic news he was about to deliver, “an industrial city named Oil Center became jealous of Super City, and resorted to unscrupulous methods to outdo Super City’s success. I have just learned that the Mr. Webb, who a moment ago tried to take all the credit—or blame—for the roving mania—came to you during the war as the secret representative of Oil City.


  “Mr. Webb’s job was to make sure that New London’s most profitable dollars went to Oil Center. How well Mr. Webb has done for his city you may judge for yourselves. The joker is, that riding around on wheels doesn’t pay bills. This cablegram informs me that Oil Center is on the verge of economic collapse.


  “Do you think the fiend is dead? You’ve had a joyride. Oil Center will expect you to pay for it. I wish you luck, but I predict that the ghost of this fiend will haunt England for a long time to come. Good night.”


  Souvenir seekers raced down from the stadium to clamor for bits of the fiend costume the minute the meeting ended; but for the most part the thronged thousands were a fairly quiet and thoughtful group as they departed. At least that was the impression that commentators gave out to radio listeners all over the land.


  “You were wonderful, Mr. Gleed,” said Mary Armstrong. “Next to Bronson you’re about the most remarkable person I know.”


  “Bronson’s not too disappointed over that?” Gleed pointed to the surrounding model of New London.


  “He’s as thrilled as I am,” the girl laughed. “He’s promised me a little penthouse on top of a skyscraper.”


  After Ben Gleed had thanked Black, Kandenfield, and Estep for their fine support through the hour of crisis, he turned to see the disconsolate figure of Vernon Webb sitting on the model railway station with his feet in the Thames. “Waiting for a train?” Gleed asked. “Mr. Gleed,” said Webb plaintively, rubbing his sore neck, “Oil Center can’t even send me money to come home on—and I’m not safe here—”


  “If it’s any help I’ll buy you a rowboat—or a freighter passage to—say, Africa or—”


  “Africa’s okay, Mr. Gleed,” said Webb. “Just some quiet little cannibal village . . .


  THE MAN WHO OWNED THE WORLD


  Frank Owen


  I met John Rust by chance one evening in a by-street near Greenwich Village.


  It was a miserable night, the air was extremely cold, and a choppy wind kept blowing against my face as though resentful of my presence. And now it commenced to rain, not sufficiently heavy to drive one from the street, yet disagreeable enough to make everything clammy and dismal.


  But despite the dreariness of the night, I loitered for a moment before a jewelry store window, probably because I simply cannot pass a window containing gems or pottery or old vases without pausing a moment. There was nothing in the window worthy of recounting, just a heterogeneous assortment of cheap rings, bracelets and gaudy beads almost valueless. Nevertheless, I tarried and then it was that someone grabbed me by the arm, and as I turned around, the jewelry window, the storm, the cold, all were forgotten, for I was gazing into the face of John Rust.


  He was so thin that the skin of his face seemed drawn over the raw bones without any intervening layer of flesh. His face was absolutely colorless, even his lips were blue-white. He had a straggly beard, yellow and vile-looking. Even without the enormous shapeless mouth and toothless gums, the beard was sufficient to make the face repulsive.


  But it was the unnatural, fanatical light in his eyes which impressed itself most clearly on the screen of my memory. It was not human, but a glow such as might appear in the eyes of a maniac or a wild animal. His costume seemed made up of stray bits from the clothes of all the tramps of earth. And yet he carried a cane and kept swinging it about jauntily as though it were a thing of vast importance.


  “You call those jewels!” he cried harshly in a voice made of falsetto notes. “Why, those are not even fit to be thrown to the swine which grovel in a thousand pens more than a mile from my castle. Come with me and I will show you gems more wondrous than the Crown Jewels of Old Russia, more gorgeous than the collection of Cleopatra and more luxurious than the famed necklace of Helen of Troy. After you see my jewels, you will laugh at what is obviously but a collection of baubles.”


  On the impulse of the moment, I said, “I will go with you, but before we go, I suggest that we have a bite to eat. You look hungry.”


  He shrugged his shoulders. “This day,” he cried, “have I drunk three pearls melted in golden goblets of rarest wine. But if you wish to eat, I will go with you. All the restaurants near here are mine.”


  So we went to Messimo’s Chop House and ate, but what we ate I cannot recall. As we passed out, John Rust grew quite angry because I paid the check.


  “That was foolish,” he stormed, “for did I not tell you I owned the restaurant? Tonight I want you to be my guest.”


  He led the way through a labyrinth of alleys and narrow streets.


  “I live apart from the howling mobs,” he told me, “so that my sleep will not be disturbed. Each morn I am awakened by a lad as lovely as Narcissus who plays an anthem of the Sun on a harp wrought of gold and platinum and set with a hundred and thirty-three pink diamonds. At the top of the harp is a single square blue diamond of forty carats, the finest in the world. It represents the Morning Star. The strings of the harp are the rays of the sun. The pink diamonds represent the individual kingdoms over which I reign.”


  As he spoke, we came to a hole in the ground, a filthy, ancient cellar. I must confess that I had a twinge of terror as I followed John Rust down a flight of slippery stone steps, more treacherous and steep than the facade of Gibraltar.


  Something, I know not what, scampered across my feet and went screeching off into the blackness which engulfed us like the shadows in a tomb of recent death. I could hear John Rust fumbling about, and after an eternity of waiting, he struck a match and lighted a candle. As he did so, he cried:


  “Behold, my treasure-chamber!”


  By the dim light of the candle which made the silhouette of John Rust dance on the wall like the capering of a fiend, I glanced about me. The cellar was absolutely unfurnished, unless the cobwebs of a century can be classed as drapery. Down the stone steps the night rain dripped monotonously.


  “Look!” fairly shrieked John Rust, “look at these diamonds, sapphires, carved jades, rare corals, tourmalines, emeralds and gorgeous lapis lazuli! Has ever mortal man gazed on a finer collection than this? Here is more wealth than even Midas dreamed of. The Gaekwar of Baroda by comparison to me is without jewels; the Dalai Llama of Tibet is a pauper when the light of my wealth shines upon him.


  All the treasures of Rome are insignificant when held parallel to mine. The Incas of Peru owned less than I divide in a single year among the poor!”


  He clutched at the bits of ashes, coal and pebbles which were falling through his fingers, the wealth which the Gods had lavished on him so prodigiously.


  “Tell me,” he cried hoarsely, “are your eyes not blinded by the brilliance of my stones?”


  “My surprise at what you tell me is acute,” I declared truthfully. “I can scarcely find words to express my thoughts.”


  “Don’t try,” said John Rust grandly. “The greatest rhetoricians the world has ever known have never invented words even to suggest their true magnificence . . . . Nor is this treasure all I possess. I own the world! Every castle of Rome or Venice is mine; every pasture of England, every moor of Scotland, every city in America, I own. Come,” he ended abruptly, “come with me, and I will show you my private bath, a pool such as Mark Antony or the mighty Caesar never dreamed of.”


  It must be confessed that I sighed with relief as he led the way up the worn stone steps again. It was good to be out in the open air once more, even though it was raining as heavily as when Noah set sail.


  John Rust led the way back to Washington Square, to the fountain in the center of the park.


  “This,” he explained, “is my bath, shaded by myrtle trees and palms and in the heart of a grove where ten thousand song birds sing. Among the seven wonders of the world is nothing to equal this. I am better than Monte Cristo, for whereas he only boasted when he exclaimed, ‘The world is mine!’ I can prove my claim to it.”


  During the days that followed, I met John Rust several times, and although I cannot say that he remembered me, he nevertheless talked to me, which was really all he desired. He believed that all the people in the great city were his slaves and this misconception was the direct cause of his undoing.


  While his eccentricities flowed in a harmless channel, he was unmolested, but one day he struck one of his subjects with his scepter. The scepter was a strong oak cudgel and the subject in question was a huge, stalwart ice-man who strenuously objected to being disciplined. He raised such a din that two policemen were necessary to quell his personal riot.


  After chaos had ended, the ice-man continued on his rounds, but John Rust was detained until the police-patrol arrived. He believed it was a chariot of gold, that the crowd gathered around had come to envy Caesar, and so he climbed in as majestically as though he were about to proceed to the Coliseum as the supreme guest of the populace on a fete day.


  In the course of weeks, a great brain specialist, because he was interested in the case, examined John Rust and asserted that he could be successfully normalized by a simple operation. He went on to explain about the pressure of a bone on some vital spot in the brain, the removal of which would insure the return of rationality.


  The operation was successfully performed and eventually John Rust was turned out of the hospital a withered, broken old man, entirely cured.


  He went back to his cellar. The first thing he intended doing was to sell his jewels and deposit the money in a reliable bank, for he still retained the memory of his jewels, although the hallucination that he owned the world was entirely blotted out of his memory.


  So he returned to his cellar only to find heaps of worthless stones and ashes. He shrieked in his anguish. He had been robbed of all his jewels! For a moment it seemed doubtful that his new-found sanity could stand the surging flood of his ravings. All his enormous wealth had vanished like the essence of a dream. Now life contained nothing for him. He had neither relatives nor friends. He had lived in his dungeon for more than ten years. No one knew from whence he had come. For hours he sat, perhaps even days, moaning and wailing as awfully as any woman for a lost child.


  Months later, they found him dead one morning in his cellar, lying face downward in his ashes. He had died of grief, in abject poverty, this man who once had owned the world and had ten million slaves.


  A TRAVELER IN TIME


  August Derleth


  You can’t always escape evils by running away from them . . . but it may help!


  “Tell me what time is,” said Harrigan one late summer afternoon in a Madison Street bar. “I’d like to know.”


  “A dimension,” I answered. “Everybody knows that.”


  “All right, granted. I know space is a dimension and you can move forward or back in space. And, of course, you keep on aging all the time.”


  “Elementary,” I said.


  “But what happens if you can move backward or forward in time? Do you age or get younger, or do you keep the status quo?”


  “I’m not an authority on time, Tex. Do you know anyone who traveled in time?”


  Harrigan shrugged aside my question. “That was the thing I couldn’t get out of Vanderkamp, either. He presumed to know everything else.”


  “Vanderkamp?”


  “He was another of those strange people a reporter always runs into. Lived in New York—downtown, near the Bowery. Man of about forty, I’d say, but a little on the old-fashioned side. Dutch background, and hipped on the subject of New Amsterdam, which, in case you don’t know, was the original name of New York City.”


  “Don’t mind my interrupting,” I cut in. “But I’m not quite straight on what Vanderkamp has to do with time as dimension.”


  “Oh, he was touched on the subject. He claimed to travel in it. The fact is, he invented a time-traveling machine.”


  “You certainly meet the whacks, Tex!”


  “Don’t I!” He grinned appreciatively and leaned reminiscently over the bar. “But Vanderkamp had the wildest dreams of the lot. And in the end he managed the neatest conjuring trick of them all. I was on the Brooklyn Enterprise at that time; I spent about a year there. Special features, though I was on a reporter’s salary. Vanderkamp was something of a local celebrity in a minor way; he wrote articles on the early Dutch in New York, the nomenclature of the Dutch, the history of Dutch place-names, and the like. He was handy with a pen, and even handier with tools. He was an amateur electrician, carpenter, house-painter, and claimed to be an expert in genealogy.”


  “And he built a time-traveling machine?”


  “So he said. He gave me a rather hard time of it. He was a glib talker and half the time I didn’t know whether I was coming or going. He kept me on my toes by taking for granted that I accepted his basic premises. I got next to him on a tip. He could be close-mouthed as a clam, but his sister let things slip from time to time, and on this occasion she passed the word to one of her friends in a grocery store that her brother had invented a machine that took him off on trips into the past. It seemed like routine whack stuff, but Blake, who decided what went into the Enterprise and what didn’t, sent me over to Manhattan to get something for the paper, on the theory that since Vanderkamp was well-known in Brooklyn, it was good neighborhood copy.


  “Vanderkamp was a sharp-eyed little fellow, about five feet or so in height, and I hit him at a good time. His sister said he had just come back from a trip—she left me to draw my own conclusions about what kind of trip—and I found him in a mild fit of temper. He was too upset, in fact, to be truculent, which was more like his nature.


  “Was it true, I wanted to know, that he’d invented a machine that traveled in time?


  “He didn’t make any bones about it. ‘Certainly,’ he said. ‘I’ve been using it for the last month, and if my sister hadn’t decided to blab nobody would know about it yet. What about it?’


  “ ‘You believe it can take you backwards or forwards into the past or the future?’


  “ ‘Do I look crazy? I said so, didn’t I?’


  “Now, as a matter of fact, he did look crazy. Unlike most of the candidates for my file of queer people, Vanderkamp actually looked like a nut. He had a wild eye and a constantly working mouth; he blinked a good deal and stammered when he was excited. In features he was as Dutch as his name implied. Well, we talked back and forth for some time, but I stuck with him and in the end he took me out into a shed adjoining his house and showed me the contraption he’d built.


  “It looked like a top. The first thing I thought of was Brick Bradford, and before I could catch myself, I’d asked, ‘Is that pure Brick Bradford?’


  “He didn’t turn a hair. ‘Not by a long shot,’ he answered. ‘H. G. Wells was there first. I owe it to Wells.’


  “ ‘I see,’ I said.


  “ ‘The hell you do!’ he shot back. ‘You think I’m as nutty as a fruit-cake.’


  “ ‘The idea of time travel is a little hard to swallow,’ I said.


  “ ‘Sure it is. But me, I’m doing it. So that’s all there is to it.’


  “ ‘If you don’t mind, Mr. Vanderkamp,’ I said, ‘I’m a dummy in scientific matters. I have all I can do to tell a nut from a bolt.’


  “ ‘That I believe,’ he said.


  “ ‘So how do you time travel?’


  “ ‘Look,’ he said, ‘time is a dimension like space. You can go up or down this ruler,’ he snatched a steel ruler and waved it in front of me, ‘from any given point. But you move. In the dimension of time, you only seem to move. You stand still; time moves. Do you get it?’


  “I had to confess that I didn’t.


  “He tried again, with obviously strained patience. Judging by what I could gather from what he said, it was possible for him—so he believed—to get into his machine, twirl a few knobs, push a few buttons, relax for any given period, and end up just where he liked—back in the past, or ahead in the future. But wherever he ended up, he was still in this same spot. In other words, whether he was back in 1492 or ahead in 2092, the place he got out of his time machine was still his present address.


  “It was beyond me, frankly, but I figured that as long as he was a little touched, it wouldn’t do any harm to humor him. I intimated that I understood and asked him where he’d been last.


  “His face fell, his brow clouded, and he said, ‘I’ve been ahead thirty years.’ He shook his head angrily. ‘What a time! I’ll be seventy, and you won’t even be that, Mr. Harrigan. But we’ll be in the middle of the worst atomic war you ever dreamed about.’


  “Now this was before Hiroshima, quite a bit. I didn’t know what he was talking about, but it gives me a queer feeling now and then when I think of what he said, especially since it’s still short of thirty years since that time.


  “ ‘It’s no time to be living here,’ he went on. ‘Direct hits on the entire area. What would you do?’


  “ ‘I’d get out,’ I said.


  “ ‘That’s what I thought,’ he said. ‘But that kind of warfare carries a long way. A long way. And I’m a man who loves his comforts, reasonably. I don’t intend to set up housekeeping in equatorial Africa or the forests of Brazil.’


  “ ‘What did you see thirty years from now, Mr. Vanderkamp?’ I asked him.


  “ ‘Everything blown to hell,’ he answered. ‘Not a building in all Manhattan.’ He leered and added, ‘And everybody who’ll be living here at that time will be scattered into the atmosphere in fragments no bigger than an amoeba.’


  “ ‘You fill me with anticipation,’ I said.


  “So I went back to my desk and wrote the story. You could guess what kind it had to be. ‘Time Travel Is Possible, Says Amateur Scientist!’—that kind of thing. You can see it every week, in large doses, in the feature sections of some of the biggest chain papers. It went over like an average feature about life on the moon or prehistoric animals surviving in remote mountain valleys, or what have you. Just what Vanderkamp went back to after I left, I don’t know, but I have an idea that he gave his sister a devil of a time.”


  Vanderkamp stalked into the house and confronted his sister.


  “You see, Julie—a reporter. Can’t you learn to hold your tongue?”


  She threw him a scornful glance. “What difference does it make?” she cried. “You’re gone all the time.”


  “Maybe I’ll take you along sometime. Just wait.”


  “Wait, wait! That’s all I’ve been doing. Since I was ten years old I’ve been waiting on you!”


  “Oh, the hell with it!” He turned on his heel and left the house.


  She followed him to the door and shouted after him, “Where are you going now?”


  “To New Amsterdam for a little peace and quiet,” he said testily.


  He threw open the thick-walled door of his time-machine and pulled it shut behind him. He sat down before the controls and began to chart his course for 1650. If his calculations were correct, he would shortly find himself in the vicinity of that sturdy if autocratic first citizen of the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam, Peter Stuyvesant, as well as Governor Stuyvesant’s friend and neighbor, Heinrich Vanderkamp. He gave not even a figurative glance over his shoulder before he started out.


  When he emerged at last from his machine, he was in what appeared to be the backyard of a modest residence on a street which, though he did not know it, he suspected might be the Bouwerie. At the moment of his emergence, a tall, angular woman stood viewing him, open-mouthed and aghast, from the wooden stoop at the back door of her home. He looked at her in astonishment himself. The resemblance to his sister Julie was uncanny.


  With only the slightest hesitation, he addressed her in fluent Dutch. “Pray do not be disturbed, young lady.”


  “A fine way for a gentleman to call!” she exclaimed in a voice considerably more forceful than her appearance. “I suppose my father sent you. And where did you get that outlandish costume?”


  “I bought it,” he answered, truthfully enough.


  “A likely tale,” she said. “And if my father sent you, just go back and tell him I’m satisfied the way I am. No woman needs a man to manage her.”


  “I don’t have the honor of your father’s acquaintance,” he answered.


  She gazed at him suspiciously from narrowed eyes. “Everyone in New Amsterdam knows Henrik Van Tromp. He’s as unloved as yonder bumblebee. Stand where you are and say whence you came.”


  “I am a visitor in New Amsterdam,” he said, standing obediently still. “I confess I don’t know my way about very well, and I chose to stop at this attractive home.”


  “I know it’s attractive,” she said tartly. “And it’s plain to see you’re a stranger here, or you’d never be wearing such clothes. Or is it the fashion where you come from?” She gave him no opportunity to answer, but added, after a moment of indecision, “Well, you look respectable enough, though much like my rascally cousin Pieter Vanderkamp. Do you know him?”


  “No.”


  “Well, no matter. He’s much older than you—near forty blessed years. You’re no more than twenty, I don’t doubt.”


  Involuntarily Vanderkamp put his hand to his cheek, and smiled as he felt its smooth roundness. “You may be right, at that,” he said cryptically.


  “You might as well come in,” she said grudgingly. “What with the traffic on the road outside, the Indians, and people who come in such flighty vehicles as yours, I might as well live in the heart of the colony.”


  He looked around. “And still,” he said, “it is a pleasant spot—peaceful, comfortable. I’m sure a man could live out his days here in contentment.”


  “Oh, could he?” she said belligerently. “And where would I be while this went on?”


  He gazed at her beetling nose, her jutting chin. “A good question,” he muttered thoughtfully.


  He followed her into the house. It was a treasury of antiquities, filling him with delight. Miss Anna Van Tromp offered him a cup of milk, which he accepted, thanking her profusely. She talked volubly, eyeing him all the while with the utmost curiosity, and he gathered presently that her father had made several attempts to marry her off, disapproving of her solitary residence so far from the center of the city; but she had frowned upon one and all of the suitors he had encouraged to call on her. She was undeniably impressive, almost formidable, he conceded privately, with a touch of the shrew and harridan. Life with Miss Anna Van Tromp would not be easy, he reflected. But then, life with his sister Julie was not easy, either. Miss Anna, however, had not to face atomic warfare; all she had to look forward to in fourteen years was surrender to the besieging British, which she would have no trouble in surviving.


  He settled down to his ingratiating best and succeeded in making a most favorable impression on Miss Anna Van Tromp before at last he took his leave, carrying with him a fine, hand-wrought bowl with which the lady had presented him. He had a hunch he might come back. Of all the times he had visited since finishing the machine, he knew that old New Amsterdam in the 1650s was the one period most likely to keep him contented—provided Miss Van Tromp didn’t turn out to be a nuisance. So he took careful note of the set of his controls, jotting them down so that he would not be likely to forget them.


  It was late when he found himself back in his own time.


  His sister was waiting up for him. “Two o’clock in the morning!” she screamed at him. “What are you doing to me? Oh, God, why didn’t I marry when I had the chance, instead of throwing away my life on a worthless brother!”


  “Why don’t you? It’s not too late,” he sighed wearily.


  “How can you say that?” she snapped bitterly. “Here I am thirty nearly, and worn out from working for you. Who would marry me now? Oh, if only I could have another chance! If I could be young again, and do it all over, I’d know how to have a better life!”


  In spite of his boredom with her, Vanderkamp felt the effect of this cry from a lonely heart. He looked at her pityingly; it was true, after all, that she had worked faithfully for him, without pay, since their parents died. “Take a look at this,” he said gently, offering her the bowl.


  “Hah! Can we eat bowls?”


  He raised his eyes heavenward and went wearily to bed.


  “I saw Vanderkamp again about a fortnight later,” Harrigan went on. “Ran into him in a tavern on the Bowery. He recognized me and came over.


  “ ‘That was some story you did,’ he said.


  “ ‘Been bothered by cranks?’ I asked.


  “ ‘Hell, yes! Not too badly, though. They want to ride off somewhere just to get away. I get that feeling myself sometimes. But, tell me, have you seen the morning papers?’


  “Now, by coincidence, the papers that morning had carried a story from some local nuclear physicist about the increasing probability that the atom would be smashed. I told him I’d seen it.


  “ ‘What did I tell you?’ he said.


  “I just smiled and asked where he’d been lately. He didn’t hesitate to talk, perhaps because his sister had been giving him a hard time with her nagging. So I listened. It appeared, to hear him tell it, that he had been off visiting the Dutch in New Amsterdam. You could almost believe what he said, listening to him, except for that wild look he had. Anyway, he’d been in New Amsterdam about 1650, and he’d brought back a few trifling souvenirs of the trips. Would I like to see them? I said I would.


  “I figured he’d got his hands on some nice antiques and wanted an appreciative audience. His sister wasn’t home; so he took me around and showed me his pieces, one by one—a bowl, a pair of wooden candlesticks, wooden shoes, and more, all in all a fine collection. He even had a chair that looked pretty authentic, and I wondered where he’d dug up so many nice things of the New Amsterdam period—though, of course, I had to take his word as to where they belonged historically; I didn’t know. But I imagine he got them somewhere in the city or perhaps up in the Catskill country.


  “Well, after a while I got another look at his contraption. It didn’t appear to have been moved at all; it was still sitting where it had been before, without a sign to say that it had been used to go anywhere, least of all into past time.


  “ ‘Tell me,’ I said to him at last, ‘when you go back in time do you get younger?’


  “ ‘Yes and no,’ he said. ‘Obviously.’


  “It wasn’t obvious to me, but I couldn’t get any more than that out of him. The thing I couldn’t figure out was the reason for his claim. He wasn’t trying to sell anything to anybody, as far as I could see; he wasn’t anxious to tell the world about his time-machine, either. He didn’t mind talking in his oblique fashion about his trips. He did talk about New Amsterdam as if he had a pretty good acquaintance with the place. But then, he was known as a minor authority on the customs of the Dutch colony.


  “He was touched, obviously. Just the same, he challenged me, in a way. I wanted to know something more about him, how his machine worked, how he took off, and so on. I made up my mind the next time I was in the neighborhood to look him up, hoping he wouldn’t be home.


  “When I made it, his sister was alone, and in fine fettle, as cantankerous as a flea-bitten mastiff.


  “ ‘He’s gone again,’ she complained bitterly.


  “Clearly the two of them were at odds. I asked her whether she had seen him go. She hadn’t; he had just marched out to his shop and that was an end to him as far as she was concerned.


  “I haggled around quite a lot and finally got her permission to go out and see what I could see for myself. Of course, the shop was locked. I had counted on that and had brought along a handy little skeleton key. I was inside in no time. The machine wasn’t there. Not a sign of it, or of Vanderkamp either.


  “Now, I looked around all over, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how he could have taken it out of that place; it was too big for doors or windows, and the walls and roof were solid and immovable. I figured that he couldn’t have got such a large machine away without his sister’s seeing him; so I locked the place up and went back to the house.


  “But she was immovable; she hadn’t seen a thing. If he had taken anything larger than pocket-size out of that shop of his, she had missed it. I could hardly doubt her sincerity. There was nothing to be had from that source; so I had no alternative but to wait for him another time.”


  Anna Van Tromp, considerably chastened, watched her strange suitor—she looked upon all men as suitors, without exception; for so her father had conditioned her to do—as he reached into his sack and brought out another wonder.


  “Now this,” said Vanderkamp, “is an alarm clock. You wind it up like this, you see; set it, and off it goes. Listen to it ring! That will wake you up in the morning.”


  “More magic,” she cried doubtfully.


  “No, no,” he explained patiently. “It is an everyday thing in my country. Perhaps some day you would like to join me in a little visit there, Anna?”


  “Ja, maybe,” she agreed, looking out the window to his weird and frightening carriage, which had no animal to draw it and which vanished so strangely, fading away into the air, whenever Vanderkamp went into it. “This clothes-washing machine you talk about,” she admitted. “This I would like to see.”


  “I must go now,” said Vanderkamp, gazing at her with well-simulated coyness. “I’ll leave these things here with you, and I’ll just take along that bench over there.”


  “Ja, ja,” said Anna, blushing.


  “Six of one and half a dozen of the other,” muttered Vanderkamp, comparing Anna with his sister.


  He got into his time-machine and set out for home in the twentieth century. There was some reluctance in his going. Here all was somnolent peace and quiet, despite the rigors of living; in his own time there were wars and turmoil and the ultimate threat of the greatest war of all. New Amsterdam had one drawback, however—the presence of Anna Von Tromp. She had grown fond of him, undeniably, perhaps because he was so much more interested in her circumstances than in herself. What was a man to do? Julie at one end, Anna at the other. But even getting rid of Julie would not allow him to escape the warfare to come.


  He thought deeply of his problem all the way home.


  When he got back, he found his sister waiting up, as usual, ready to deliver the customary diatribe.


  He forestalled her. “I’ve been thinking things over, Julie. I believe you’d be much happier if you were living with brother Carl. I’ll give you as much money as you need, and you can pack your things and I’ll take you down to Louisiana.”


  “Take me!” she exclaimed. “How? In that crazy contraption of yours?”


  “Precisely.”


  “Oh no!” she said. “You don’t get me into that machine! How do I know what it will do to me? It’s a time machine, isn’t it? It might make an old hag of me—or a baby!”


  “You said that you wanted to be young again, didn’t you?” he said softly. “You said you’d like another chance . . .”


  A faraway look came into her eyes. “Oh, if I only could! If I only could be a girl again, with a chance to get married . . .”


  “Pack your things,” Vanderkamp said quietly.


  “It must have been all of a month before I saw Vanderkamp again,” Harrigan continued, waving for another scotch and soda. “I was down in the vicinity on an assignment and I took a run over to his place.


  “He was home this time. He came to the door, which he had chained on the inside. He recognized me, and it was plain at the same time that he had no intention of letting me in.


  “I came right out with the first question I had in mind. ‘The thing that bothers me,’ I said to him, ‘is how you get that time machine of yours in and out of that shed.’


  “ ‘Mr. Harrigan,’ he answered, ‘newspaper reporters ought to have at least elementary scientific knowledge. You don’t. How in hell could even a time machine be in two places at once, I ask you? If I take that machine back three centuries, that’s where it is—not here. And three centuries ago that shop wasn’t standing there. So you don’t go in or out; you don’t move at all, remember? It’s time that moves.’


  “ ‘I called the other day,’ I went on. ‘Your sister spoke to me. Give her my regards.’


  “ ‘My sister’s left me,’ he said shortly, ‘to stew, as you might say, in my own time machine.’


  “ ‘Really?’ I said. ‘Just what do you have in mind to do next?’


  “ ‘Let me ask you something, Mr. Harrigan,’ he answered. ‘Would you sit around here waiting for an atomic war if you could get away?’


  “ ‘Certainly not,’ I answered.


  “ ‘Well, then, I don’t intend to, either.’


  “All this while he was standing at the door, refusing to open it any wider or to let me in. He was making it pretty plain that there wasn’t much he had to say to me. And he seemed to be in a hurry.


  “ ‘Remember me to the inquiring public thirty years hence, Mr. Harrigan,’ he said at last, and closed the door.


  “That was the last I saw of him.”


  Harrigan finished his scotch and soda appreciatively and looked around for the bartender.


  “Did he take off then?” I asked.


  “Like a rocket,” said Harrigan. “Queerest thing was that there wasn’t a trace of him. The machine was gone, too—the same way as the last time, without a disturbance in the shop. He and his machine had simply vanished off the face of the earth and were never heard from again.


  “Matter of fact, though,” Harrigan went on thoughtfully, “Vanderkamp’s disappearance wasn’t the really queer angle on the pitch. The other thing broke in the papers the week after he left. The neighbors got pretty worked up about it. They called the police to tell them that Vanderkamp’s sister Julie was back, only she was off her nut—and a good deal changed in appearance, too.


  “Gal going blarmy was no news, of course, but that last bit about her appearance—they said she looked about twenty years older, all of a sudden—sort of rang a bell. So I went over there. It was Julie, all right; at least, she looked a hell of a lot like Julie had when I last saw her—provided you could grant that a woman could age twenty years in the few weeks it had been. And she was off her rocker, sure enough—or hysterical. Or at least madder than a wet hen. She made out like she couldn’t speak a word of English, and they finally had to get an interpreter to understand her. She wouldn’t speak anything but Dutch—and an old-fashioned kind, too.


  “She made a lot of extravagant claims and kept insisting that she would bring the whole matter up in a complaint before Governor Stuyvesant. Said she wasn’t Julie Vanderkamp, by God, but was named Anna Van Tromp—which is an old Dutch name thereabouts—and claimed that she had been abducted from her home on the Bowery. We pointed out the Third Avenue El and told her that was the Bowery, but she just sniffed and looked at us as though we were crazy.”


  I toyed with my drink. “You mean you actually listened to the poor girl’s story?” I asked.


  “Sure,” Harrigan said. “Maybe she was as crazy as a bedbug, but I’ve listened to whackier stories from supposedly sane people. Sure, I listened to her.” He paused thoughtfully for a moment, then went on.


  “She claimed that this fellow Vanderkamp had come to her house and filled her with a lot of guff about the wonderful country he lived in, and how she ought to let him take her to see it. Apparently he waxed especially eloquent about an automatic washing-machine and dryer, and that had fascinated her, for some reason. Then, she said, he’d brought a ten-year-old girl along—though where in the world old Vanderkamp could have picked up a tot like that is beyond me—and the kid had added her blandishments to the plot. Between them, they had managed to lure her into the old guy’s machine. From what she said, it was obviously the time machine she was talking about, and if she was Julie there was no reason why she shouldn’t know about it. But she talked as though it was a complete mystery to her, as though she’d no idea what the purpose of it was. Well, anyway, here she was—and very unhappy, too. Wanted to go back to old New Amsterdam, but bad.


  “It was a beautiful act, even if she was nuts. The strange thing was, though, that there were some things even a gal going whacky couldn’t explain. For instance, the house was filled with what the experts said were priceless antiques from Dutch New Amsterdam, of the period just prior to the British siege. You’d think those things would make poor Julie feel more at home, seeing as she claimed to belong in that period, but apparently they just made her homesick. And, curiously enough, all the modern gadgets were gone. All those handy little items that make the twentieth century so livable had been taken away—including the washing-machine and dryer, by the way. Julie—or Anna, as she called herself—claimed that Vanderkamp had taken it back with him, wherever he’d gone to, after he’d brought her there.”


  “Poor woman,” I said sympathetically. “They toted her off to the booby hatch, I suppose.”


  “No . . .” Harrigan said slowly. “They didn’t, as a matter of fact. Since she was harmless, they let her stay in the house a while. Which was a mistake, it seems. Of course, she wasn’t from the seventeenth century. That’s impossible. All the same—.” He broke off abruptly and stared moodily into his glass.


  “What happened to her?” I asked.


  “She was found one morning about two weeks after she got there,” he said. “Dead. Electrocuted. It seems she’d stuck her finger into a light socket while standing in a bathtub full of water. An accident, obviously. As the Medical Examiner said, it was an accident any six-year-old child would have known enough about electricity to avoid.


  “That is,” Harrigan added, “a twentieth-century child . . .”


  THE SLAVE SHIP FROM SPACE


  A.R. Holmes


  Three kidnapped Earthlings show Xantra of the Tillas how “docile” Earth slaves can be.


  Twice that night the two young men had seen the thing, and their hour for turning in had long since passed as they lay half reclining on the ground by their campfire waiting, hoping that it would return once more. Their interest in the strange visitant had completely banished all sensations of fatigue from a full day of vacation fishing in the cold Adirondack streams among which they were camping for that month.


  They had discussed the appearance until there was nothing more they could say; and now as for the last hour, they watched in silence, only moving to knock the dottle from their pipes and to get fresh lights off the splinters they stuck into their slumbering fire. The velvet night was now at full reign, and the myriad stars in their familiar patterns leaned close—brilliant jewels for man to share but never pluck.


  Jim Wilson had seen the thing first—a pinpoint of cherry red that moved upward in a perfect arc against the brilliant white constellations of the east. As it rose, it grew perceptibly larger, to dwindle again as it arced over the western horizon.


  Nearly an hour later it had appeared again; but this time, when halfway up the skies, it had changed its direction until it was heading directly over the spot where the two thrilled campers were watching; and as it approached they saw its color fade slowly until it had disappeared completely from sight among the inky patches between the stars overhead. For minutes the two were not able to locate it—until Jim, once again, had pointed to a faint red spot that grew in color and intensity as it drew away from the zenith. Once again it had disappeared over the rim of the western world—and from then on there was no thought of sleep in the minds of Jim Wilson and Clee Partridge. They were watching the skies, hoping it would return.


  “What was the thing?” Jim Wilson exclaimed suddenly with exasperation. “I’ve been racking my brain, Clee, but nothing I can think of makes sense. It couldn’t have been a plane, and it couldn’t have been a meteor. And if it was a fire-fly—well, then I’m one too.” He paused, and looked at the other. “Any new suggestions?” he asked.


  “Me—I still think it was a space ship from Mars or Venus,” Clee Partridge answered drily; “searching for a couple of good Earth-men to help ‘em out of some jam. You noticed the way it disappeared for a moment when it was overhead: it was looking us over.”


  “Then it’ll be back,” answered Jim, not to be outdone, “for it’s not apt to find anyone better qualified. I, myself, would kinda like to take a joy-ride out through the Great Dipper.”


  Clee smiled and looked down at the luminous dial of his wrist watch. The two resumed their vigil, and there was quietness between them. For some time they lost themselves in the sparkling glory of the firmament, hardly moving, except to pull closer the collars of their flannel shirts against the increasing coldness of the mountain air.


  And then for the third time that night the mysterious sky traveler sprang over the trees on the eastern horizon. Suddenly it appeared; both men saw it at once; and this time it made a clear, beautiful arc straight for the zenith. As it raised, it grew in size, a beautiful, delicate cherry star spanning the whole welkin. The two men got to their knees and watched it, breathless with fascination.


  “Look!” cried Jim suddenly.


  As had happened on its second appearance, the thing began to slow up and its color gradually faded as it drew directly overhead. By the time it should have reached the zenith it could no longer be seen. It had dissolved against the inky spaces above.


  “It should come into view again in a moment,” Clee said; “a little farther on, like the other time.”


  They watched, thrilled by the mystery of the midnight phenomenon. Minutes passed, but still it did not appear. Clee grew restive, and as his eyes chanced on his wrist watch he started violently and held out his arm for Jim to see. The radium-painted hands and dial were glowing with unusual brilliance.


  Looking quickly into the skies again, Clee sensed something wrong; something different. For a moment he could not figure out what—and then it came to him. One of the great stars, one that he had been watching in its climb up the sky through the night, had disappeared!


  He got excitedly to his feet, grabbed his companion’s arm and pointed out this strange thing—and as he pointed another star blinked out and did not reappear.


  “Something’s happening up there,” Jim said soberly. “I don’t know what; but I, for one, don’t feel quite comfortable.”


  He kept peering at the place pointed out, at a spot of black even darker than the inky sky; or did he only imagine it was darker? he asked himself. Soon the spot enlarged; became a distinct patch; then, growing still, obliterated one star after another around its borders. It made a pure circle; and before long the starlight glinting off its sides showed it to be a great, tinted sphere.


  Swiftly it dropped down on the two men, and they watched it hypnotized, incapable of moving. It was only a hundred yards overhead when some presence of mind returned to Clee.


  “Run, Jim!” he yelled, moving away. “It’s coming straight down!”


  Wilson came out of his daze and the two sprinted wildly for the path that led down the spur on which their camp was located. They had not made more than fifty yards when they heard a dull thud, and, turning, saw the great sphere resting on the ground with a slight rocking motion that quickly ceased.


  A gully cut into the trail ahead, and when they reached it Clee grabbed his partner’s arm and pulled him off to one side, where, panting with their sudden exertion, they wormed up to the brow and peeped over at their strange visitor.


  The sphere stood in the starlight on the very spot they had been occupying when they first saw it. Right in their campfire it lay—a great, dark-red crystal shape perhaps fifty feet in diameter, whose surface sparkled with innumerable facets. It rested quietly on the ground, as if oblivious of the two routed men breathlessly watching it from a short distance. No ports or variations of any kind were visible to mar its star-reflecting sides.


  “It must be some new kind of dirigible!” murmured Jim; “but why did it go and pick on us for its midnight call!”


  “It’s a space ship from Mars,” answered Clee with a serious face. “They heard you, and’re coming to take you for your ride. See?” he added quickly, pointing.


  A large door was opening in the side of the sphere, and the illumination within threw a bright beam of amber-colored light in their direction. A metallic ramp slid out and angled down to the ground.


  Breathlessly the two men waited to see who would emerge, but a long time went by without their catching the slightest sign of life within. The face of Clee’s wrist watch was fluorescing brilliantly now, and moment by moment the weird glow was increasing. Jim stirred nervously.


  “I don’t mind telling you, I’m scared,” he said.


  “Aw, they won’t make you walk back,” consoled Clee; but he was scared himself. Why didn’t something happen? Why didn’t someone come out of the ship?


  Jim thought he heard a noise, and touched Clee on the shoulder, pointing to a place on the trail down which they had come a few minutes before. Clee looked, and as he did so the hair on the back of his neck stood up. For the bushes along the side of the path were moving as if they were being brushed aside by someone in passing—someone making a straight line to the spot where they lay concealed. And no one was there!


  “Can they be invisible?” breathed Jim, every pore in his body prickling.


  For a moment the two men could hardly breathe, so great was their unnamed fear. During that time no other movements could be noted. Then Clee suddenly pointed to a bush only five yards away. Half a dozen leaf-tipped branches were bending slowly in their direction—and then a sharp crack, as of a broken twig, came to them from the same spot.


  Panic, blind and unreasoning, swept them. “Run!” gasped Jim; and together, instinctively, they turned and scrambled down the side of the ridge to get away, anywhere, far from the approaching menace of they knew not what. Reckless of possible injury, they slid and stumbled down the brush-covered slope—and right behind them came sudden crashing sounds of pursuit.


  New fears lent wings to their flight, but the sounds behind continued inexorably at their heels no matter how fast they ran or how lucky they were in making past obstacles. Their pursuer was as fast as they. They had no idea who—or what—it might be, for in the brief glances they snatched over their shoulders they could not see anything at all!


  The going was bad, and the two campers had not gone more than a quarter-mile when they were breathing hard, and felt that they could not make one more step without collapsing on the ground to give their laboring lungs a chance to catch up. Panting like dogs they dragged themselves along through pine and birch trees, around large rocks and over briar-covered hills, only a few steps ahead of their pursuer.


  Then Partridge, a little in the lead as they made their way up a steep slope, heard Jim suddenly go sprawling; heard him gasp:


  “It’s got me!”


  Burning, he saw his partner rolling and threshing violently on the ground, and now and then lashing out at the empty air with his fists. Without a moment’s hesitation he jumped from his position above—jumped square and hard into the space which Jim’s invisible assailant should be occupying. With a great thud he crashed into some unseen body in the air, and went down, the breath knocked out of him. As he got to his knees an odor like that of cloves came to his nostrils, and something caught him around the neck and began constricting. Frantically he tried to tear himself loose, but the harder he struggled the more strangling became the grip on his neck; and at last, faint from the growing odor and the lack of air, his efforts dwindled into a spasmodic tightening and relaxing of the muscles.


  Then, for a moment, the hold on his neck must have loosened, for he found himself able to breathe a little. Turning, he saw Jim at his side, apparently similarly held.


  “If I could only—see it!” Clee managed to get out. Jim’s spasmodic, bitter answer came a moment later.


  “Being invisible—tremendous advantage!” he gasped.


  In desperation the two men again began to fight against the clutches that were holding them, and this time the grip about their necks unexpectedly loosened—to bring to their noses the odor of cloves overpowering in strength. And that was all they knew before they lapsed into a black and bottomless void . . .


  Through the lifting haze of returning consciousness Clee felt a command to get up. As he automatically complied he saw that Jim was doing likewise. Once on his feet he felt another impulse to go to the cherry-crystal sphere, visible in the distance; but his legs were weak, and neither he nor Jim could walk very well until out of the nothingness around them came something of invisible bulk to lend them support.


  Slowly, carefully, straight for the waiting globe the two men were conducted; and in his state of half-consciousness Clee wondered at the impotence of his will to make his body offer resistance. They passed right by their tent and up the ramp to the inside of the strange sphere.


  Clee’s impressions were blurred and dull, but he noticed that they were in a small room brilliant with amber light, on one wall of which there was a circular area which contained a dozen or more instruments and levers and wheels. As his eyes rested on them, one of the levers moved, seemingly of itself, and the ramp came sliding into the ship and the thick door slowly swung closed. Then they were conducted along a short, narrow passageway into which opened, on the right, a small dim room; and there the grip about their bodies loosened and they slumped to the floor. The door whereby they had entered, closed.


  A faint vibration became noticeable; they suddenly felt very heavy; and to the accompaniment of a low but rising hum they saw one wall of their room begin to glow with a beautiful cherry color. Although they had been too stupefied to try to speak, this spurred their tired bodies, and they dragged themselves over to it. They found the wall to be of some kind of hard crystal; it was the outer shell of the sphere; and it now gleamed redly transparent.


  Far out and down the men saw a great convex surface on which lay narrow ribbons of silver, winding veinlike through dark areas that were in some places lit by little clusters of twinkling lights. As they watched, the distances on the surface shrank in on themselves; they could see the outline of a great circle. The sight stimulated the exhausted men. In a hushed and awestruck voice, Jim Wilson broke the silence.


  “We’ve been kidnaped,” he said. “Being taken God knows where, out among the stars . . .”


  He was getting the sky-ride he had asked for.


  Clee smiled faintly, and was going to remind him of this; but he was too tired to make the effort. He only looked at the tremendous scene below: at the Earth they knew so well, with its familiar streets, comfortable fireplaces, the faces of those they loved and those others who were their friends . . .


  The Earth soon became a ball—a globe such as he had used at school, showing clearly the outline of the continents and oceans. And little by little it dwindled, until it was only a ghostly shape far out in nothingness . . .


  A little later, had the two Earthlings not been deep in sleep, they might have seen enter a strange-looking man clad in odd garments—a man whose great, bulging head was quite bald, and whose wrinkled, leprous-white face wore an expression of unutterable wisdom and majesty. In his hands he carried a strange piece of apparatus which he held to Jim’s wrist while it emitted a coarse vibratory hum that whined slowly up in pitch until it passed the range of hearing. He did the same thing to Clee, and then he quietly left.


  But the two Earthlings knew nothing of this. Limp on the floor, oblivious to everything, they slept . . .


  Some hours later found the kidnapped men well recovered and sitting on the floor of their cell talking over their situation. As usual, Wilson was thinking out loud.


  “What can they be?—or who?” he asked, frowning with his thought. “They can’t be from Earth, for no one there could invent such a ship as this and keep it a secret; and even if someone had, he could never have done the equally astounding thing of inventing a way to render living bodies invisible. I doubt if the thing that caught us was human, by what I was able to feel in my short struggle with it. There was something that might have been a hand; but the strength and the weight of its body was enormous!”


  “Well, we’ll probably soon see,” commented Clee with philosophic resignation and pulling out of a hip pocket a package of tobacco and his corn-cob pipe. “Or, rather, we may soon know. Our captors may keep themselves invisible; and of course it’s barely possible that it’s their natural state to be invisible, so that we may never hope to see them. What I’m chiefly afraid of, is that they are from some other planet, and that that’s where we are being taken—though heaven knows what any creatures so infinitely far ahead of us Earthlings scientifically could want with a pair of young Earth lawyers!”


  He offered the package to Jim. “Here, have a smoke; you’ll feel better,” he said. “While there’s tobacco there’s hope.”


  “At least they don’t seem disposed to kill us right off,” returned Jim, handing back the tobacco after lighting his own pipe. “Later—if there’s to be any ‘later’ for us—we may be able to find a way to get out of this room; though how we’d run the ship, to get back home, is another hard brick wall . . . Maybe the controls are invisible, too!” he suggested with a wry grin. “Ever take any pre-law courses on how to work the invisible controls of a space ship?”


  Clee’s reply was spoken low, and was entirely irrelevant.


  “That’s funny,” he said.


  He was looking at the face of the watch on his left wrist. For the first time since they had been abducted, its abnormal brightness had left it.


  As Jim watched, inquiringly, Clee moved his right hand a little, and once more the dial leaped out through the dimness with unnatural brilliance. Jim saw that his friend was holding in this hand the package of tobacco. Clee repeated the demonstration.


  “The dial glows with unusual brightness always—except when I hold the package of tobacco in front of it at this spot,” he said wonderingly, half to himself. “If I remember my science right, ultra-violet light would make the radium on the dial glow; and the lead in the tin-foil of the tobacco wrapping would screen it off. Let’s see—”


  He crossed to the other side of the room and held his watch and the package of tobacco in various positions until he again found one line along which the watch-dial gave off only its customary light.


  “Yes,” he said, “—exactly in the extended line made by my watch and this package of tobacco is the source of the ray which makes the watch-dial glow. It’s probably the control room of this ship.”


  “An extraordinary deduction, my dear Sherlock,” commented Wilson drily; “and valuable. I wish you’d now take a moment and deduce the reason for the mysterious appearance of the lumps on the back of our necks. I know I didn’t have mine before I was taken for this sky-ride.”


  As he spoke, his hand sought the back of his neck where there was a fat lump about the size of a quarter—a lump not painful, for all its newness and size. Hard pushing with probing fingers had revealed something that seemed to be hard and flat, buried within; but close examinations failed to show any wound or scar, and the men had no notion what the lumps might be. Clee’s was just like Jim’s.


  But Clee did not respond to his friend’s invitation. A heavy mood had come over him; he was standing by the outer wall, looking out. Jim went and stood beside him, his hand on his shoulder, and together they gazed through the cherry-crystal wall of their prison ship out on the loneliness of the immeasurable miles outside. For them, space was red, instead of the deep black they knew they would see through colorless glass. Brilliant pinpoints of light, millions of them, in all sizes, made up the infinite space that was the background of their adventure.


  To which one—near which one were they going? Would they ever return to their Earth again? Would their friends ever know of the incredible adventure that had overtaken them?—or would they, after the few weeks of searching and inquiry that must follow their disappearance, at last conclude that some nameless mountain disaster had made them victims, and give them up for dead? No doubt. And month after succeeding month their memory would fade from the minds of those who had loved them, while they would be—where?


  A peculiar, dynamic thought came simultaneously into the minds of the two men. It was not a word: it seemed more like a feeling; but its unquestionable import was “Come.” Together they rose, and looked at each other wonderingly. Again came the feeling. They started for the door.


  “But that’s foolish!” Jim said aloud, as if objecting to his own thought. “The door’s locked! We tried it!” He looked at Partridge, who returned his gaze blankly—and then, in spite of what he had said, he reached out and turned the latch.


  The door swung open!


  Expressions of surprise died on the men’s lips as again came the compelling urge to go to some unknown destination.


  “Suggestion!” said Clee, as he passed through the doorway. “Someone’s suggesting—telepathically willing—that we come to him! And I—God help me—I can’t resist!”


  His neck corded with veins and muscles with his effort to restrain his body from obeying the mysterious command that was drawing it onward. Wilson, one arm outstretched in a repelling gesture, his legs stiff and tight, was also trying to resist. But the will that had sounded within them was stronger than theirs, and slowly, inevitably, they were drawn down the passage.


  Their carpeted way took them back to the entrance chamber and then up a steeply sloping corridor that led upward to the left. As they passed along they saw that the hand of a master had made on the walls, in panel effect, marvelously complicated decorations in many-colored mosaic. No man of Earth could ever have done such work, the two men realized—and this thought did not cheer them any.


  At the top of their curving passage a doorway led them into a spacious room hung with soft, finely woven tapestries with a metallic lustre and furnished with deep-napped rugs and luxurious chairs and divans. Through this room the intangible threads of the alien will directed them—on into a wide-vaulted alcove about one-third its size. There, the strange clutch on them relaxed, and they looked about, at first apprehensively, then with growing boldness and curiosity.


  “This is the control room!” exclaimed Clee suddenly; and after a moment Jim agreed with him. It was the simplicity of the controls which had prevented them from recognizing it at first. Against the left wall was a great table with a tilted top, bearing, in its center, a raised and hooded eyepiece giving a view into a large, enclosed black box. On each side were several rows of small, shiny, metallic levers and what they took to be instrument dials—round, cup-shaped depressions with pointers free to move across dials lined with disorderly and meaningless convolutions. For the full length of the middle wall, straight ahead, was a broad table of some jet-black polished material, and on it was a large array of instruments and apparatus, all unfamiliar to them. Against the draperies of the wall to their right was one large cushioned chair, simple and beautiful in its lines.


  No living person or thing could be discerned in either the main room or the alcove.


  For several minutes the two men walked all about, examining everything they saw with curiosity and interest; and then Clee discovered a peculiar thing. His watch-dial, glowing very brightly now, would perceptibly increase in brilliance every time he neared the great chair. With sudden inspiration he took out his package of tobacco and held it in the line his watch made with the chair—and he found that his watch stopped glowing. He tried it again from another angle, and the result was the same. From that chair came the electrical disturbance that was making his watch-dial glow—yet nowhere near the chair was any bit of electrical apparatus to be seen.


  What he did see in the chair, though, almost caused his heart to stop beating. The cushions of the seat, compressed before, began to puff out to full volume, as if someone had just risen from them. And then, faintly but sharply outlined in the long-napped rug in front, appeared the print of a human shoe!


  “A man!” breathed Clee. “A human being!”


  The two men stood frozen in their tracks. Clee’s arm, with the package of tobacco in his hand, was still outstretched toward the great chair, but now the dial of his watch was glowing brightly again. Something within caused him in spite of his terror to move the package between the watch and the space above the footprint on the rug. The glowing stopped. The man—devil—whatever it was that made the print—was the source of the strange excitation!


  This took but a second—the interval before another shoe-print formed in the rug in their direction. Jim gasped something unintelligible and started to back away; but no sooner did Partridge start to follow suit, than a compulsion to stand still came over them. Caught where they were, unable to move, they saw the shoe-prints come towards them. Slowly, step by step, twelve inches apart, they came, and did not stop until they were only four or five feet away.


  “We’ll jump him, if we get the chance!” hissed Jim, never taking his eyes off the prints.


  “Yes,” came the answer; but Clee’s further words were cut off in the making by an added compulsion to keep quiet. Were their words understood? The two men were locked, speechless, where they stood. And by some creature with a human footprint whom they could not see!


  The touch of firm flesh came out of the nothingness of space about them, to poke and pry all over their bodies. Anger began to take the place of their fear, as, for some time, impotent of resistance, they had to submit to the examination given them. They were prodded and felt like dogs at a show; their breathing and heart action were carefully listened to; their mouths were opened and their teeth inspected as if they were horses offered for sale. Both men were inwardly fuming.


  “Dogs!” shouted Clee in his thoughts. “Treating us like dogs, to see how healthy we are! Does he want us for slaves?”


  At last the examination came to a stop, and they saw the shoe-prints in the rug go over to the black table and remain there, heels toward them, while various pieces of apparatus were invisibly moved across the table top. For a moment the compelling will did not seem, to Clee, to be constraining him as much is it had, and he began to wonder if he might not have a little control over his body again. Tentatively he tried to break through the oppressing blanket of foreign will; his arms and legs moved a little; he succeeded! He caught Jim’s eye and showed him. He thrilled all over at his discovery, and his will to move measurably increased with his growing confidence that he could.


  The toes of the prints were still turned away. He was going to try and get the man or monster who was making them.


  He gestured to Jim, and with a great effort took a step in the invisible man’s direction. A thrill of gladness helped him on—for Jim was following suit!


  Again and again, with greatest mental effort, they made steps toward the footprints, which, remaining side by side and motionless, gave them increasing hope of stealing up unobserved. When they were only three feet away Clee motioned to Jim, and with a tremendous effort of will they jumped at the space where their enemy should be.


  They hit him hard, and bore him heavily to the floor. By the feel, he was a man such as they! Clee’s blood leaped with the lust for revenge, and blanking his mind against strong urges to cease his attack he rained savage blows at the place he was holding.


  But almost at once they had evidence that their opponent was not such a man as they. A terrific pain stabbed suddenly through them, and they doubled up on the floor, writhing in agony. It was as if every nerve in their bodies had turned into white-hot wire, and was searing through their flesh. Again and again came the terrible stabs of pain—and their source seemed to be the mysterious lumps at the back of their necks!


  At last they ceased coming, and Jim and Clee stretched out on the floor all but unconscious from the terrific shocks of fiery agony. They were completely helpless; further thoughts of resistance were unthinkable. But they were not left lying long. There came a telepathic compulsion to stand up; and they found themselves obeying, in spite of the shrieking protest of their every nerve.


  Twitching, stumbling, they were made to do servile things—to kneel on the floor; get up again; turn round and round; bow low, then stretch backwards. And out of the air around them came shocking blows which landed on their faces, necks and chests; feet which kicked out at their shins; and they had to stand there and take it, helpless to resist.


  Then Clee, as the nearer of the two men, was pushed over to the work-table, where an oval head-piece of finely-woven wire was fitted over his head. Another very large one, standing next to it, and connected to it by wires which led to a small instrument panel nearby, lifted into the air until it must have settled about the head of their persecutor. A dial on the panel turned slowly. And gradually the helmet resting in the air dissolved into nothingness before their eyes.


  A slight nausea swept over Clee as it did so, and in the midst of it he felt a series of sharp, staccato thoughts—thoughts which did not seem to be composed of words, and yet were clear and intelligible.


  “Fool of a fool!” crackled in his brain with almost a physical effort, “do you think to resist Xantra? Do you think with your sub-human minds to overcome one of the Tillas, Masters of the Universe? Close you were to death—and death indeed would have come had I not other plans for you.


  “Know that henceforth you and your companion are my slaves. You will jump at my slightest will; serve me as best you can with such intelligence as you may possess. For faithful, willing service you shall have food and clothing and a portion of leisure. Disobedience and tardiness will bring you the pain you have already tasted; revolt, or the attempt to escape—death; but only after torture such as you have never known.


  “I shall never repeat this mode of communication: it is as physically nauseating to me as to you. And you may never expect to see me, though I can always see you. By vibrational means I have given you the universal atomic rhythm of all Tillian slaves; and, although in that state your fellow-slaves will be visible to you, I, your master, will not!


  “You will now return to your place of confinement. After you have recovered you will be taken in hand by your fellow-slaves and shown your duties. And if your instinct for self-preservation is only one-tenth normal, you will never again be such a stupid sub-animal fool as to attempt to resist Xantra—to fly in the face of the inevitable!”


  The sharp, staccato voice in Clee’s brain stopped; his nausea began to leave him; his helmet was removed; and had he been looking he might have seen the other one slowly materialize on the table. The ordeal was over just in time, for the last remnants of his strength was giving out—as was Jim’s. The two Earth-men slumped down, and would have fallen but for the telepathic will, stronger than theirs, that forced them erect again. There came a very strong compulsion to return to their cell, and bruised, stumbling, their nerves still afire from their strange stabbing pains, they made their way back.


  They fell to the floor and passed into unconsciousness—beaten, subdued. Slaves . . .


  After a long blank interval a distinct thought crossed Clee’s mind. He was in heaven, and an angel voice had spoken. There it was again! Cool hands were stroking his wrists and forehead. He opened his eyes and looked, but seeing no one closed them again.


  The Voice returned, and two of the words which kept repeating were somehow familiar. “So sorry . . . so sorry . . .” The Voice was low and cool and feminine. And someone was bathing his battered head . . . He rolled over and got up on one elbow. He still could see no one.


  The Voice said: “Oh, I’m so glad you’re better! I thought you’d never come to!”


  Mechanically Clee asked: “Who are you?”


  “Vivian Gray,” came the quick answer; “from Boston. And you?”


  Clee did not answer, but started to lie back again. Things were all wrong: he couldn’t even see anyone. He’d go back to sleep, and wake up some other time. But the Voice wouldn’t let him.


  “Oh, you must listen!” it said. “I haven’t much time!”


  “Where are you?” he asked.


  “Why—right here!” came the surprised answer. “Can’t you see me?”


  “No,” answered Clee, still not himself. He added categorically: “I can see Jim. I can see the door. I can see my hands, but I can’t see you.”


  “Oh, then it must be true! Xantra told me he was going to make you one of his common slaves; but I hoped—I hoped—”


  This didn’t mean much to Clee; but with the words came memory of all that had happened, and with sudden concern he crept over to where Jim was lying, to see how he was. He found him blinking and stirring, aroused by the voices. Quickly he explained the invisible presence to him, warning him to be on guard.


  “Oh, but I’m a friend—Vivian Gray—kidnapped from Earth just like you!” came quick explanation out of the air. “Xantra stole me from Cape Cod, where I was vacationing, about the time he took you. Xantra is the one whose space ship we are on. He looks much like a man; he is some kind of a man; but he’s not from Earth—”


  “You’ve seen him?” interrupted Clee, beginning to believe the Voice a little.


  “Yes,” came the instant response; “not when he abducted me—he had made himself invisible for that—but always after. Haven’t you yet?” And then, without waiting for his answer, she gave it herself. “But of course you couldn’t see him if he’s already given you the universal atomic rhythm the slaves have. You’d then be able to see only each other, and the other slaves; not Xantra and not me.


  “I think he makes his slaves that way for protection,” she explained. “They can’t very well plot or rebel against him when they can’t even see him, and never know but what he’s around.”


  “Who are these slaves you keep mentioning?” Jim broke in. “How many of them are there on this ship: and how many like Xantra?”


  Xantra is the only one of his kind,” came the answer. “The slaves are a race of inferior people found on his planet—wherever that is: I couldn’t understand, from his explanation, just where. They are creatures much like ugly human beings with a touch of the ape, and are entirely bald, very strong and not very intelligent. There’re seven or eight on board. Normally they are good-natured: but sometimes when they have a hard master, like Xantra, they take to hating him; and when they do that they can be very fierce and treacherous. That’s the main reason for Xantra’s stopping at Earth: to see what kind of slaves we humans will make. He is hoping that we will be more intelligent than those he has—and more docile, and safer to have around.”


  “Well,” snorted Jim belligerently, “if Mr. Xantra thinks that I’m going to be safe to have around, he’s a lot dumber than I am!”


  “Oh, it’s good to hear you talk that way,” the girl’s voice went on. “We three have got to stick together, and find some way to escape!


  “I’ve so much to say!” she went on; “but I daren’t stay long, for fear of getting caught. What you said is where my chief hope lies: Xantra doesn’t realize how intelligent we are, and how dangerous; and we mustn’t let him know! I think he believes we are much like his present slaves: he gets away with murder with them. You’ve noticed the lumps on the back of your necks? Well, they have them, too; it’s something that’s attached to the spinal cord and gives him telepathic control over them; also the power to hurt them dreadfully—as you’ve unfortunately found out. His slaves don’t understand these lumps; they don’t seem to know that he would lose control if they could only in some way get rid of the things in their necks!”


  For the first time since the girl started talking, Clee spoke. His voice was low and grave, and there was a tinge of suspicion in it.


  “Just how does it happen,” he asked, “that you know so much about things here?”


  The girl’s voice broke as she gave her answer.


  “I’m ashamed to tell you,” she said. “Xantra—he—he admires me as a healthy animal; one close, in species, to himself. He thinks by being nice to me that he might be able to make me a willing companion to share his trip!” For a moment the girl was silent; and when she spoke again there was a hard note in her voice.


  “I let him have hopes,” she said, “—deliberately. I planned to make him trust me, and give me the run of the ship, so I could find out all I could. So far—before you came—I saw no slightest hope of ever escaping back to Earth; but I had at least to look for a quick, sure way to death, in case—in case—”


  “You—and us too!” exclaimed Clee impulsively. “No Earth-man—no American, at least—is ever going to submit to slavery. If the worst comes to the worst, we’ll at least die together, Vivian!”


  Jim added soberly: “And perhaps, if we do, no one from Xantra’s planet will ever again come to Earth looking for ‘docile’ slaves . . .”


  For a moment everyone was silent, affected by the thought behind what they had said. Then the girl’s voice suggested, with a touch of Earth formality that was almost ludicrous under the circumstances: “But you two men have not yet introduced yourselves!”


  Both Clee and Jim smiled, and told her their names, and in the slight pause that followed Clee said awkwardly, almost shyly: “Miss Gray, we don’t know what’s in store for us here, and it—it’s possible that we may never know each other any better: so would you—I mean, I wonder would you mind if I reached out and touched you. In spite of all we have said. I—I can hardly realize that you are there, somewhere, before me.”


  Out of the nothingness came an impulsive soft hand that closed over his. There was both a smile and something deeper in Vivian’s voice as she said, “Here,” and raised his hand until it touched her brow and the thick smooth hair of her head. Then she placed it a little lower, over her face; and gently Clee’s fingers told him what his eyes could not read.


  “In case you never see me—why, I—I’d like you to know that I’m really, not bad looking,” she said; and Clee knew she was blushing as he smiled at the eternal feminine in her.


  But the smile suddenly left his face. His hand had felt her give a distinct start. Then—


  “He’s calling!” she gasped faintly. “Xantra’s calling for me to come to him!” Her voice, as she spoke, moved, and Clee knew she was going towards the door.


  “No!” he cried impulsively. “Don’t risk it! Stay here, and we’ll begin our fight against him right now!”


  “I will be safe,” came Vivian’s reassuring voice from the door. “I can manage him a while yet.” Her further words came with a rush. “But I wanted to tell you—I had a faint plan. If I could get hold of the anaesthetic—the vial of stuff that smells like cloves—”


  The door was closing now, and the two men knew she was moving down the corridor. They listened in vain for her to complete what she had been saying. Just before the door clicked shut, Jim jammed his foot in it, preventing it from closing.


  “Gee, that girl has courage!” Clee murmured.


  For a moment the two men looked at each other. Jim was thinking about the opened door, and the chance they had to get out. But Clee’s mind was on something else.


  “Well, Jim,” he said, “you and I have a nasty job ahead.”


  Jim looked at Clee wonderingly as he took out his pipe and stuck it in the crack of the door, allowing him to remove his foot. Clee explained to him what Xantra had told him with the thought-sending helmets; reminded him of what they had learned from Vivian about the lumps on their necks. After he had finished he said quietly but decisively:


  “Now, we’re going to try and remove whatever is under these lumps. Have you got anything sharp? Your knife? Something with an edge on it?”


  It would mean escape from the domination of Xantra’s will!—from his terrible stabbing punishment!—if they could remove them! Jim breathed a little quicker in his excitement.


  “But once we do it—if we can do it—it’ll mean that we’ll have to make our break to escape right away,” he reminded Clee. “We’ll be caught if Xantra wills us to come to him and we don’t appear!”


  “You know what will happen to Vivian if we delay the attempt.” Clee reminded him levelly: and Jim knew that Clee was right—that their break for freedom must start right then and there . . .


  He looked through his pockets and produced some cigarettes, matches, a pipe, a nailfile and some utterly useless odds and ends. Clee’s hands came out of his pockets empty. “I’ve got nothing at all,” he said—and picked up the nailfile and looked at it questioningly. “We’ll have to use this, I guess . . . Well, I’m first.”


  He lay face down on the floor and loosened his collar. Quietly, he made several suggestions. “Light a match and heat the tip in the flame,” he said. “The point’s pretty dull, but cut as deep and quick and clean as you can. If I yell, pay no attention; I’ll try to hold still. Unless it bleeds very much, best not make a bandage; we’ve nothing clean enough.”


  That was all he said; and Jim, his heart beating like mad, and a lump in his throat, could find no words at all. He sterilized the tip of the file as directed, studied the lump a moment, then, after a rough, affectionate shake of his friend’s shoulder, he knelt close to his task. One quick hard cut; a sharp gasp from Clee; a repetition; then two more times crossways—and a firm, spongelike metallic disc lay revealed. Then the worst—raising it a little, and breaking the several fine wires that led from it through the flesh within . . .


  Clee lay panting, the sweat running down the deep wrinkles of pain on his face. Dark blood oozed from the jagged wound. But he smiled a little, and some of the pain-wrinkles in his face smoothed away, when Jim showed him the disk . . .


  For a short time Clee rested, quieting his nerves, while Jim staunched the flow of blood.


  And then it was Jim’s turn; and he bore the sharp agony as stoically as Clee . . .


  It was perhaps a strange thing; but at this great moment in the lives of the two men they felt no need to talk. For the few minutes they rested after they had done, no word was spoken; but in that time a bond of friendship was formed that only death could ever break . . .


  They did not rest long. Every moment brought them nearer to the inevitable discovery of what they had done. Their muscles were still quivering, the wounds on their necks still slowly bleeding, when Clee rose and aroused Jim. The most dangerous, desperate part of their wild revolt lay just ahead.


  They were able to make but the vaguest of plans, not knowing what to anticipate outside. They only knew that they would first have to strike boldly for possession of the control alcove—which, without doubt meant they would have, somehow, to kill Xantra—to find and kill a man they could not see, yet who could see them. An enormous task. And only the first of several.


  For a moment, realizing this, they hesitated at the door. But the die had been cast; there was nothing for them to do but go forward—and quickly; so, giving Jim a final warning that they must stick together, Clee opened wide the door and stepped out into the corridor.


  What he saw there halted, him in his tracks.


  “The slaves!” gasped Jim, and involuntarily both Earth-men backed into the room again. The creatures they had seen at once followed them inside.


  There were four of them. As tall as men, they were, and the general cast of their bodies was identical. But they were different in shocking little details. Their heads were much larger, and in the shape of inverted pears, like those of hydrocephalics; their eyes, popped and dull. The thin lips beneath their stubs of noses were ever writhing and twisting in horrible grimaces. And, worst, their skins were sickly-white, and were absolutely bald of hair. The only clothes they wore were loin-cloths and very large sandals, which exposed to full view their chunky, muscular bodies.


  All this the two men took in at a glance. They knew they could never hope to cope, unarmed, with four such creatures as these, so they stood with their backs to the wall, alertly awaiting their first move.


  “Easy,” warned Clee. “They’re probably only coming to take us in hand, as Vivian said.”


  The nearest of the slaves stepped a little closer to the two men, and by the twitching of its eyelids and the increased mouthings of its lips it was apparent that the creature was highly excited. A high, variable moaning sound came from its throat. Curiously, boldly, it looked Clee all over—and then it did an amazing thing. Seeing the blood on the back of his neck, it swung him around, put its writhing lips to the still-bleeding wound and dog-like licked it clean.


  The gesture was altogether a friendly one.


  Another of the slaves of Xantra went up and did the same to Jim, and the two men looked at each other with relief. This meant that the removal of the disks had not been understood by the creatures!


  It was with growing hope that they allowed themselves to be conducted from their cell, through the sloping corridor into a doorway they had passed coming in, and down a curving flight of steps into a large room below. They were in the space at the very bottom of the ship, for, through the redly-glowing transparent walls that curved on each side and below, they could see the infinite deeps of star-filled space. Three other slaves were there, waiting for them. At the far side of the room their guide pointed to two small stalls, with a partition between, which they understood were to be their beds. They were across from a long row of similar ones.


  “Making us right at home,” commented Jim. “I wonder if they’ll serve cakes and tea.”


  “Wish they would,” added Clee; “I’m getting damned hungry. But we’ve got work to do—and we’ve got to do it quick!”


  His eyes swept the room, looking among the sparse furnishings for something they might be able to use as a weapon. He saw nothing, but the sight of the lump on the neck of a nearby slave gave him an idea.


  “I wonder if these slaves would fight for us if we removed the lumps from their necks,” he said musingly, his eyes narrow. “I wish there were some way to talk to them . . .”


  He looked from one to another of the animal-men making a circle about them, wondering what to do; then quickly he made his decision. “Jim, I’m going to try. It’ll have to be done by signs; I’ve got to make them understand, and get their permission.”


  At once he raised his hand to get the slaves’ attention; then, raising both fists high in the air, he shook them violently, at the same time gritting his teeth, working his face, and growling in animal anger at something overhead. He was trying to show the slaves his anger at Xantra, above.


  The slaves fell away from him in surprise and alarm, not understanding what he was trying to put across. He continued his demonstration, hopping about furiously, but still without result. Then Jim cried out:


  “Touch the place on your neck!”


  Clee did so, and the result was startling. Quickly there ran around the circle throaty growls of anger, and every slave raised a hand to the lump on its neck. Evidently they had all felt the awful punishment-pain of their master.


  Heartened by this, Clee extended his pantomime. Stopping his demonstration of anger, he put one finger on the wound on his neck and fell to the floor, writhing in simulated pain. As he lay there groaning, the easily aroused animal-men moaned with him in sympathy. Then Jim, inspired, stepped into the act. Taking out his nailfile, he bent over the prostrate Clee and pretended to cut into his neck, making a great show of removing something and throwing it away; and as he did so Clee jumped to his feet and grinned and hopped about the room in a wildly exaggerated affectation of joy and relief. Then he stopped his acting and carefully showed the slaves the wounds in his and Jim’s necks, by finger movements doing his best to make it clear that they had removed something from there.


  And then, taking no chances, he repeated the whole pantomime, Jim, at the proper place, acting his part as before.


  When at last he stopped and looked around, he was over-joyed at his apparent success in putting across the idea. All over the room the animal-men were repeating his show in its various phases.


  “Now I’ve got to take the disk out of one of them,” said Clee, “and it’s a mighty dangerous thing to attempt! You see how easily their emotions are aroused. If I hurt too much—!”


  “I know,” responded Jim, “but we’ve got to risk it, for if we succeed we’ve got a good bunch of tough fighters at our backs. We need every bit of help we can get!”


  Carefully they made their few preparations, and Clee, again by acting, indicated to one of the animal-men what he wanted to do. He seemed to make himself well understood, for without hesitation the creature lay face down on the floor. The others all gathered around as Clee bent over it, and Jim scanned their faces closely for any sign of suspicion or resentment. Seeing none, he told Clee to start; then held his breath in awful suspense.


  The disk appeared near the surface, and with a quick slice Clee made his first incision. With the cut, the prone slave bucked and snarled. Clee murmured soothing words to it in English, and, as the creature quieted down, made another cut. Again came the bucking and throaty protest; and this time, to Jim’s dismay, he saw in the bestial faces of the animal-men around them a sympathetic swing of emotional protest. A little more, now; and Clee would be able to take the disk out; but would the slaves restrain themselves until then?


  Again Clee allowed the brute body under him to calm down. Then, as he was about to cut once more, from somewhere above in the space ship came the piercing scream of a woman. Something was happening to Vivian.


  Clee half started to rise, to run to her aid, but he forced himself to be reasonable. Weaponless, visible, he could never hope to rescue an invisible girl from someone he couldn’t even see. He was on the point of making valuable allies; in just a few moments more—! He decided to hurry through with the job he had undertaken.


  All below had heard the scream. The circle around him was shifting uncertainly, and peculiar sounds were coming out of the brutes’ twisting mouths as he bent again over their fellow on the floor.


  Clee’s hand was trembling like an aspen leaf as he prepared to make the next incision. He was completely unnerved, and with the utmost efforts of his will he was unable to control the nailfile. And he had to hurry!


  He sliced as straight as he could at the bleeding lump; the slave moved; and the point of the file slipped deep into the creature’s flesh!


  At that, with a snarling growl the brute below arched from the floor and flung Clee sprawling. From all around the circle came menacing growls as the bleeding animal-man lumbered to its feet and came after him in a definite attack. Jim, not at that moment the center of their attention, pushed one of the slaves in the way of the charging brute and the two of them half fell; and before they could recover their balance Clee was on his feet making after Jim to the steps that led up out of the room.


  “Up!” came Jim’s shout. “Fast! We’ve made them enemies!”


  Above them on the stairs was descending another slave, innocent of what had transpired below, and the two men bowled it over in their haste to get past. All the way to the bottom of the stairs it tumbled; and that delayed pursuit for the moment needed by the Earth-men to gain the upper corridor. Quickly they darted through the door; there was no way they could lock or block it, so they had to run on. Taking to the left, they found themselves in the little entrance room, and from there their only course led up the corridor leading to Xantra’s quarters and the control alcove.


  Arrived there, the two men found the door ajar, but they paused irresolute before it, hardly daring to go in. They had no choice, however, for behind, only fifteen feet away, came the van of the animal-men. They pushed through the door, closed and bolted it, then, wheeling tigerishly, surveyed the room.


  They saw no one.


  They were not relieved at this. Xantra might well be there; he, as well as Vivian, would be invisible to them. And he had every opportunity of striking first; even then he might be preparing to deal with them, if he was in the room. The slaves were not attempting to break in the door to get them—and this was ominous: it argued that the master was there.


  The two men stood motionless at the door, peering intently at the rug in search of telltale footprints. Then Clee touched Jim’s shoulder and whispered faintly in his ear:


  “Cloves! Smell it?”


  Jim nodded. Slowly, on guard every second, they advanced to the alcove. They saw no sign of anyone there, though the odor of cloves was stronger. Jim grabbed a chair and held it ready, and Clee followed suit with a small, heavy tabouret. Cautiously, methodically, the two men began to reconnoitre the large room, examining foot by foot the rug in search of the faint clear prints that would reveal the presence of their enemy. The smell of cloves was beginning to dull their brains a little. Clee saw the danger in this, and whispered to Jim:


  “Faster! Xantra may be insidiously anaesthetizing us! We’ve got to find where he is—quick!”


  They hastened their search, feeling more and more sure that Xantra was close by. And not till then did Clee remember that he had a way to discover Xantra’s location. Jim heard him curse under his breath; saw him put down the tabouret and take out his tobacco; and knew at once what he was about to do. He went close to Clee, to guard him with his chair against possible attack.


  The face of Clee’s wrist watch was glowing brightly; it took only a second to find with the package of tobacco a spot which cut the dial’s unnatural glow. As they found it the skin on the two men’s bodies prickled all over. The line from the dial to the package of tobacco, if continued, would reach a spot on the floor not six feet away. And looking carefully there they could barely make out, in the bent hairs of the rug, a broken outline that might have been made by a prone figure.


  As they prepared to jump they heard from that place a low sigh—and just before them appeared the distinct print of a human hand. Xantra was rising! And coincident with this a sudden banging at the door told them that the slaves at last had started to break in!


  As one man the two Earthlings leaped on Xantra; he would have to be taken care of first. When they had fastened on his rising body they punched and pounded it furiously. Though their enemy was undoubtedly only half conscious, the sudden attack aroused him and he resisted vigorously. But then Clee made a lucky connection on what he felt to be his jaw, and the invisible form in their arms went limp.


  “Get a rope—wire—anything to bind him with—quick!” yelled Clee. “I’ll hold him!”


  The pounding at the door was increasing ominously is Jim dashed over to the work-table. Rapidly he looked for something suitable, and in a few seconds was back with a length of stout wire which they quickly wrapped around the ankles and wrists of the limp form Clee was holding. As the wire touched Xantra it gradually disappeared from their sight, but their fingers reassured them that he was tightly bound.


  Then they were at the door, which, shivering and bending from the battering without, showed signs of giving in. With herculean efforts they dragged a heavy divan over and wedged it tightly against it; then added other furniture in a tight supporting pile. But the door, of some light metal, was not built to stand such a siege, and was buckling further inward with each blow being dealt it. More and more plainly the two men could hear the triumphant snarls and howls of the animal-men.


  Frantically they ransacked the rooms looking for what they thought might be weapons, but found none. They looked at each other with dismay. It was only a question of time—minutes—before the slaves would break in. What could they do?


  In that tense moment of indecision a low, weak voice reached their ears—a woman’s voice, and one they remembered well.


  “Vivian!” cried Clee, and ran to the alcove, from whence it had seemed to come. The girl’s next words brought them understanding.


  “Clee—Jim—it’s Xantra! He’s willing the slaves to break in! He’s lying bound on the floor, but he’s conscious!”


  Clee ran to where he had left the invisible man, cursing himself under his breath for being an utter ass for not having guessed this. His groping fingers quickly found the squirming Xantra’s neck; and he had begun to throttle him into unconsciousness when Vivian called out:


  “No! Don’t! That won’t stop the slaves: they’ve already been given the order! We’ve got to make Xantra stop them! Here—drag him to the work-table! I’ve got something—”


  Wondering what the girl was about, Clee relaxed his grip on the invisible man’s neck and complied. But he suddenly understood—and Jim, too—when he saw coming through the air the pair of thought-sending helmets. He had a way of communicating with Xantra, of course! He saw the larger helmet lower to rest over the head he was still holding; then soft hands placed the other over his own.


  As it settled down a great crash sounded in the other room: the door had given in. It was still held almost in place by the tightly-wedged furniture, but that would not hold the animal-men long.


  “Hurry!” cried Jim. “I’ll stand by the door!” And he was already on his way to it.


  Clee saw the small panel on the table above; saw the knob on it turn. He caught Vivian’s excited voice. “Tell him to order them to stop,” she said; “or else—or else—”


  “He dies!” finished Clee, viciously thumbing into the air where the invisible Xantra’s neck was.


  With all the intensity he could muster, Clee concentrated on one simple, strong thought. He hardly heard the triumphant cries of the slaves as they felt the blocking furniture give before their efforts; all his energy was being expended in the will to get his thought across.


  “Tell those slaves to stop breaking in or you die!” he commanded.


  The noises at the door continued. Either Xantra had not understood, or else he was stubborn. He repeated his command and threat, and still the crashing sounds came to his ears.


  Desperate, he played his last card; and unconsciously his lips formed the words of his next mental command, so that it was understood by the breathlessly watching Vivian.


  “Tell them to stop!” he willed. “No more air till you do!” And with the words his fingers closed tightly over the other’s throat.


  The sounds at the door continued; for a moment the invisible form between Clee’s knees writhed violently—and then suddenly, almost magically, a silence fell over the whole room. Clee had forced his will on Xantra! He had made him stop the slaves!


  And just in time.


  Clee’s fingers relaxed a little on the throat of the man beneath him. He turned and said: “Quick, Vivian—find that anaesthetic!” A moment later it was pressed in his hands. “Say when,” he told the girl, and held it beneath the nose of the helpless man. Xantra’s head at once fell back, and he heard Vivian telling him to stop. He pulled away the bottle, corked it and stood up.


  “Well, that’s that,” he said.


  For a moment he was silent. Only the noises made by Jim in strengthening the barricade at the door could be heard in the room. Then he said, earnestly:


  “I wish I could see you, Vivian—right now; but that’ll have to wait. I guess . . .”


  A low laugh came from the place where the girl was standing. A hand touched his arm, and he found himself being conducted into the alcove. Vivian laughed again; said, teasingly, “What a stupid expression on your face!” then commanded him to shut his eyes, and keep them shut. He felt something being attached to his wrists; heard a coarse hum that quickly rose in pitch until it passed the range of hearing. He was caught up in a surprising exhilaration; he heard the hum again, sliding down and down in pitch, while every atom in his body felt a sickening vibration that grew ever coarser. Then suddenly he felt normal; the things on his wrists were removed and Vivian told him he could open his eyes.


  He did so. He had guessed what she had done, but he was surprised, nevertheless, to see the straight, slender, attractive girl who stood before him.


  “You see, Xantra used this on me twice—the latter time to restore me, so I would be able to see him. I watched him carefully,” the girl explained.


  Clee gazed at Vivian in greatest confusion. Why—she was beautiful! He grew conscious of a growing need to say something, and eventually the asinine thing that left his lips was:


  “Yes—you—you aren’t bad looking at all.”


  The girl turned away, blushing; and it was Jim who relieved Clee from his awkward situation. He came swinging happily through the alcove portal to suddenly stop in blank surprise. Clee had disappeared!


  It did not take long to restore Jim to his normal self, and Vivian and Clee laughed at the great sigh of relief he unconsciously gave when he found himself able to see the girl who before had been only a disembodied Voice to him. Clee explained to Vivian what had happened to them down below, and she in turn told them how she and Xantra had come to be unconscious when they reached the control alcove.


  “I found the anaesthetic by its smell soon after I went to Xantra,” she explained. “I tried to conceal it in my dress, but Xantra saw me and tried to take it away; and in the struggle that followed I guess we both got anaesthetized. When I came to I saw you and Jim trying to hold back the slaves; and I could see Xantra on the floor, conscious—which you couldn’t—and knew he was ordering the slaves on. So I told you, and—here we are!


  “Do you want to see Xantra now?” she added.


  Clee would never forget the sight of the bound figure that met his eyes on the floor on the large room. The clothes were odd; the figure was much that of a normal man, though the shoulders were more sloped and the head much larger; but it was the face, its expression, that held him.


  Unhealthy, leprous-white was the skin, and there was not one hair, eyelash or eyebrow on the whole head. The closed eyes lay in deep caverns surrounded by a thousand fine wrinkles, which crisscrossed all over his face in every direction. The face and head were freakish—monstrous; and yet, somehow, over it rested an expression of infinite wisdom and calm. He lay bound and still and unconscious, at the mercy of men far below him intellectually, this man from another planet. Clee could not help but compare him to a stoical man staked out on an anthill to die . . .


  “We’ll have to keep him unconscious with the anaesthetic,” he said at length; “he’s too dangerous to monkey with. And that means we’ve got to find out how to run this ship—take it back ourselves.”


  “Leave that to me!” said Jim, feeling quite chipper. “Never saw anything yet I couldn’t drive. Where is it—Cape Cod, you want to be let off, Miss Gray?. . . O. K. This is my joy-ride, and I’ll see that you’re delivered at your front door.”


  More than two days later, again at night, the few look-outs on the lonely fishing craft off Cape Cod might have seen a pinpoint of cherry-red appear off the eastern horizon and make a wide arc up the heavens.


  Its course was erratic, and it made sudden angles as it drew near the zenith. It glowed more and more brightly as it approached—until it disappeared from sight overhead.


  For some minutes it was invisible; and then, suddenly, only a few hundred yards overhead, it emerged into view again, a great sphere of faintly glowing, cherry-red crystal. Rapidly—with dangerous speed—it descended, straight for the shore-line of Massachusetts Bay. And as it neared, its erratic side-to-side dashes increased, rather than diminished.


  Down at a wide angle it came for the beach; then, when it was a hundred feet away, it sheared suddenly out to sea. There, only a few feet above the water, it darted to the side once more—and fell, and skipped along the water at dizzying speed.


  But it did not go far. With its first contact with the water a great crack split the night air; and a little further, the ship split into hundreds of small pieces, all of which slid along the surface of the water until, their momentum lost, they came to a stop and slowly sank from view. A dozen figures were left threshing on the surface; but one by one they disappeared, till there were only four left. Then one of the four sank from sight . . .


  Slowly but steadily the remaining three drew near to the welcoming shore, and at last stood dripping and tired on the sandy beach. For some time they stood there in silence, reviewing all the incredible adventure they had been through, as they gazed off across the water to the place where the slave ship had gone down.


  But one of them—Jim—had something to say, and at last it came out.


  “Well, I told you I’d drive you safely back!”


  Clee, his arm around the waist of the exhausted Vivian, smiled and answered:


  “But I don’t see Vivian’s front door.”


  “We’re close enough!” Jim snorted. “After all, I did hit the Earth!”


  “ALL YOU ZOMBIES—”


  Robert Heinlein


  2217 Time Zone V (EST)—7 Nov. 1970–NTC—Pop’s Place


  I was polishing a brandy snifter when the Unmarried Mother came in. I noted the time—10:17 P.M. zone five, or eastern time, November 7th, 1970. Temporal agents always notice time and date; we must.


  The Unmarried Mother was a man twenty–five years old, no taller than I am, childish features and a touchy temper. I didn’t like his looks—I never had—but he was a lad I was here to recruit, he was my boy. I gave him my best barkeep’s smile.


  Maybe I’m too critical. He wasn’t swish; his nickname came from what he always said when some nosy type asked him his line: “I’m an unmarried mother.” If he felt less than murderous he would add: “At four cents a word. I write confession stories.”


  If he felt nasty, he would wait for somebody to make something of it. He had a lethal style of infighting, like a female cop—reason I wanted him. Not the only one.


  He had a load on, and his face showed that he despised people more than usual. Silently I poured a double shot of Old Underwear and left the bottle. He drank it, poured another.


  I wiped the bar top. “How’s the ‘Unmarried Mother’ racket?”


  His fingers tightened on the glass and he seemed about to throw it at me. I felt for the sap under the bar. In temporal manipulation you try to figure everything, but there are so many factors that you never take needless risks.


  I saw him relax that tiny amount they teach you to watch for in the Bureau’s training school. “Sorry,” I said. “Just asking, ‘How’s business’ ? Make it, ‘How’s the weather?’ ”


  He looked sour. “Business is okay. I write ’em, they print ’em, I eat.”


  I poured myself one, leaned toward him. “Matter of fact,” I said, “you write a nice stick—I’ve sampled a few. You have an amazingly sure touch with the woman’s angle.”


  It was a slip I had to risk; he never admitted what pen–names he used. But he was boiled enough to pick up only the last: “—Woman’s angle!” he repeated with a snort. “Yeah, I know the woman’s angle. I should.”


  “So?” I said doubtfully. “Sisters?”


  “No. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


  “Now, now,” I answered mildly, “bartenders and psychiatrists learn that nothing is stranger than truth. Why, son, if you heard the stories I do—well, you’d make yourself rich. Incredible.”


  “You don’t know what incredible means!”


  “So? Nothing astonishes me. I’ve always heard worse.” He snorted again. “Want to bet the rest of the bottle?”


  “I’ll bet a full bottle. I placed one on the bar.”


  “Well—” I signaled my other bartender to handle the trade. We were at the far end, a single–stool space that I kept private by loading the bar top by it with jars of pickled eggs and other clutter. A few were at the other end watching the fights and somebody was playing the juke box—private as a bed where we were.


  “Okay,” he began, “to start with, I’m a bastard.”


  “No distinction around here,” I said.


  “I mean it,” he snapped. “My parents weren’t married.”


  “Still no distinction,” I insisted. “Neither were mine.”


  “When—” He stopped, gave me the first warm look I ever saw on him. “You mean that?”


  “I do. A one–hundred–percent bastard. In fact,” I added, “no one in my family ever marries. All bastards.”


  “Oh, that.” I showed it to him. “It just looks like a wedding ring; I wear it to keep women off. It is an antique I bought in 1985 from a fellow operative. He had fetched it from pre–Christian Crete. The Worm Ouroboros—the World Snake that eats its own tail, forever without end. A symbol of the Great Paradox.”


  He barely glanced at it. “If you’re really a bastard, you know how it feels. When I was a little girl.”


  “Wups!” I said. “Did I hear you correctly?”


  “Who’s telling this story? When I was a little girl—look, ever hear of Christine Jorgenson? Or Roberta Cowell?”


  “Uh, sex–change cases? You’re trying to tell me—”


  “Don’t interrupt or sweat me, I won’t talk. I was a foundling, left at an orphanage in Cleveland in 1945 when I was a month old. When I was a little girl, I envied kids with parents. Then, when I learned about sex—and, believe me, Pop, you learn fast in an orphanage.”


  “I know.”


  “I made a solemn vow that any kid of mine would have both a pop and a mom. It kept me pure, quite a feat in that vicinity. I had to learn to fight to manage it. Then I got older and realized I stood darn little chance of getting married; for the same reason I hadn’t been adopted.” He scowled. “I was horse–faced and buck–toothed, flat–chested and straight–haired.”


  “You don’t look any worse than I do.”


  “Who cares how a barkeep looks? Or a writer? But people wanting to adopt pick little blue–eyed golden–haired morons. Later on, the boys want bulging breasts, a cute face, and an ‘Oh–you–wonderful–male’ manner.” He shrugged. “I couldn’t compete. So I decided to join the W.E.N.C.H.E.S.”


  “Eh?”


  “Women’s Emergency National Corps, Hospitality & Entertainment Section, what they now call ‘Space Angels’—Auxiliary Nursing Group, Extraterrestrial Legions.”


  I knew both terms, once I had them chronized. We use still a third name, it’s that elite military service corps: Women’s Hospitality Order Refortifying & Encouraging Spacemen. Vocabulary shift is the worst hurdle in time–jumps. Did you know that a service station once served oil fractions? Once on an assignment in the Churchill Era, a woman said to me, “Meet me at the service station next door”; which is not what it sounds; a service station (then) wouldn’t have a bed in it.


  He went on: “It was when they first admitted you can’t send men into space for months and years and not relieve the tension. You remember how the wowsers screamed? That improved my chance, since volunteers were scarce. A gal had to be respectable, preferably virgin (they liked to train them from scratch), above average mentally, and stable emotionally. But most volunteers were old hookers, or neurotics who would crack up ten days off Earth. So I didn’t need looks; if they accepted me, they would fix my buck teeth, put a wave in my hair, teach me to walk and dance and how to listen to a man pleasingly, and everything else. Plus training for the prime duties. They would even use plastic surgery if it would help—nothing too good for our Boys. Best yet, they made sure you didn’t get pregnant during your enlistment—and you were almost certain to marry at the end of your hitch. Same way today, A.N.G.E.L.S. marry spacers—they talk the language.


  “When I was eighteen I was placed as a ‘mother’s helper’. This family simply wanted a cheap servant, but I didn’t mind as I couldn’t enlist till I was twenty-one. I did housework and went to night school—pretending to continue my high school typing and shorthand but going to a charm class instead, to better my chances for enlistment.


  “Then I met this city slicker with his hundred–dollar bills.” He scowled. “The no–good actually did have a wad of hundred–dollar bills. He showed me one night, told me to help myself.”


  “But I didn’t. I liked him. He was the first man I ever met who was nice to me without trying games with me. I quit night school to see him oftener. It was the happiest time of my life.


  “Then one night in the park the games began.”


  He stopped. I said, “And then?”


  “And then nothing! I never saw him again. He walked me home and told me he loved me and kissed me good night and never came back.” He looked grim. “If I could find him, I’d kill him!”


  “Well,” I sympathized, “I know how you feel. But killing him just for doing what comes naturally, hmm . . . did you struggle?”


  “Huh? What’s that got to do with it?”


  “Quite a bit. Maybe he deserves a couple of broken arms for running out on you, but—”


  “He deserves worse than that! Wait till you hear. Somehow I kept anyone from suspecting and decided it was all for the best. I hadn’t really loved him and probably would never love anybody—and I was more eager to join the W.E.N.C.H.E.S. than ever. I wasn’t disqualified, they didn’t insist on virgins. I cheered up.


  “It wasn’t until my skirts got tight that I realized.”


  “Pregnant?” It was more a statement from me than a question to her.


  “He had me higher ’n a kite! Those skinflints I lived with ignored it as long as I could work—then kicked me out, and the orphanage wouldn’t take me back. I landed in a charity ward surrounded by other big bellies and trotted bedpans until my time came.


  “One night I found myself on an operating table, with a nurse saying, Relax. Now breathe deeply.


  “I woke up in bed, numb from the chest down. My surgeon came in. “How do you feel?” he says cheerfully.


  “ ‘Like a mummy.’


  “ ‘Naturally. You’re wrapped like one and full of dope to keep you numb. You’ll get well, but a Cesarean isn’t a hangnail.’


  “ ‘Cesarean’ I said. Doc, did I lose the baby?’


  “ ‘Oh, no. Your baby’s fine.’


  “ ‘Oh. Boy or girl?’


  “ ‘A healthy little girl. Five pounds, three ounces.’


  “I relaxed. It’s something, to have made a baby. I told myself I would go somewhere and tack Mrs. on my name and let the kid think her papa was dead—no orphanage for my kid!


  “But the surgeon was talking. “Tell me, uh—” He avoided my name. “Did you ever think your glandular setup was odd?


  “I said, Huh? Of course not. What are you driving at?


  “He hesitated. ‘I’ll give you this in one dose, then a hypo to let you sleep off your jitters. You’ll have ’em.’


  “ ‘Why?’ I demanded.


  “ ‘Ever hear of that Scottish physician who was female until she was thirty five?—then had surgery and became legally and medically a man? Got married. All okay.’


  “ ‘What’s that got to do with me?’


  “ ‘That’s what I’m saying. You’re a man.’


  “ ‘I tried to sit up. What?’


  “ ‘Take it easy. When I opened you, I found a mess. I sent for the Chief of Surgery while I got the baby out, then we held a consultation with you on the table—and worked for hours to salvage what we could. You had two full sets of organs, both immature, but with the female set well enough developed for you to have a baby. They could never be any use to you again, so we took them out and rearranged things so that you can develop properly as a man.’ He put a hand on me. Don’t worry. You’re young, your bones will readjust, we’ll watch your glandular balance—and make a fine young man out of you.’


  “I started to cry. ‘What about my baby?’


  “ ‘Well, you can’t nurse her, you haven’t milk enough for a kitten. If I were you, I wouldn’t see her—put her up for adoption.’


  “ ‘No!’


  “He shrugged. ‘The choice is yours; you’re her mother—well, her parent. But don’t worry now; we’ll get you well first.’


  “Next day they let me see the kid and I saw her daily—trying to get used to her. I had never seen a brand–new baby and had no idea how awful they look—my daughter looked like an orange monkey. My feelings changed to cold determination to do right by her. But four weeks later that didn’t mean anything.”


  “Eh?”


  “She was snatched.”


  “Snatched?”


  The Unmarried Mother almost knocked over the bottle we had bet. “Kidnapped! Stolen from the hospital nursery!” He breathed hard. “How’s that for taking the last a man’s got to live for?”


  “A bad deal,” I agreed. “Let’s pour you another. No clues?”


  “Nothing the police could trace. Somebody came to see her, claimed to be her uncle. While the nurse had her back turned, he walked out with her.”


  “Description?”


  “Just a man, with a face–shaped face, like yours or mine.” He frowned. “I think it was the baby’s father. The nurse swore it was an older man but he probably used makeup. Who else would swipe my baby? Childless women pull such stunts—but whoever heard of a man doing it?”


  “What happened to you then?”


  “Eleven more months of that grim place and three operations. In four months I started to grow a beard; before I was out I was shaving regularly—and no longer doubted that I was male.” He grinned wryly. “I was staring down nurses necklines.”


  “Well,” I said, “seems to me you came through okay. Here you are, a normal man, making good money, no real troubles. And the life of a female is not an easy one.”


  He glared at me. “A lot you know about it!”


  “So?”


  “Ever hear the expression a ‘ruined woman’ ?”


  “Mmm, years ago. Doesn’t mean much today.”


  “I was as ruined as a woman can be; that bum really ruined me! I was no longer a woman . . . and I didn’t know how to be a man.”


  “Takes getting used to, I suppose.”


  “You have no idea. I don’t mean learning how to dress, or not walking into the wrong rest room; I learned those in the hospital. But how could I live? What job could I get? Hell, I couldn’t even drive a car. I didn’t know a trade; I couldn’t do manual labor—too much scar tissue, too tender.


  “I hated him for having ruined me for the W.E.N.C.H.E.S., too, but I didn’t know how much until I tried to join the Space Corps instead. One look at my belly and I was marked unfit for military service. The medical officer spent time on me just from curiosity; he had read about my case.


  “So I changed my name and came to New York. I got by as a fry cook, then rented a typewriter and set myself up as a public stenographer—what a laugh! In four months I typed four letters and one manuscript. The manuscript was for Real Life Tales and a waste of paper, but the goof who wrote it sold it. Which gave me an idea. I bought a stack of confession magazines and studied them.” He looked cynical. “Now you know how I get the authentic woman’s angle on an unmarried–mother story—through the only version I haven’t sold—the true one. Do I win the bottle?”


  I pushed it toward him. I was upset myself, but there was work to do. I said, “Son, you still want to lay hands on that so–and–so?”


  His eyes lighted up—a feral gleam.


  “Hold it!” I said. “You wouldn’t kill him?”


  He chuckled nastily. “Try me.”


  “Take it easy. I know more about it than you think I do. I can help you. I know where he is.”


  He reached across the bar. “Where is he?”


  I said softly, “Let go my shirt, sonny, or you’ll land in the alley and we’ll tell the cops you fainted.” I showed him the sap.


  He let go. “Sorry. But where is he?” He looked at me. “And how do you know so much?”


  “All in good time. There are records—hospital records, orphanage records, medical records. The matron of your orphanage was Mrs. Fetherage—right? She was followed by Mrs. Gruenstein—right? Your name, as a girl, was ‘Jane’—right? And you didn’t tell me any of this—right?”


  I had him baffled and a bit scared. “What’s this? You trying to make trouble for me?”


  “No indeed. I’ve your welfare at heart. I can put this character in your lap. You do to him as you see fit—and I guarantee that you’ll get away with it. But I don’t think you’ll kill him. You’d be nuts to—and you aren’t nuts. Not quite.”


  He brushed it aside. “Cut the noise. Where is he?”


  I poured him a short one; he was drunk, but anger was offsetting it.


  “Not so fast. I do something for you—you do something for me.”


  “Uh—what?”


  “You don’t like your work. What would you say to high pay, steady work, unlimited expense account, your own boss on the job, and lots of variety and adventure?”


  He stared. “I’d say, ‘Get those goddam reindeer off my roof!’ Shove it, Pop! There’s no such job.”


  “Okay, put it this way: I hand him to you, you settle with him, then try my job. If it’s not all I claim—well, I can’t hold you.”


  He was wavering; the last drink did it. “When d’yuh d’liver ’im?” he said thickly. He shoved out his hand. “It’s a deal!”


  “If it’s a deal—right now!”


  I nodded to my assistant to watch both ends, noted the time—2300—started to duck through the gate under the bar—when the juke box blared out I’m My Own Grandpaw! The service man had orders to load it with Americana and classics because I couldn’t stomach the music of 1970, but I hadn’t known that tape was in it. I called out,


  “Shut that off! Give the customer his money back.” I added, “Storeroom, back in a moment,” and headed there with my Unmarried Mother following.


  It was down the passage across from the johns, a steel door to which no one but my day manager and myself had a key; inside was a door to an inner room to which only I had a key. We went there. He looked blearily around at windowless walls.


  “Where is he?”


  “Right away.” I opened a case, the only thing in the room; it was a U.S.F.F. Coordinates Transformer Field Kit, series 1992, Mod. II—a beauty, no moving parts, weight twenty–three kilos fully charged, and shaped to pass as a suitcase. I had adjusted it precisely earlier that day; all I had to do was to shake out the metal net which limits the transformation field.


  Which I did.


  “What’s that?” he demanded.


  “Time machine,” I said and tossed the net over us.


  “Hey!” he yelled and stepped back. There is a technique to this; the net has to be thrown so that the subject will instinctively step back onto the metal mesh, then you close the net with both of you inside completely—else you might leave shoe soles behind or a piece of foot, or scoop up a slice of floor. But that’s all the skill it takes. Some agents con a subject into the net; I tell the truth and use that instant of utter astonishment to flip the switch. Which I did.


  1030 VI—3 April 1963—Cleveland, Ohio—Apex Bldg.


  “Hey!” he repeated. “Take this damn thing off!”


  “Sorry,” I apologized and did so, stuffed the net into the case, closed it. “You said you wanted to find him.”


  “But—you said that was a time machine!”


  I pointed out a window. “Does that look like November? Or New York?” While he was gawking at new buds and spring weather, I reopened the case, took out a packet of hundred–dollar bills, checked that the numbers and signatures were compatible with 1963. The Temporal Bureau doesn’t care how much you spend (it costs nothing) but they don’t like unnecessary anachronisms. Too many mistakes, and a general court–martial will exile you for a year in a nasty period, say 1974 with its strict rationing and forced labor. I never make such mistakes; the money was okay.


  He turned around and said, “What happened?”


  “He’s here. Go outside and take him. Here’s expense money.” I shoved it at him and added, “Settle him, then I’ll pick you up.”


  Hundred–dollar bills have a hypnotic effect on a person not used to them. He was thumbing them unbelievingly as I eased him into the hall, locked him out. The next jump was easy, a small shift in era.


  7100 VI—10 March 1964—Cleveland—Apex Bldg.


  There was a notice under the door saying that my lease expired next week; otherwise the room looked as it had a moment before. Outside, trees were bare and snow threatened; I hurried, stopping only for contemporary money and a coat, hat, and topcoat I had left there when I leased the room. I hired a car, went to the hospital. It took twenty minutes to bore the nursery attendant to the point where I could swipe the baby without being noticed. We went back to the Apex Building. This dial setting was more involved, as the building did not yet exist in 1945. But I had precalculated it.


  0100 VI—20 Sept. 1945—Cleveland—Skyview Motel


  Field kit, baby, and I arrived in a motel outside town. Earlier I had registered as—“Gregory Johnson, Warren, Ohio”, so we arrived in a room with curtains closed, windows locked, and doors bolted, and the floor cleared to allow for waver as the machine hunts. You can get a nasty bruise from a chair where it shouldn’t be—not the chair, of course, but backlash from the field. No trouble. Jane was sleeping soundly; I carried her out, put her in a grocery box on the seat of a car I had provided earlier, drove to the orphanage, put her on the steps, drove two blocks to a service station (the petroleum–products sort) and phoned the orphanage, drove back in time to see them taking the box inside, kept going and abandoned the car near the motel—walked to it and jumped forward to the Apex Building in 1963.


  2200 VI—24 April 1963—Cleveland—Apex Bldg.


  I had cut the time rather fine—temporal accuracy depends on span, except on return to zero. If I had it right, Jane was discovering, out in the park this balmy spring night, that she wasn’t quite as “nice” a girl as she had thought. I grabbed a taxi to the home of those skinflints, had the hackie wait around a comer while I lurked in shadows.


  Presently, I spotted them down the street, arms around each other. He took her up on the porch and made a long job of kissing her good–night—longer than I thought. Then she went in and he came down the walk, turned away. I slid into step and hooked an arm in his.


  “That’s all, son,” I announced quietly. “I’m back to pick you up.”


  “You!” He gasped and caught his breath.


  “Me. Now you know who he is—and after you think it over you’ll know who you are—and if you think hard enough, you’ll figure out who the baby is—and who I am.”


  He didn’t answer, he was badly shaken. It’s a shock to have it proved to you that you can’t resist seducing yourself. I took him to the Apex Building and we jumped again.


  2300 VIII—12 Aug. 1985—Sub Rockies Base


  I woke the duty sergeant, showed my I.D., told the sergeant to bed my companion down with a happy pill and recruit him in the morning. The sergeant looked sour, but rank is rank, regardless of era; he did what I said—thinking, no doubt, that the next time we met he might be the colonel and I the sergeant. Which can happen in our corps.


  “What name?” he asked. I wrote it out. He raised his eyebrows. “Like so, eh? Hmm—”


  “You just do your job, Sergeant.” I turned to my companion.


  “Son, your troubles are over. You’re about to start the best job a man ever held—and you’ll do well. I know.”


  “That you will!” agreed the sergeant.


  “Look at me—born in 1917—still around, still young, still enjoying life.”


  I went back to the jump room, set everything on preselected zero.


  2301 V—7 Nov. 1970–NYC—Pop’s Place


  I came out of the storeroom carrying a fifth of Drambuie to account for the minute I had been gone. My assistant was arguing with the customer who had been playing I’m My Own Grandpaw! I said, “Oh, let him play it, then unplug it.” I was very tired. It’s rough, but somebody must do it, and it’s very hard to recruit anyone in the later years, since the Mistake of 1972. Can you think of a better source than to pick people all fouled up where they are and give them well–paid, interesting (even though dangerous) work in a necessary cause? Everybody knows now why the Fizzle War of 1963 fizzled. The bomb with New York’s number on it didn’t go off, a hundred other things didn’t go as planned—all arranged by the likes of me.


  But not the Mistake of ’72; that one is not our fault—and can’t be undone; there’s no paradox to resolve. A thing either is, or it isn’t, now and forever amen. But there won’t be another like it; an order dated 1992 takes precedence any year.


  I closed five minutes early, leaving a letter in the cash register telling my day manager that I was accepting his offer to buy me out, to see my lawyer as I was leaving on a long vacation. The Bureau might or might not pick up his payments, but they want things left tidy. I went to the room in the back of the storeroom and forward to 1993.


  2200 VII—12 Jan 1993–Sub Rockies Annex—HQ Temporal DOL


  I checked in with the duty officer and went to my quarters, intending to sleep for a week. I had fetched the bottle we bet (after all, I won it) and took a drink before I wrote my report. It tasted foul, and I wondered why I had ever liked Old Underwear. But it was better than nothing; I don’t like to be cold sober, I think too much. But I don’t really hit the bottle either; other people have snakes—I have people.


  I dictated my report; forty recruitments all okayed by the Psych Bureau—counting my own, which I knew would be okayed. I was here, wasn’t I? Then I taped a request for assignment to operations; I was sick of recruiting. I dropped both in the slot and headed for bed. My eye fell on The By-Laws of Time over my bed:


  Never Do Yesterday What Should Be Done Tomorrow.


  If at Last You Do Succeed, Never Try Again.


  A Stitch in Time Saves Nine Billion.


  A Paradox May Be Paradoctored.


  It Is Earlier When You Think.


  Ancestors Are Just People.


  Even Jove Nods.


  They didn’t inspire me the way they had when I was a recruit; thirty subjective–years of time–jumping wears you down. I undressed, and when I got down to the hide I looked at my belly. A Cesarean leaves a big scar, but I’m so hairy now that I don’t notice it unless I look for it.


  Then I glanced at the ring on my finger.


  The Snake That Eats Its Own Tail, Forever and Ever. I know where I came from . . . but where did all you zombies come from?


  I felt a headache coming on, but a headache powder is one thing I do not take. I did once—and you all went away.


  So I crawled into bed and whistled out the light.


  You aren’t really there at all. There isn’t anybody but me—Jane—here alone in the dark.


  I miss you dreadfully!


  THE STAR


  H.G. Wells


  It was on the first day of the new year that the announcement was made, almost simultaneously from three observatories, that the motion of the planet Neptune, the outermost of all the planets that wheel about the sun, had become very erratic. Ogilvy had already called attention to a suspected retardation in its velocity in December. Such a piece of news was scarcely calculated to interest a world the greater portion of whose inhabitants were unaware of the existence of the planet Neptune, nor outside the astronomical profession did the subsequent discovery of a faint remote speck of light in the region of the perturbed planet cause any very great excitement. Scientific people, however, found the intelligence remarkable enough, even before it became known that the new body was rapidly growing larger and brighter, that its motion was quite different from the orderly progress of the planets, and that the deflection of Neptune and its satellite was becoming now of an unprecedented kind.


  Few people without a training in science can realise the huge isolation of the solar system. The sun with its specks of planets, its dust of planetoids, and its impalpable comets, swims in a vacant immensity that almost defeats the imagination. Beyond the orbit of Neptune there is space, vacant so far as human observation has penetrated, without warmth or light or sound, blank emptiness, for twenty million times a million miles. That is the smallest estimate of the distance to be traversed before the very nearest of the stars is attained. And, saving a few comets more unsubstantial than the thinnest flame, no matter had ever to human knowledge crossed this gulf of space, until early in the twentieth century this strange wanderer appeared. A vast mass of matter it was, bulky, heavy, rushing without warning out of the black mystery of the sky into the radiance of the sun. By the second day it was clearly visible to any decent instrument, as a speck with a barely sensible diameter, in the constellation Leo near Regulus. In a little while an opera glass could attain it.


  On the third day of the new year the newspaper readers of two hemispheres were made aware for the first time of the real importance of this unusual apparition in the heavens. “A Planetary Collision,” one London paper headed the news, and proclaimed Duchaine’s opinion that this strange new planet would probably collide with Neptune. The leader writers enlarged upon the topic. So that in most of the capitals of the world, on January 3rd, there was an expectation, however vague of some imminent phenomenon in the sky; and as the night followed the sunset round the globe, thousands of men turned their eyes skyward to see—the old familiar stars just as they had always been.


  Until it was dawn in London and Pollux setting and the stars overhead grown pale. The Winter’s dawn it was, a sickly filtering accumulation of daylight, and the light of gas and candles shone yellow in the windows to show where people were astir. But the yawning policeman saw the thing, the busy crowds in the markets stopped agape, workmen going to their work betimes, milkmen, the drivers of news–carts, dissipation going home jaded and pale, homeless wanderers, sentinels on their beats, and in the country, labourers trudging afield, poachers slinking home, all over the dusky quickening country it could be seen—and out at sea by seamen watching for the day—a great white star, come suddenly into the westward sky!


  Brighter it was than any star in our skies; brighter than the evening star at its brightest. It still glowed out white and large, no mere twinkling spot of light, but a small round clear shining disc, an hour after the day had come. And where science has not reached, men stared and feared, telling one another of the wars and pestilences that are foreshadowed by these fiery signs in the Heavens. Sturdy Boers, dusky Hottentots, Gold Coast negroes, Frenchmen, Spaniards, Portuguese, stood in the warmth of the sunrise watching the setting of this strange new star.


  And in a hundred observatories there had been suppressed excitement, rising almost to shouting pitch, as the two remote bodies had rushed together, and a hurrying to and fro, to gather photographic apparatus and spectroscope, and this appliance and that, to record this novel astonishing sight, the destruction of a world. For it was a world, a sister planet of our earth, far greater than our earth indeed, that had so suddenly flashed into flaming death. Neptune it was, had been struck, fairly and squarely, by the strange planet from outer space and the heat of the concussion had incontinently turned two solid globes into one vast mass of incandescence. Round the world that day, two hours before the dawn, went the pallid great white star, fading only as it sank westward and the sun mounted above it. Everywhere men marvelled at it, but of all those who saw it none could have marvelled more than those sailors, habitual watchers of the stars, who far away at sea had heard nothing of its advent and saw it now rise like a pigmy moon and climb zenithward and hang overhead and sink westward with the passing of the night.


  And when next it rose over Europe everywhere were crowds of watchers on hilly slopes, on house–roofs, in open spaces, staring eastward for the rising of the great new star. It rose with a white glow in front of it, like the glare of a white fire, and those who had seen it come into existence the night before cried out at the sight of it. “It is larger,” they cried. “It is brighter!” And, indeed the moon a quarter full and sinking in the west was in its apparent size beyond comparison, but scarcely in all its breadth had it as much brightness now as the little circle of the strange new star.


  “It is brighter!” cried the people clustering in the streets. But in the dim observatories the watchers held their breath and peered at one another. “It is nearer,” they said. “Nearer!”


  And voice after voice repeated, “It is nearer,” and the clicking telegraph took that up, and it trembled along telephone wires, and in a thousand cities grimy compositors fingered the type. “It is nearer.” Men writing in offices, struck with a strange realisation, flung down their pens, men talking in a thousand places suddenly came upon a grotesque possibility in those words, “It is nearer.” It hurried along awakening streets, it was shouted down the frost–stilled ways of quiet villages, men who had read these things from the throbbing tape stood in yellow–lit doorways shouting the news to the passers–by. “It is nearer.” Pretty women, flushed and glittering, heard the news told jestingly between the dances, and feigned an intelligent interest they did not feel. “Nearer! Indeed. How curious! How very, very clever people must be to find out things like that!”


  Lonely tramps faring through the wintry night murmured those words to comfort themselves—looking skyward. “It has need to be nearer, for the night’s as cold as charity. Don’t seem much warmth from it if it is nearer, all the same.”


  “What is a new star to me?” cried the weeping woman kneeling beside her dead.


  The schoolboy, rising early for his examination work, puzzled it out for himself—with the great white star, shining broad and bright through the frost–flowers of his window. “Centrifugal, centripetal,” he said, with his chin on his fist. “Stop a planet in its flight, rob it of its centrifugal force, what then? Centripetal has it, and down it falls into the sun! And this—!”


  “Do we come in the way? I wonder—”


  The light of that day went the way of its brethren, and with the later watches of the frosty darkness rose the strange star again. And it was now so bright that the waxing moon seemed but a pale yellow ghost of itself, hanging huge in the sunset. In a South African city a great man had married, and the streets were alight to welcome his return with his bride. “Even the skies have illuminated,” said the flatterer. Under Capricorn, two negro lovers, daring the wild beasts and evil spirits, for love of one another, crouched together in a cane brake where the fire–flies hovered. “That is our star,” they whispered, and felt strangely comforted by the sweet brilliance of its light.


  The master mathematician sat in his private room and pushed the papers from him. His calculations were already finished. In a small white phial there still remained a little of the drug that had kept him awake and active for four long nights. Each day, serene, explicit, patient as ever, he had given his lecture to his students, and then had come back at once to this momentous calculation. His face was grave, a little drawn and hectic from his drugged activity. For some time he seemed lost in thought. Then he went to the window, and the blind went up with a click. Half way up the sky, over the clustering roofs, chimneys and steeples of the city, hung the star.


  He looked at it as one might look into the eyes of a brave enemy. “You may kill me,” he said after a silence. “But I can hold you—and all the universe for that matter—in the grip of this little brain. I would not change. Even now.”


  He looked at the little phial. “There will be no need of sleep again,” he said. The next day at noon, punctual to the minute, he entered his lecture theatre, put his hat on the end of the table as his habit was, and carefully selected a large piece of chalk. It was a joke among his students that he could not lecture without that piece of chalk to fumble in his fingers, and once he had been stricken to impotence by their hiding his supply. He came and looked under his grey eyebrows at the rising tiers of young fresh faces, and spoke with his accustomed studied commonness of phrasing. “Circumstances have arisen—circumstances beyond my control,” he said and paused, “which will debar me from completing the course I had designed. It would seem, gentlemen, if I may put the thing clearly and briefly, that—Man has lived in vain.”


  The students glanced at one another. Had they heard aright? Mad? Raised eyebrows and grinning lips there were, but one or two faces remained intent upon his calm grey–fringed face. “It will be interesting,” he was saying, “to devote this morning to an exposition, so far as I can make it clear to you, of the calculations that have led me to this conclusion. Let us assume—”


  He turned towards the blackboard, meditating a diagram in the way that was usual to him. “What was that about “lived in vain?”” whispered one student to another. “Listen,” said the other, nodding towards the lecturer.


  And presently they began to understand.


  That night the star rose later, for its proper eastward motion had carried it some way across Leo towards Virgo, and its brightness was so great that the sky became a luminous blue as it rose, and every star was hidden in its turn, save only Jupiter near the zenith, Capella, Aldebaran, Sirius and the pointers of the Bear. It was very white and beautiful. In many parts of the world that night a pallid halo encircled it about. It was perceptibly larger; in the clear refractive sky of the tropics it seemed as if it were nearly a quarter the size of the moon. The frost was still on the ground in England, but the world was as brightly lit as if it were midsummer moonlight. One could see to read quite ordinary print by that cold clear light, and in the cities the lamps burnt yellow and wan.


  And everywhere the world was awake that night, and throughout Christendom a sombre murmur hung in the keen air over the countryside like the belling of bees in the heather, and this murmurous tumult grew to a clangour in the cities. It was the tolling of the bells in a million belfry towers and steeples, summoning the people to sleep no more, to sin no more, but to gather in their churches and pray. And overhead, growing larger and brighter, as the earth rolled on its way and the night passed, rose the dazzling star.


  And the streets and houses were alight in all the cities, the shipyards glared, and whatever roads led to high country were lit and crowded all night long. And in all the seas about the civilised lands, ships with throbbing engines, and ships with bellying sails, crowded with men and living creatures, were standing out to ocean and the north. For already the warning of the master mathematician had been telegraphed all over the world, and translated into a hundred tongues. The new planet and Neptune, locked in a fiery embrace, were whirling headlong, ever faster and faster towards the sun. Already every second this blazing mass flew a hundred miles, and every second its terrific velocity increased. As it flew now, indeed, it must pass a hundred million of miles wide of the earth and scarcely affect it. But near its destined path, as yet only slightly perturbed, spun the mighty planet Jupiter and his moons sweeping splendid round the sun. Every moment now the attraction between the fiery star and the greatest of the planets grew stronger. And the result of that attraction? Inevitably Jupiter would be deflected from its orbit into an elliptical path, and the burning star, swung by his attraction wide of its sunward rush, would “describe a curved path” and perhaps collide with, and certainly pass very close to, our earth. “Earthquakes, volcanic outbreaks, cyclones, sea waves, floods, and a steady rise in temperature to I know not what limit”—so prophesied the master mathematician.


  And overhead, to carry out his words, lonely and cold and livid, blazed the star of the coming doom.


  To many who stared at it that night until their eyes ached, it seemed that it was visibly approaching. And that night, too, the weather changed, and the frost that had gripped all Central Europe and France and England softened towards a thaw.


  But you must not imagine because I have spoken of people praying through the night and people going aboard ships and people fleeing towards mountainous country that the whole world was already in a terror because of the star. As a matter of fact, use and wont still ruled the world, and save for the talk of idle moments and the splendour of the night, nine human beings out of ten were still busy at their common occupations. In all the cities the shops, save one here and there, opened and closed at their proper hours, the doctor and the undertaker plied their trades, the workers gathered in the factories, soldiers drilled, scholars studied, lovers sought one another, thieves lurked and fled, politicians planned their schemes. The presses of the newspapers roared through the nights, and many a priest of this church and that would not open his holy building to further what he considered a foolish panic. The newspapers insisted on the lesson of the year 1000—for then, too, people had anticipated the end. The star was no star—mere gas—a comet; and were it a star it could not possibly strike the earth. There was no precedent for such a thing. Common sense was sturdy everywhere, scornful, jesting, a little inclined to persecute the obdurate fearful. That night, at seven–fifteen by Greenwich time, the star would be at its nearest to Jupiter. Then the world would see the turn things would take. The master mathematician’s grim warnings were treated by many as so much mere elaborate self–advertisement. Common sense at last, a little heated by argument, signified its unalterable convictions by going to bed. So, too, barbarism and savagery, already tired of the novelty, went about their nightly business, and save for a howling dog here and there, the beast world left the star unheeded.


  And yet, when at last the watchers in the European States saw the star rise, an hour later it is true, but no larger than it had been the night before, there were still plenty awake to laugh at the master mathematician—to take the danger as if it had passed.


  But hereafter the laughter ceased. The star grew—it grew with a terrible steadiness hour after hour, a little larger each hour, a little nearer the midnight zenith, and brighter and brighter, until it had turned night into a second day. Had it come straight to the earth instead of in a curved path, had it lost no velocity to Jupiter, it must have leapt the intervening gulf in a day, but as it was it took five days altogether to come by our planet. The next night it had become a third the size of the moon before it set to English eyes, and the thaw was assured. It rose over America near the size of the moon, but blinding white to look at, and hot; and a breath of hot wind blew now with its rising and gathering strength, and in Virginia, and Brazil, and down the St. Lawrence valley, it shone intermittently through a driving reek of thunder–clouds, flickering violet lightning, and hail unprecedented. In Manitoba was a thaw and devastating floods. And upon all the mountains of the earth the snow and ice began to melt that night, and all the rivers coming out of high country flowed thick and turbid, and soon—in their upper reaches—with swirling trees and the bodies of beasts and men. They rose steadily, steadily in the ghostly brilliance, and came trickling over their banks at last, behind the flying population of their valleys.


  And along the coast of Argentina and up the South Atlantic the tides were higher than had ever been in the memory of man, and the storms drove the waters in many cases scores of miles inland, drowning whole cities. And so great grew the heat during the night that the rising of the sun was like the coming of a shadow. The earthquakes began and grew until all down America from the Arctic Circle to Cape Horn, hillsides were sliding, fissures were opening, and houses and walls crumbling to destruction. The whole side of Cotopaxi slipped out in one vast convulsion, and a tumult of lava poured out so high and broad and swift and liquid that in one day it reached the sea.


  So the star, with the wan moon in its wake, marched across the Pacific, trailed the thunderstorms like the hem of a robe, and the growing tidal wave that toiled behind it, frothing and eager, poured over island and island and swept them clear of men. Until that wave came at last—in a blinding light and with the breath of a furnace, swift and terrible it came—a wall of water, fifty feet high, roaring hungrily, upon the long coasts of Asia, and swept inland across the plains of China. For a space the star, hotter now and larger and brighter than the sun in its strength, showed with pitiless brilliance the wide and populous country; towns and villages with their pagodas and trees, roads, wide cultivated fields, millions of sleepless people staring in helpless terror at the incandescent sky; and then, low and growing, came the murmur of the flood. And thus it was with millions of men that night—a flight nowhither, with limbs heavy with heat and breath fierce and scant, and the flood like a wall swift and white behind. And then death.


  China was lit glowing white, but over Japan and Java and all the islands of Eastern Asia the great star was a ball of dull red fire because of the steam and smoke and ashes the volcanoes were spouting forth to salute its coming. Above was the lava, hot gases and ash, and below the seething floods, and the whole earth swayed and rumbled with the earthquake shocks. Soon the immemorial snows of Thibet and the Himalaya were melting and pouring down by ten million deepening converging channels upon the plains of Burmah and Hindostan. The tangled summits of the Indian jungles were aflame in a thousand places, and below the hurrying waters around the stems were dark objects that still struggled feebly and reflected the blood–red tongues of fire. And in a rudderless confusion a multitude of men and women fled down the broad river–ways to that one last hope of men—the open sea.


  Larger grew the star, and larger, hotter, and brighter with a terrible swiftness now. The tropical ocean had lost its phosphorescence, and the whirling steam rose in ghostly wreaths from the black waves that plunged incessantly, speckled with storm–tossed ships.


  And then came a wonder. It seemed to those who in Europe watched for the rising of the star that the world must have ceased its rotation. In a thousand open spaces of down and upland the people who had fled thither from the floods and the falling houses and sliding slopes of hill watched for that rising in vain. Hour followed hour through a terrible suspense, and the star rose not. Once again men set their eyes upon the old constellations they had counted lost to them forever. In England it was hot and clear overhead, though the ground quivered perpetually, but in the tropics, Sirius and Capella and Aldebaran showed through a veil of steam. And when at last the great star rose near ten hours late, the sun rose close upon it, and in the centre of its white heart was a disc of black.


  Over Asia it was the star had begun to fall behind the movement of the sky, and then suddenly, as it hung over India, its light had been veiled. All the plain of India from the mouth of the Indus to the mouths of the Ganges was a shallow waste of shining water that night, out of which rose temples and palaces, mounds and hills, black with people. Every minaret was a clustering mass of people, who fell one by one into the turbid waters, as heat and terror overcame them. The whole land seemed a–wailing, and suddenly there swept a shadow across that furnace of despair, and a breath of cold wind, and a gathering of clouds, out of the cooling air. Men looking up, near blinded, at the star, saw that a black disc was creeping across the light. It was the moon, coming between the star and the earth. And even as men cried to God at this respite, out of the East with a strange inexplicable swiftness sprang the sun. And then star, sun and moon rushed together across the heavens.


  So it was that presently, to the European watchers, star and sun rose close upon each other, drove headlong for a space and then slower, and at last came to rest, star and sun merged into one glare of flame at the zenith of the sky. The moon no longer eclipsed the star but was lost to sight in the brilliance of the sky. And though those who were still alive regarded it for the most part with that dull stupidity that hunger, fatigue, heat and despair engender, there were still men who could perceive the meaning of these signs. Star and earth had been at their nearest, had swung about one another, and the star had passed. Already it was receding, swifter and swifter, in the last stage of its headlong journey downward into the sun.


  And then the clouds gathered, blotting out the vision of the sky, the thunder and lightning wove a garment round the world; all over the earth was such a downpour of rain as men had never before seen, and where the volcanoes flared red against the cloud canopy there descended torrents of mud. Everywhere the waters were pouring off the land, leaving mud–silted ruins, and the earth littered like a storm–worn beach with all that had floated, and the dead bodies of the men and brutes, its children. For days the water streamed off the land, sweeping away soil and trees and houses in the way, and piling huge dykes and scooping out Titanic gullies over the country side. Those were the days of darkness that followed the star and the heat. All through them, and for many weeks and months, the earthquakes continued.


  But the star had passed, and men, hunger–driven and gathering courage only slowly, might creep back to their ruined cities, buried granaries, and sodden fields. Such few ships as had escaped the storms of that time came stunned and shattered and sounding their way cautiously through the new marks and shoals of once familiar ports. And as the storms subsided men perceived that everywhere the days were hotter than of yore, and the sun larger, and the moon, shrunk to a third of its former size, took now fourscore days between its new and new.


  But of the new brotherhood that grew presently among men, of the saving of laws and books and machines, of the strange change that had come over Iceland and Greenland and the shores of Baffin’s Bay, so that the sailors coming there presently found them green and gracious, and could scarce believe their eyes, this story does not tell. Nor of the movement of mankind now that the earth was hotter, northward and southward towards the poles of the earth. It concerns itself only with the coming and the passing of the Star.


  The Martian astronomers—for there are astronomers on Mars, although they are very different beings from men—were naturally profoundly interested by these things. They saw them from their own standpoint of course. “Considering the mass and temperature of the missile that was flung through our solar system into the sun,” one wrote, “it is astonishing what a little damage the earth, which it missed so narrowly, has sustained. All the familiar continental markings and the masses of the seas remain intact, and indeed the only difference seems to be a shrinkage of the white discolouration (supposed to be frozen water) round either pole.”


  Which only shows how small the vastest of human catastrophes may seem, at a distance of a few million miles.


  COUNTER FOIL


  George O. Smith


  It was near the close of a normal day in late July, if a day in late July can properly be called normal. The temperature and the humidity were tied in the mid-nineties; a reporter from the News fired the usual egg on the pavement while his photographer snapped the picture that would adorn tomorrow’s front page. There had been three flying saucer sightings reported, and the Loch Ness monster had made his appearance right on schedule. The cases of heat prostration were running at par, and nerves in the un-airconditioned areas were fraying short. Still, the clock displayed hope as it crawled on toward the end of the work day and promised freedom from bondage and the right to pursue both internal and external liquid happiness.


  Gertrude, the videophone receptionist, still looked crisp in her office. Her voice as she responded with the singysongy, “Tele-por-TRAN-sit,” had not lost its lilt. But it was obvious to the caller that Trudy sat in air-conditioned splendor. And either she loathed the idea of leaving her comfort and going home, or she despised him who called. For after the lilting greeting, her voice dropped to a flat, “Oh, it’s you again.”


  Johnny Peters smiled. “Show?”


  “No.”


  “Swim?”


  “No.”


  “Dinner?”


  “No.”


  “Nothing?”


  “Nothing!”


  “Trudy, I’m not poison, you know.”


  “Johnny, I know you’re not poison. But you’re not very ambitious, either.”


  “Now listen,” he said sharply, “I’m only asking for a date. I’m not offering to have you share my frugal life, bed, and board as a lowly technician. A date I can afford; a wife I can’t.”


  “You could try to get ahead.”


  “I’ve made my bid. I asked my illustrious leader for advanced training and an accelerated course so I could move along faster, and he said that moving too fast was bad for a young man. Shall I quit now and go elsewhere?”


  “Where would you go?”


  “That’s the trouble, Trudy. I majored in teleportonics, and it’s either teleportonics or I go back to school and start something new. Think the boss-man will move me faster in Greater Chicago? I doubt it. So I might as well stay right here in Megapolis.”


  “I suppose you’re right.”


  “All right, let’s start over again. Show?”


  “Johnny, not tonight. I’m busy.”


  “Tomorrow?”


  “If we’re not all cooked by then. Call me, Johnny.”


  “Will do,” he said with a growing smile.


  Johnny Peters broke the connection and checked his instrument panel. The primary powerline from Con Edison was running a tenth of a volt low; with bored, routine gesture he twitched a knob, watched the voltage rise, and then he settled back with little more to do until the end of his shift of duty.


  In the distant reaches of the city, the uneasy slumber of a napping woman was broken by a wave of pain. A gush of body-warm wetness brought a flash of things to mind that came and went as fast as thought, far too rapidly to reproduce in any electromechanical medium of expression. She thought, in turn: It was her firstborn. The doctor said there was little point in predicting the arrival of a firstborn because they had no record upon which to base an estimate. The women in her family were prone to deliver in taxicabs and ambulances on the way to the hospital.


  A second wave of pain assailed her, interrupting the rapid flow of thought. Then as the pain subsided, she went on: That was fast!


  She struggled to her feet and duckwalked heavily on her heels to the videophone. She pressed the button for one of the stored-program numbers and immediately a crisp, cool voice responded, “Tele-port-TRAN-sit,” in the lilt with all four clear tones sounding in order.


  “Trudy, this is Irma Fellowes. Can you connect me with Joe?”


  “Sure thing. Half a mo’ and you’re on. How’s things?”


  “Baby’s on the way.” The simple statement was emphasized by a smothered groan and the grimace of pain on Irma Fellowes’ face.


  Trudy gulped and lost her cool, crisp, composure. “Whoops! I’ll give Joe the double-whammy ring.”


  The muted wail of a siren came, and almost instantly the scene on the videophone switched to a man, seated at his desk. His face was still changing to a look of puzzled concern. He barked, “Where’s the emergency and wha . . . oh! Irma. Wh . . . er . . .?”


  “Baby’s on the way, Joe.”


  “Fine,” he said. “Have you called Maternity?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Irma, I can’t do you any good at all. I appreciate the information, but it could have waited until you got to the hospital.”


  “Joe! It’s your child!”


  “Sure. And you’re my wife. Now buzz off here and call the hospital. Get going.”


  He hung up; reluctantly because he hated the harshness of the act, but deliberately because it was the only way he could get her to move in the right direction.


  Irma Fellowes stared at the videophone as though it should resume operation after a brief interruption. It didn’t. Whatever she started to think at that moment was stopped by another wave of agony. When it subsided, she pressed another button, one that had been set up for a temporary emergency. It connected her with the maternity ward of City Hospital; the plate showed an elderly woman in nurse’s uniform, who said, “Maternity, Nurse Wilkins speaking.”


  “This is Mrs. Fellowes. Baby’s on the way.”


  “Just how frequent are your pains, Mrs. Fellowes?”


  “Rapid. And coming faster all the time.”


  Irma was interrupted by another pain, through which, faintly, she heard the muted siren. Nurse Wilkins read off some detailed instructions from a card, speaking unhurriedly to someone that could not be seen on the videophone. When she finished, Nurse Wilkins said to Irma Fellowes, “Take it easy now, there’s a resident doctor, an interne, and a nurse on their way.”


  Irma closed the circuit, waddled to the kitchen and drank a glass of water, returned to the living room and paced a bit. Perhaps two minutes passed, then came a rap on the door. She opened it to admit doctor and nurse, followed by the interne pushing a wheeled stretcher. “Hop on,” said the intern.


  “I can’t,” groaned Irma.


  The doctor scooped her up and deposited her on the stretcher. He applied stethoscope, then palpated her abdomen gently. “O.K.,” he said after a moment. “Let’s go. No problem.”


  Irma said, “But I was born in an ambulance, and—”


  The doctor laughed. “Mrs. Fellowes, from what little I know of the process, teleportation flips you from entry to exit at the speed of light. Now, even if it were from here to Alpha Centauri, your baby couldn’t be born en route simply because at the speed of light all timing processes come to a quiet standstill. And by ‘timing processes’ I mean things like clocks, and biochemical reactions, births, aging, and death. O.K.?”


  “That’s what Joe always says, but—”


  “Well, let’s find out if he’s right.”


  The corridor was partly cooled from leakage from the air-conditioned apartments, but by contrast it was stifling enough to make Irma gasp. The interne had used foresight; the elevator door was blocked open so that no one could call it away and tie it up. He held the “No Stops” button as the elevator dropped them smoothly to the stage below the first floor. Here the full heat of the city hit them as they made their way along a short corridor to the teleportransit booth.


  The signal light turned green as soon as the interne inserted the credit key in the lock-register. He pressed the buttons with a practiced hand, then paused to check the number in the address readout carefully.


  “Pays to be careful,” he said.


  “Ever goof?” asked the nurse.


  “Not really bad,” he replied turning the credit key. The green light changed to orange, which started the circuit-computer on its faster-than-lightning task of selecting the route from this entry station to the address in the read-out panel. The orange turned to red. “Um-m-m. Maternity seems to have another customer,” he said. “We’ll be on our way as soon as they get her out of the booth and close the door.” He looked at the number again.


  “Worried?” asked the nurse.


  “Not really worried,” he replied. “But I’ve been thoughtful ever since I watched a hapless, well-dressed citizen trying to walk on air back to the diving exit they have over the ocean at Jones Beach. He was still protesting and waving his brief case as he disappeared beneath the billowy wave.”


  “I hear you can watch about one per hour on a busy day,” chuckled the doctor.


  “Yeah,” said the interne. He looked at the red light. “All right, all ready. Let’s get cutting, huh?”


  Two men whose names are legion paused and stood in momentary indecision halfway between Father’s Bar and Grill on Eighth Avenue and the kiosk that led down to the 14th Street Teleportransit Station. Habit clashed with common sense; there was also the reluctance to part company.


  “Fast one?”


  “In this heat?”


  “Father’s is air-conditioned.”


  “So’s my apartment. And there I can have the Little Woman construct me a cool, tall one whilst I get out of these clothes and into something comfortable. Then I can sit on the terrace in shorts and have my drink in comfort.”


  “You’ve got a point. No sense in leaving the office early if we don’t take advantage of it.”


  They turned and headed for the kiosk. Down below, where the subway once rumbled, 14th Street Station was lined with booths, and before each booth was the start of a line-up of people. The big rush hour hadn’t started yet, but there were enough citizens in this area who had the kind of job they could leave early to avoid the big jam. There were quite a number who didn’t have that kind of job, but they left anyway, hoping their dereliction would either be overlooked or forgotten by Monday morning.


  The legion of citizens who left their jobs early to avoid the rush were not being watched by Big Brother, but by an impersonal peg-count that drove a dial that indicated the number of completed transits per minute. Beside the dial was a series of animated graphs that compared the day’s traffic against yesterday’s traffic, the same day a year ago, the maximum and minimum for this day any year, and the grand maximum and minimum for any day any year. All of the statistical graphs showed a sudden upsurge at the line denoting five o’clock, and the animated graph-line that displayed today’s traffic was approaching a record.


  Today’s traffic had surpassed yesterday’s for the past half hour, but this was not surprising because the rush-hour and just-before-rush traffic was heavier on Friday afternoons. It would undoubtedly repeat itself on Monday morning.


  But as the moving finger wrote on toward the critical hour, it approached an all-time record. This would ring no bells nor toot any whistles. It would be duly noted, and a memorandum would be issued authorizing a survey to determine the possible future expansion of facilities; the probable cost of such an expansion; and above all, how much more income would pour into the coffers of Teleportransit, Incorporated.


  Walter Long said, “I appreciate your interest, Harry, but I simply can’t go out of line for your Johnny Peters.”


  “Is it out of line?” asked Harry Warren.


  “Yes, and it is also obvious to us in this section. Or, rather, it would be obvious if I did it.”


  “I should think you’d jump at a chance to reward someone who asked for advancement.”


  “I would. And I could justify jumping Peters over a number of his seniors if he were outstanding in just one department. But he isn’t outstanding in anything but his ability to lolly-gag with Trudy.”


  “You make him sound like a washout.”


  “Oh, Peters is no washout,” said Walter Long. “He’s just not sufficiently outstanding to warrant special attention.”


  “Well, you must admit that maintaining a monitor over a function-panel for a system that’s adjusted and operated by a computer is not a job that provides an opportunity to be outstanding. There’s just so much verve and vigor with which an ambitious man can turn a small knob to twitch the incoming line voltage by a couple of tenths. This operation gets pretty dull, especially when the computer will twist the knob itself if the line gets more than about a quarter of a volt off.”


  “I suppose you’ve a point.”


  “I think I do. But why not ask Johnny’s boss? Joe knows him better than either of us.”


  “All right.” Walter Long pressed a button; the intercom on his desk came to life.


  Trudy, her composure regained, said, “Yes, Mr. Long?”


  “Trudy, connect me with Joe Fellowes, will you?”


  “Mr. Fellowes took off a few minutes ago.”


  “Where, for the love of Pete?”


  “Mrs. Fellowes called and said that her baby was on the way. Joe took off for the maternity ward right after that. I could call him.”


  “No, don’t bother right now. Just ask him to see me when he gets back. You’ve no word from the hospital yet, have you?”


  “No, but from the way things looked, we won’t have long to wait.”


  “O.K. Trudy. Keep me informed.”


  “Yes, sir.” She closed the circuit; contact died in the middle of her lilting response, “Tele-por-TRAN-sit,” to some incoming caller.


  The clock hit five. The dial registering transits per minute rose sharply, and so did the graphs that displayed today’s traffic compared to statistics. The increased load ran the incoming line down, the computer compensated for the drop before Johnny Peters could react. Somewhere down in the power distribution frames, a fuse blew; the local emergency power took over with no interruption while the blown fuse was replaced by a device that had neither nerves to twitch nor fingers to fumble.


  The first inkling that something was wrong was given to Joe Fellowes.


  Down in the computer, Joe’s emergency trip from the Teleportransit Building to the maternity ward of City Hospital was racked up by the peg count circuits and added to the statistics being compiled in the Accounting Department. The computer also registered the awaiting trip of Mrs. Fellowes, the doctor, the interne, and the nurse. Being a machine, it did not understand about birth and life or death, so it can’t be blamed for not registering the unborn Fellowes infant, alive and a passenger though he be.


  Machinelike, it awaited the closing of the booth door that exited in the maternity ward, and when the signal came it promptly processed the party—people, stretcher, and unborn—into the system.


  In the maternity ward, Joe Fellowes stared at the door to the teleportransit booth; mentally, he was urging it to open upon his wife. “What’s keeping them?” he asked nervously.


  “Heaven only knows,” replied Nurse Wilkins, calmly.


  “Something’s wrong,” he said.


  “Hardly.”


  “What makes you think so?” he demanded.


  “If anything were wrong, they’d call for help. Or come for it. That booth can’t be used when . . . er . . . how did you get here, young man?” she demanded sharply.


  “I’m with Teleportransit,” he said bluntly, showing his identification card. “I used the override on your pre-empt circuit.”


  “Well, that’s—” and she fell silent simply because it was done and neither locking the barn nor bawling out the stable boy would correct the act.


  “Irma’s family have their babies fast,” he said. “Maybe—?”


  Nurse Wilkins shook her head. “Even with delivery underway, they’d bring her back. That’s why we send doctor, interne, and nurse along with everything necessary to handle any contingency. Your teleport things work so fast we can send a whole team out on a call each time.”


  “Fine,” said Fellowes. “Then where’s my wife?”


  Nurse Wilkins replied sharply, “Mr. Fellowes, please grant that we know our business and how to conduct it.


  Granting that our hospital and its medical staff are competent, it’s your teleport machinery that they’re using. Maybe something broke down.”


  “Well, we can find out about that,” he snapped back. “Teleport circuits either work or they don’t. It neither swallows people nor does it go off its electromechanical rocker and run off a squadron of duplicates. So if it will run with me, it’ll run with your medicos and my wife. Me? I think there’s trouble at home and so I’m going to look.”


  Nurse Wilkins started to tell Joe Fellowes that he couldn’t use the maternity ward teleportransit; but Joe, with a practiced hand, inserted his credit key with one band and plugged in his home address with the other. He waved as he withdrew the key and he disappeared as the computer processed him into the system.


  The man’s disappearance brought an uneasy nervousness to Nurse Wilkins. The system must be working or, by Joe Fellowes’ own statement, he couldn’t have entered it. Ergo something must have gone wrong with the team of medical people dispatched to help Mrs. Fellowes. The latter did not seem likely; despite the urgency of the call and the obviously imminent parturition, it was an uncomplicated, routine matter well within the competence of the medical personnel and their equipment.


  Further, the door to the booth remained dormant, its indicating lamp signaling a priority for incoming traffic. Nurse Wilkins’ uneasiness increased as the minutes passed. For now was added the complication of a second level of puzzlement; granting trouble with the medical team, Joe Fellowes might well stay home with them and his wife—and baby. On the other hand, they should have warned the hospital of the emergency. And third, granting that someone goofed and returned the hospital team to a wrong address, it took but a second to correct any such error.


  Nurse Wilkins stared at the door that had, despite the statement of Joe Fellowes to the contrary, swallowed one doctor, one interne, one nurse, a wagon, and one civilian whose identification card said that he was an engineer with a degree in teleportonics. And unsaid, she wondered uneasily whether the door at the other end hadn’t maybe swallowed one woman in final labor and her a-borning child.


  The commuting businessman comprises three general types. There is he who leaves early for any number of reasons, and he who habitually stays overtime either because he is intrigued with his job or bucking for a raise, or both. The in-between is the myriad who report in slightly before opening time and leave promptly at zero five zero-zero. When the latter turns up early, he surprises his family, sometimes in activities that astonish him. When he is late, his family think in terms of dragging the river, canvassing the hospitals, and sticking hatpins into an effigy of the boss, and when he turns up the family is likely to smell his breath and inspect his handkerchief for evidence of dalliance.


  Teleportransit, Incorporated, did not change the habits of the commuter. At five o’clock, long queues of people lined up before the teleport booths that stood awaiting them on old subway platforms, in the basement of every large building in central Megapolis, and in special buildings to serve less densely populated areas. To serve the commuter better, Teleportransit provided a commuter key with the two terminals coded in the matrix. It worked only at the commuter’s home and office stations, in one and out the other exclusively. For other destinations, the address had to be spelled out digit by digit.


  The upshot of this special commuter’s key was rapid transit with capital letters. Step into the booth, insert the key, turn, restore, and withdraw it. How fast can a person move? With deft commuters, one teleportransit booth can handle one person every three seconds. Twelve hundred an hour. Times Square Station has three hundred booths; 34th Street has two fifty. Multiply these various values by the couple of hundred stations in Megapolis, then add the smaller numbers in the basement of the prominent buildings, and the capacity of Teleportransit to handle the four million daily commuters becomes clear.


  The rush hour swung into gear and the transits-per-minute dial in the Teleportransit Building clicked into an upper register, reading kilotransits.


  And at the terminals in Scarsdale, Mountainside, Freehold, and Sea Bright, wives collected in their station wagons to await their breadwinners. They waited. Then they looked at watches. Some turned on radios to check be time. Quite a few worried, and an equal number changed their expression from bored tolerance to knowing accusation of infidelity. Only one thing was glaringly obvious. Either the teleport system had broken down, or all husbands were delinquent at the same time, if not at the same place.


  Giving the poor devils the benefit of the doubt the thing to do was to ask someone what went on.


  “Tele-por-TRAN-sit,” sang Trudy, waiting for her date. “Hello,” came a female voice, “is something wrong?”


  “Wrong?” asked Trudy.


  “Yes. My husband hasn’t come home yet.”


  “Well, I haven’t—No, I mean, why ask me?”


  “This is the Teleportransit Office, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Well, miss, it isn’t only my husband. None of them have come home.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Neither do I. Every night there’re about forty of us waiting here, and our men come home one at a time over about fifteen minutes. Now we’re here a half hour and not a one has come out of your station.”


  “Wait a moment. I’ll check.” Trudy buzzed Walter Long and told him. “There’s a woman on the videophone who thinks the system has broken down.”


  “It couldn’t,” said Walter Long, stoutly. “Put her on, Trudy.”


  The harassed voice, having run through the story once for Trudy, had it better prepared for Walter Long. When she finished, he assured her, “Madam, we apologize for this inconvenience, and I personally thank you for bringing it to my attention. It’s the first I knew of any tie-up. Now, let me attend to it at once, and we’ll have your husband home in a jiffy. And thank you for calling.”


  “But where is he?” the woman wailed.


  “Don’t worry, madam,” he said calmly. “If he hasn’t come out of the exit, he hasn’t gone into the entrance. So there are probably a lot of irate husbands standing angrily in front of an inoperative teleport booth.”


  “But they all come from different places,” she wailed.


  “We’ll get them home,” repeated Walter Long. He broke the circuit because talking to this anxious woman was not letting him get to the source of the problem. He buzzed Trudy and heard her sing, “Tele-por-Tran-sit,” with some of the zing gone from her lilt. “Oh! Mr. Long. White Plains and Far Hills have both reported some sort of trouble.”


  “Trudy, call the hospital and find out where Joe Fellowes is, and how fast can he get back here.”


  “Yes, sir.” Long waited on the circuit while Trudy got Nurse Wilkins, who explained that neither doctor, interne, nurse, stretcher-wagon, nor Mr. Fellowes had returned, and that they’d been gone for almost half an hour. When that was finished, Walter Long said, “Trudy, call Joe’s home.” Once more he waited on the circuit, but this time it was completely unfinished because the videophone ring-back burred and burrrred without an answer.


  “Something’s gone a long way wrong, Trudy,” he said solemnly. On the open circuit, Walter Long could hear the incoming calls beginning to pile up. Trudy’s usual singsong diminished until it became a flat and uninspired, “Teleportransit,” followed by a wait and the terse explanation that a minor breakdown had occurred, that they were working on it; and no, she was merely the receptionist and didn’t know a three-port circulator from a dithrambic foot. Sorry, but the technical staff is all busy correcting the fault and can’t be interrupted.


  “Trudy!” barked Walter Long.


  “Yes?”


  “Put the lilt back in your voice, and then record that last explanation and switch your board to automatic response. Just keep the private company incoming lines open.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “And then come in here.”


  “Yes, sir. As soon as I finish.”


  When she entered, Walter Long said, “Trudy, among the things that are wrong is the absence of Joe Fellowes. That nurse said he went home, but hasn’t returned. Maybe something’s wrong at the Fellowes end of that circuit—by which I mean his wife and baby. Will you take a minute to run over to Fellowes’ station and check?”


  “Surely.”


  “And come back immediately. Understand? At once. Don’t wait even if they have something vital that depends on you. Come back here and report. Understand?”


  “Yes, Mr. Long. That’s a promise.”


  Trudy used the teleport booth in the main front office. She was ultra-careful, inserting her credit key and entering each digit in the Fellowes address with deliberation. She checked the read-out digit by digit before she was satisfied enough to return the key in the lock-register to start the teleport process.


  Like the four million commuters who disappeared once each morning and once each night, Trudy ceased to exist in the teleport booth that stood in the main front office of Teleportransit, Incorporated.


  Like Nurse Wilkins and four million waiting wives, mistresses, girlfriends, and terminal-station bartenders, Walter Long stared at the closed booth door and prayed for it to open. His staring became a vigil, for minutes stretched out and the girl did not return.


  “Blast that girl,” muttered Walter Long, “and she promised.”


  It was ten minutes of six when Walter Long called Harry Warren. “Harry, something’s wrong.”


  “Wrong? Can it wait until morning. Walter? We’ve company coming tonight, and—”


  “Tomorrow’s Saturday, Harry.”


  “Yes. I know. So I’ll come in tomorrow and settle it. Leave me a note about it. I’m off to home.”


  “Wait, Harry. Don’t go. Don’t, of all things, use the teleport.”


  “Now that’s downright silly. How else can I get home?”


  “Harry, to the best of my knowledge, people seem to be going into the system, but none are coming out.”


  “What?”


  “You beard me right.”


  “Where’s Fellowes?”


  “That’s the trouble. Fellowes was one of the first.”


  “But what are we going to do?”


  “Has the technical staff—?”


  “Yeah. At five o’clock they headed for the teleport on a dead run.”


  “Right into this Frankenstein’s Monster we own.”


  “Moloch was the god that ate ‘em alive,” said Harry Warren absently. “Well, there’s still maintenance and monitor. The night man.”


  “And if I guess right, he’s probably the closest guy this side of Pittsburgh, Boston, or Washington who knows anything about the technical side of teleportation. Get him up here.”


  “Maybe we’d better go down to him.”


  “That’ll leave the office empty if someone calls.”


  “Ask Trudy to stay over a bit. After all, this is an emergency.”


  “I can’t. I sent Trudy through the teleport to look for Joe Fellowes. She’s gone, too.”


  “There are days when everything goes wrong,” said Harry Warren. “Now I find that monitor and maintenance is none other than Johnny Peters.”


  “How come? If he has the duty tonight, why was he asking Trudy for a date?”


  “It seems that she three-quarters promised him a date for tomorrow night, so Peters swapped nights with Frank Nash.”


  “Well, if I can plug up the company lines on the switchboard without electrocuting myself, I’ll set them up on the downstairs set.”


  Johnny Peters lounged at the big test and control console, his feet hooked on one edge of the desk-panel. He was reading a magazine, and from time to time he let his eyes stray over the meters. He was bored, and he was frustrated because being the back-up to a completely self-adjusting, self-repairing, automatic machine does not leave much opportunity to perform noteworthy deeds. He was in this attitude when Harry Warren and Walter Long burst in upon him.


  “Hell breaking loose all over Megapolis,” yelled Harry Warren, “and you sit there as if nothing were going on.”


  “So what’s going on? No one tells me anything,” replied Johnny Peters.


  “You don’t know?” asked Walter Long incredulously.


  “No, I don’t.”


  Harry Warren looked at the control console full of meters, dials, and multicolored pilot and warning lamps. “Is that thing functioning properly?”


  Peters cast a rapid eye over the board. “Perfectly,” he said, reaching out and giving one small knob an imperceptible turn.


  “How can you be so sure so fast?”


  “There isn’t a red lamp showing,” he said with a sweeping wave of his hand. “Blue-green indicates operating circuits that are functioning properly; yellow-orange indicates feed-back information—a continuous incoming flow of variables—that keep the operating circuits so properly adjusted that they maintain a continuous show of blue-green. Hasn’t been a red lamp shown since I’ve been with Teleportransit, but I’m told that whistles blow, bells ring, cannon are fired and—”


  “Well, something’s gone to hell in a handbasket.”


  “For instance, what?”


  “Our teleport system isn’t working.”


  “Nonsense!” Peters pointed to a large dial. “Load’s low tonight, but we’re still making a couple of—”


  “Stop them!” yelled Walter Long. “Peters, since somewhere about a quarter to five this evening, people have been a-pouring into the entrances, and not coming out of the exits.”


  “But that can’t happen.”


  “You explain that to four million commuters—if we ever get ‘em back.”


  “And if we don’t, you try to explain it to their heirs and assigns,” said Harry Warren.


  “Is this condition local or widespread?” asked Peters.


  “It’s the entire system.”


  “No,” said Peters, “I mean, has Pittsburgh or Greater Chicago reported the same mess-up?”


  “That we don’t know.”


  “Then let’s find out,” said Peters. On the console, he snapped a switch. A videoplate came to life, there was a brief ringback burr, and then a man’s face appeared.


  “Peters here, Megapolis. Teleportransit, Inc.”


  “Hi. James Gale. Pittsburgh Rapid. What’s on your mind?”


  “Have you any trouble reports?”


  “No. What kind of trouble?”


  “No tie-ups?”


  “No. Now what can happen to a teleport circuit to tie it up?”


  “I don’t know, but everybody who goes into our machine just simply stays there.”


  “But that’s not possible.”


  “All right. So that makes it a manifestation of the supernatural and it’s swallowed more’n four million commuters, and it’s continuing to swallow them at the rate of about fifteen hundred per minute.”


  “Turn it off,” advised Jim Gale.


  “I don’t dare,” said Johnny Peters. “I have the uneasy feeling that continued operation is the only contact that lies between here and the limbo they’re lost in. I’ve no sound, scientific logic for that queasy feeling; it’s just a conviction that I must follow.” He turned to look at Walter Long and Harry Warren. Both of them looked blank until Johnny Peters said, “Unless I’m ordered to,” at which they both shook their heads violently.


  “Well, this I’ve got to see,” said Gale. “I’m coming over.”


  “Whoa!” cried Peters. “I’d advise some other mode of transportation.”


  “Urn . . . guess you’re right. So is there anything I can do to help?”


  “Yes,” said Walter Long quickly. “Get in touch with your top-level technical staff and tell them what we’re up against. You can also call Boston and Washington and ask them what to do. See if the best technical brains of all three cities can get trains or cars to come here as fast as possible. In the meantime, we’ll have to muddle through with a junior technician, a business administrator, and one puzzled personnel relations counsel.”


  Throughout Megapolis, the news was spreading fast. In an earlier day, the radio in the automobile or in the depot bar would have spread the news like wildfire. But the habit of the commuter was to get where he was going first, and then relax to get the news. The news was thus delayed in its dissemination by the recipient’s habits, not by any machination of press, government, big business, or unfavorable foreign powers.


  The transits-per-minute meter began to taper off in an increasing drop as the news was spread. But it did not drop to zero because there were those that had not heard, those who did not believe, a number whose curiosity exceeded their good sense, a few misguided self-sacrificers, and a low but continuous counting rate pegged up by sheer habit. For just as people during a power failure will enter a room and flip the light switch in a reflex action, people preoccupied with other things turned into the teleport booth out of habit and whisked themselves into limbo.


  More time passed; it takes time for the central nervous system of a vast Megapolis to react to a widespread emergency. Had one called two and the two then called four, and the four called eight, the word would have spread fast. But plans and programs such as this fail unsafely at the first breach in the pattern for there is no way of bridging the missing link. So in the usual ponderous way, the commissioners called the captains and the captains notified their lieutenants, and soon the word was spread to the patrolmen. And where there was a missing link to bridge, the radio called the patrolmen, firemen off-duty, members of the civil defense, and anybody who could be sworn to duty.


  And not a few of these succumbed to habit by trying to take the teleport system to the teleport station they’d been assigned to prevent people from using.


  Ultimately, the stations were under control and the transits-per-minute meter was down to an unreadable, but still-not-zero figure. By this time, the hidden, unknown plane beyond the entrance of the teleports had its share of policemen and other keepers of the civic peace.


  Johnny Peters looked at the mass of gray hammertone finish, chromium, and glass, and he realized a helplessness, a complete futility, the utter impossibility of doing anything useful. For what had always worked properly had stopped abruptly at about four-thirty in the afternoon. It was as if the sun, having come up on time since the dawn of eyes to watch for it, failed to show.


  For Teleportransit was to Megapolis as hundreds of other teleport companies were to their respective cities. Take twelve years of handling commuter traffic five days each week and multiply that by the number of cities that had solved the commuting problem by licensing teleport companies, then quote the figure as a statistic with zero accidents in transit. The odds begin to approach the probabilities that the sun will not be late tomorrow morning.


  Still, to Johnny Peters, Walter Long, and Harry Warren, there was no realization of the enormity of the situation. It was too impersonal, too remote, too vast. That four or five million human souls had vanished into their machinery was a fact they could not comprehend.


  But as the word spread throughout the city, millions of individuals became intimately aware of a shocking, abrupt personal loss. And for the number who fold their hands and say “Kismet,” there are an equal number who want to strike back. And so part of the public became a mob.


  The night watchman on duty at the main door of the Teleportransit Building saw the mob approach but did not comprehend until the leaders crashed the big plate glass doors with a timber. As the mob came boiling into the lobby of the building, the night watchman fled in terror, taking the obvious way out along with two of the mob who pursued him into the teleport booth.


  Had there been no stairs, the elevator system might have cooled some of the anger, for a mob completely articulated into tiny groups out of communication with one another loses the ability to regenerate its mass anger. The leaders, without a shouting mass behind them, might have listened to reason. But the elevators, at night, would respond only to authorized employees with special keys. And so the mob, strung into a broad-fronted wave, trailed up the stairs after the leaders. The toil of climbing added to their anger.


  To prove the paranoiac quality of the mob, the air-conditioning in the Teleportranist Building did not give them any comfort; it made them resent even more the men they held responsible because they sat in comfort to perpetrate the outrage.


  Within the equipment room, the status remained quo. But not for long.


  The heavy doors muffled the sound of the mob; by the time the noise penetrated loud enough to attract the three men in the room, the same timber used to crash the main doors came hurtling through the doors to the equipment room.


  The foremost of the mob milled into the room and grabbed the three men. There were shouts of lynch-law: “Give it to ‘em!” and “String ‘em up!” and someone with a length of clothesline weaseled his way through the mob to the fore.


  A slipknot is not as efficient as the hangman’s noose with its thirteen turns, but it is effective. It is also terrifying. Being in the hands of a mob is panic-making in its own right. The sight of rope adds terror. Such shock makes some people faint, some are simply stunned into inaction, and some enter a strange mental stage through which they watch the proceedings without realizing that the mob is going to harm them.


  Some men take on a madman’s fury, break free, and try to run.


  As three of the mob held Johnny Peters, a fourth started to put the slipknot over his head, while the fifth tossed the other end of the clothesline over a ceiling strut. Johnny Peters lashed out, broke the grip of the three who held him, smashed the noose-holder in the face, and took off through the room, scattering the mob by sheer force. Behind him trailed the clothesline, for his wild, round-house swing had passed through the noose.


  Wildly, Johnny Peters headed for the only haven he knew, and as the door to the teleport booth closed behind him, the man who held the end of the rope shook it with a mad roaring laugh:


  “He ain’t going nowhere!”


  With deliberation, he started to collect the line, hand over hand. It slung in a tightening catenary from the ceiling strut over to the teleport booth door frame.


  Unmindful of his tether, Johnny Peters fished his key out, plugged it in, and twisted.


  With a roar, three of the mob grabbed the rope and hauled. The end, cut clean, pulled out of the door frame gasket and trailed across the floor; the three who had hauled went a-sprawl. For, as a moment of thought must reveal, the system could hardly teleport a material body instantaneously into an enclosed exit booth without creating an explosion of thermonuclear proportions. The teleport booths were carefully made to rigid dimensions; in the transit, everything contained in one went to the other; they swapped.


  Johnny Peters disappeared trailing his length of line.


  Johnny Peters was in a nearly indescribable state of—awareness. There was no sense of feeling; the tactile sense no longer existed. The sensitive tip of the tongue did not send continuous messages to the brain about the state of teeth or the amount of saliva. The telemetry that provides feedback of limb position was missing. Pressure against the feet was gone, as if there were no gravity.


  Where he was, there was no sound. Or, if sound existed there, he had not the ears with which to hear—nor taste, nor sight, nor olfactory sense.


  Yet he felt an awareness of self, of being, of existing.


  A remnant of long-forgotten Latin occurred, “Cogit, ergo sum.” And he wondered whether his Latin was correct. But right or wrong in the classics, Johnny Peters thought, and therefore he existed.


  And once this became evident to Johnny Peters, there came the usual return of hope, for so long as life existed, there was hope of getting back from whatever strange plane he had entered. Then, with panic subsiding, Johnny Peters became faintly aware of others.


  This, too, was a strange awareness. In life, for example, on a streetcar or subway, a person is aware of the presence of others because every sensory channel is bombarded, assaulted, overloaded. One can say, “They were so thick I could taste it!” and not be far from wrong because the chemicals that carry the spoor of close-packed humanity to the sense of smell are soluble in water; in saliva the smell becomes a taste.


  This was, or was it, like telepathy?


  What is telepathy like? Does the telepath dial a mental address and then carry on a two-way remark-and-rejoinder, or does he broadcast on an open band? Can he extract the mental peregrinations of someone who is unaware of this invasion of privacy, or does the human desire for privacy act as a barrier? Is that why telepathy is not a going process?


  In any event, Johnny Peters was aware of the presence of others; perhaps it is better to say that he was aware of the awareness of others. Then as this awareness became stronger and less puzzling, he became vaguely and faintly cognizant of identity. Not identity in the sense that an individual is identified, but rather in the sense that his awareness included a number of separate entities. He recognized none of them, which may not be surprising since he had, by now, about five million individuals for company.


  Johnny Peters knew how the teleport worked, but still had difficulty in freeing his mind of the feeling that others who had used the teleport booth in the equipment room of the Teleportransit Building should be somewhere just beyond the entrance portal. Where they were he could not imagine, but he knew that the medium was not like a plugged tunnel, even though the tunnel albeit virtual, was the foundation for the teleport.


  For when the junction of a diode is very thin, and the energy of the electrons is very low, Heisenberg’s Uncertainty says that they have a definite probability of crossing the forbidden gap in the junction and appearing on the other side. In the tunnel diode, simple probability is loaded with a voltage bias so that a current flows across the forbidden gap; electrons pass through invisibly as if they flowed through a tunnel. The teleport performed the same operation with humans and things—or had until five million people occupied the forbidden gap between terminals.


  And so the people, instead of compact, locatable entities, were diffused essences of their beings, their awarenesses, occupying a volume of probability that encompassed and more likely exceeded the most distant of Teleportransit’s wide-flung network of terminals.


  Aware that he was mingled with other entities, Johnny Peters felt the need of finding and identifying someone, anyone he knew as an individual; an awareness that was not simply another being, but a definite being. Simple want called her name to mind, and somehow he formed the silent concept:


  “Trudy!”


  It gave directivity to his being, and cleared things; now he became aware of others, trying to make contact in the same way. Some of them had. Two were commenting on the situation in exceedingly uncomplimentary terms; in fact, they made his mind blush. Another was radiating the concept that he didn’t know where he was but at least he wasn’t suffering from the heat.


  Johnny Peters tried again. “Trudy!”


  If a completely diffused being had feelings, he might have felt something. Instead, he merely became aware of being surrounded by more essences of awareness, a mental crowding. This corresponded to his concept of the volume of probability; given absolutely zero energy, the probability was equally good to be anywhere in the Universe. But as the energy became significant, the volume of probability shrunk. Furthermore, there was a higher probability of occupying the center or near-center of the volume than occupying the outer edges. The distribution, of course, was Gaussian.


  Then he became aware of a reply. The concept, “Johnny?”


  “Yes, Trudy.”


  “What happened? Where are we?”


  “Where we are I don’t know,” he formed. “It’s supposed to be a forbidden gap between terminals that nothing can occupy. That’s why nothing ever got lost before. It’s either here or there, but never between.”


  “I don’t see,” came the faltering reply. “But what happened?”


  “I don’t know, but I think it’s some sort of traffic jam on the teleport.”


  “But why?”


  “Lord knows. Let’s figure it out after we find out how to get out of this in-between mess.”


  “Do you think you can?”


  “I’m not too sure, but Joe Fellowes must be in this mess somewhere.”


  “Let’s both call him.”


  Together, they formed the concept, “Joe Fellowes!” Again there was the awareness of something shifting, of a mental crowding; a reshuffling of the entities.


  Trudy radiated, “Johnny?”


  “Yes?”


  “Johnny—I get the distinct impression of a baby crying.”


  “Uh—yeah.”


  The awareness of reshuffling became intense. At one point, Johnny Peters caught a thought that might have been a reply from Joe Fellowes.


  “Trudy?”


  “Yes, Johnny?”


  “Let’s try Joe Fellowes again.”


  “No, let’s try Irma Fellowes. I think women are more sensitive.”


  “Only a woman would make that statement,” was his response, “but I’ll try anything.”


  Now the reshuffling was almost a physical motion; the awareness of movement through a densely packed medium, of motion blocked from time to time, of packing tight, of flowing ever-so-slowly through extreme difficulty toward some focal point.


  “Irma Fellowes?”


  Faintly, dimly came the reply, unformed and wordless, but nonetheless it was the awareness of Irma Fellowes. Motion became a struggle, but they fought to move, urged on by some unknown drive.


  Now the awareness of Irma Fellowes was stronger, mental flashes of Joe Fellowes began to come in, and as the latter increased in clarity, others began. There was the doctor; his awareness was concern for his patient. The interne was merely anxious to get back to his post. The nurse was impatient because she had a date that evening and didn’t want to miss it. The baby was complaining, as babies do, about the rough treatment that was meted upon one’s first appearance on Earth.


  “Is it a boy or girl?” wondered Irma Fellowes.


  “How can we possibly find out in this . . . this . . . nothingness?”


  The interne advised, “Find out whether baby’s thinking blue or pink thoughts.”


  Nurse wanted to know, “Is it born?”


  Joe Fellowes’ thought was a snort. “How can anything be born of a diffused essence that’s spread out over a spherical volume of probability about a hundred and fifty miles in diameter? The term’s meaningless.”


  “But what are we breathing? And how will we eat?”


  The question, unanswerable by any form of reasoning or logic, was interrupted by a stronger cry from the baby, a feeling of strain having been eased. The packed-in awareness flowed away and throughout the entire volume of probability, motion became fluid, fast, and free.


  The exit terminals of Teleportransit began to spew forth humanity. They landed running, some of them; others were pushed violently because they did not move forward out of the way fast enough. The big rush hour of Megapolis, started two hours ago, was finishing. With the finish on one hundred and twenty minutes of overtime, the mysterious medium between the terminals was doing its best to live up to the definition, “forbidden gap.”


  Being people once more instead of merely aware essences, they raised their voices.


  “It’s a boy,” said the doctor.


  “But what happened?” asked Trudy.


  “It was like a log jam,” explained Joe Fellowes. “And baby was the key log.”


  “But how could the teleport system form such a jam?” demanded Johnny Peters.


  “We were too efficient,” said Fellowes. “Our coincidence-counting circuits are set up to make a double check on the transits. Some shiny-bottomed accountant wanted to be more than certain that every transit was paid for, so all trips are checked at the entrance and again at the exit. Baby made ‘em mismatch.”


  “All right, so how did we break the jam?”


  “You did,” chuckled Fellowes. “You went in to the teleport booth and plugged in your key without entering a destination. That made the number of in-counts match the number of out-counts. And once your awareness approached the troubled area, the uncertainty of which was which, or in this case, whose was whose, became high enough in probability to effect a transfer. Boom! The log jam breaks and everything comes tumbling home.”


  “But—?”


  “Baby? Well, you’ve heard it said that when they start, nothing will stop ‘em,” chuckled Fellowes. “And so baby has the dubious honor of being the first kid born en route to the hospital by teleport.”


  “And,” said the doctor dryly, “delivered by a diffused medical team of essences.”


  A BAD DAY FOR SALES


  Fritz Leiber


  The big bright doors of the office building parted with a pneumatic whoosh and Robie glided onto Times Square. The crowd that had been watching the fifty-foot-tall girl on the clothing billboard get dressed, or reading the latest news about the Hot Truce scrawl itself in yard-high script, hurried to look.


  Robie was still a novelty. Robie was fun. For a little while yet, he could steal the show. But the attention did not make Robie proud. He had no more emotions than the pink plastic giantess, who dressed and undressed endlessly whether there was a crowd or the street was empty, and who never once blinked her blue mechanical eyes. But she merely drew business while Robie went out after it.


  For Robie was the logical conclusion of the development of vending machines. All the earlier ones had stood in one place, on a floor or hanging on a wall, and blankly delivered merchandise in return for coins, whereas Robie searched for customers. He was the demonstration model of a line of sales robots to be manufactured by Shuler Vending Machines, provided the public invested enough in stocks to give the company capital to go into mass production.


  The publicity Robie drew stimulated investments handsomely. It was amusing to see the TV and newspaper coverage of Robie selling, but not a fraction as much fun as being approached personally by him. Those who were usually bought anywhere from one to five hundred shares, if they had any money and foresight enough to see that sales robots would eventually be on every street and highway in the country.


  Robie radared the crowd, found that it surrounded him solidly, and stopped. With a carefully built-in sense of timing, he waited for the tension and expectation to mount before he began talking.


  “Say, Ma, he doesn’t look like a robot at all,” a child said. “He looks like a turtle.”


  Which was not completely inaccurate. The lower part of Robie’s body was a metal hemisphere hemmed with sponge rubber and not quite touching the sidewalk. The upper was a metal box with black holes in it. The box could swivel and duck.


  A chromium-bright hoopskirt with a turret on top.


  “Reminds me too much of the Little Joe Paratanks,” a legless veteran of the Persian War muttered, and rapidly rolled himself away on wheels rather like Robie’s.


  His departure made it easier for some of those who knew about Robie to open a path in the crowd. Robie headed straight for the gap. The crowd whooped.


  Robie glided very slowly down the path, deftly jogging aside whenever he got too close to ankles in skylon or sockassins. The rubber buffer on his hoopskirt was merely an added safeguard.


  The boy who had called Robie a turtle jumped in the middle of the path and stood his ground, grinning foxily.


  Robie stopped two feet short of him. The turret ducked. The crowd got quiet.


  “Hello, youngster,” Robie said in a voice that was smooth as that of a TV star, and was, in fact, a recording of one.


  The boy stopped smiling. “Hello,” he whispered.


  “How old are you?” Robie asked.


  “Nine. No, eight.”


  “That’s nice,” Robie observed. A metal arm shot down from his neck, stopped just short of the boy.


  The boy jerked back.


  “For you,” Robie said.


  The boy gingerly took the red polly-lop from the neatly fashioned blunt metal claws, and began to unwrap it.


  “Nothing to say?” asked Robie.


  “Uh—thank you.”


  After a suitable pause, Robie continued, “And how about a nice refreshing drink of Poppy Pop to go with your polly-lop?” The boy lifted his eyes, but didn’t stop licking the candy. Robie waggled his claws slightly. “Just give me a quarter and within five seconds—”


  A little girl wriggled out of the forest of legs. “Give me a polly-lop, too, Robie,” she demanded.


  “Rita, come back here!” a woman in the third rank of the crowd called angrily.


  Robie scanned the newcomer gravely. His reference silhouettes were not good enough to let him distinguish the sex of children, so he merely repeated, “Hello, youngster.”


  “Rita!”


  “Give me a polly-lop!”


  Disregarding both remarks, for a good salesman is singleminded and does not waste bait, Robie said winningly, “I’ll bet you read Junior Space Killers. Now I have here—”


  “Uh-uh, I’m a girl. He got a pony-lop.”


  At the word “girl,” Robie broke off. Rather ponderously, he said, “I’ll bet you read Gee-Gee Jones, Space Stripper. Now I have here the latest issue of that thrilling comic, not yet in the stationary vending machines. Just give me fifty cents and within five—”


  “Please let me through. I’m her mother.”


  A young woman in the front rank drawled over her powder-sprayed shoulder, “I’ll get her for you,” and slithered out on six-inch platform shoes. “Run away, children,” she said nonchalantly. Lifting her arms behind her head, she pirouetted slowly before Robie to show how much she did for her bolero half-jacket and her form-fitting slacks that melted into skylon just above the knees. The little girl glared at her. She ended the pirouette in profile.


  At this age-level, Robie’s reference silhouettes permitted him to distinguish sex, though with occasional amusing and embarrassing miscalls. He whistled admiringly. The crowd cheered.


  Someone remarked critically to a friend, “It would go over better if he was built more like a real robot. You know, like a man.”


  The friend shook his head. “This way it’s subtler.”


  No one in the crowd was watching the newscript overhead as it scribbled, “Ice Pack for Hot Truce? Vanahdin hints Russ may yield on Pakistan.”


  Robie was saying, “. . . in the savage new glamor-tint we have christened Mars Blood, complete with spray applicator and fit-all fingerstalls that mask each finger completely except for the nail. Just give me five dollars—uncrumpled bills may be fed into the revolving rollers you see beside my arm—and within five seconds—”


  “No, thanks, Robie,” the young woman yawned.


  “Remember,” Robie persisted, “for three more weeks, seductivizing Mars Blood will be unobtainable from any other robot or human vendor.”


  “No, thanks.”


  Robie scanned the crowd resourcefully. “Is there any gentleman here . . .” he began just as a woman elbowed her way through the front rank.


  “I told you to come back!” she snapped at the little girl.


  “But I didn’t get my polly-lop!”


  “. . . who would care to . . .”


  “Rita!”


  “Robie cheated. Ow!”


  Meanwhile, the young woman in the half-bolero had scanned the nearby gentlemen on her own. Deciding that there was less than a fifty per cent chance of any of them accepting the proposition Robie seemed about to make, she took advantage of the scuffle to slither gracefully back into the ranks. Once again the path was clear before Robie.


  He paused, however, for a brief recapitulation of the more magical properties of Mars Blood, including a telling phrase about “the passionate claws of a Martian sunrise.”


  But no one bought. It wasn’t quite time. Soon enough silver coins would be clinking, bills going through the rollers faster than laundry, and five hundred people struggling for the privilege of having their money taken away from them by America’s first mobile sales robot.


  But there were still some tricks that Robie had to do free, and one certainly should enjoy those before starting the more expensive fun.


  So Robie moved on until he reached the curb. The variation in level was instantly sensed by his under-scanners. He stopped. His head began to swivel. The crowd watched in eager silence. This was Robie’s best trick.


  Robie’s head stopped swiveling. His scanners had found the traffic light. It was green. Robie edged forward. But then the light turned red. Robie stopped again, still on the curb. The crowd softly ahhed its delight.


  It was wonderful to be alive and watching Robie on such an exciting day. Alive and amused in the fresh, weather-controlled air between the lines of bright skyscrapers with their winking windows and under a sky so blue you could almost call it dark.


  (But way, way up, where the crowd could not see, the sky was darker still. Purple-dark, with stars showing. And in that purple-dark, a silver-green something, the color of a bud, plunged down at better than three miles a second. The silver-green was a newly developed paint that foiled radar.)


  Robie was saying, “While we wait for the light, there’s time for you youngsters to enjoy a nice refreshing Poppy Pop. Or for you adults—only those over five feet tall are eligible to buy—to enjoy an exciting Poppy Pop fizz. Just give me a quarter or—in the case of adults, one dollar and a quarter; I’m licensed to dispense intoxicating liquors—and within five seconds . . .”


  But that was not cutting it quite fine enough. Just three seconds later, the silver-green bud bloomed above Manhattan into a globular orange flower. The skyscrapers grew brighter and brighter still, the brightness of the inside of the Sun. The windows winked blossoming white fire-flowers.


  The crowd around Robie bloomed, too. Their clothes puffed into petals of flame. Their heads of hair were torches.


  The orange flower grew, stem and blossom. The blast came. The winking windows shattered tier by tier, became black holes. The walls bent, rocked, cracked. A stony dandruff flaked from their cornices. The flaming flowers on the sidewalk were all leveled at once. Robie was shoved ten feet. His metal hoopskirt dimpled, regained its shape.


  The blast ended. The orange flower, grown vast, vanished overhead on its huge, magic beanstalk. It grew dark and very still. The cornice-dandruff pattered down. A few small fragments rebounded from the metal hoopskirt.


  Robie made some small, uncertain movements, as if feeling for broken bones. He was hunting for the traffic light, but it no longer shone either red or green.


  He slowly scanned a full circle. There was nothing anywhere to interest his reference silhouettes. Yet when-ever he tried to move, his under-scanners warned him of low obstructions. It was very puzzling.


  The silence was disturbed by moans and a crackling sound, as faint at first as the scampering of distant rats. A seared man, his charred clothes fuming where the blast had blown out the fire, rose from the curb. Robie scanned him.


  “Good day, sir,” Robie said. “Would you care for a smoke? A truly cool smoke? Now I have here a yet unmarketed brand . . .”


  But the customer had run away, screaming, and Robie never ran after customers, though he could follow them at a medium brisk roll. He worked his way along the curb where the man had sprawled, carefully keeping his distance from the low obstructions, some of which writhed now and then, forcing him to jog. Shortly he reached a fire hydrant. He scanned it. His electronic vision, though it still worked, had been somewhat blurred by the blast.


  “Hello, youngster,” Robie said. Then, after a long pause, “Cat got your tongue? Well, I have a little present for you. A nice, lovely polly-lop.


  “Take it, youngster,” he said after another pause. “It’s for you. Don’t be afraid.”


  His attention was distracted by other customers, who began to rise oddly here and there, twisting forms that confused his reference silhouettes and would not stay to be scanned properly. One cried, “Water,” but no quarter clinked in Robie’s claws when he caught the word and suggested. “How about a nice refreshing drink of Poppy Pop?”


  The rat-crackling of the flames had become a jungle muttering. The blind windows began to wink fire again.


  A little girl marched, stepping neatly over arms and legs she did not look at. A white dress and the once taller bodies around her had shielded her from the brilliance and the blast. Her eyes were fixed on Robie. In them was the same imperious confidence, though none of the delight, with which she had watched him earlier.


  “Help me, Robie,” she said. “I want my mother.”


  “Hello, youngster,” Robie said. “What would you like? Comics? Candy?”


  “Where is she, Robie? Take me to her.”


  “Balloons? Would you like to watch me blow up a balloon?”


  The little girl began to cry. The sound triggered off another of Robie’s novelty circuits, a service feature that had brought in a lot of favorable publicity.


  “Is something wrong?” he asked. “Are you in trouble? Are you lost?”


  “Yes, Robie. Take me to my mother.”


  “Stay right here,” Robie said reassuringly, “and don’t be frightened. I will call a policeman.” He whistled shrilly, twice.


  Time passed. Robie whistled again. The windows flared and roared. The little girl begged. “Take me away, Robie,” and jumped onto a little step in his hoopskirt.


  “Give me a dime,” Robie said.


  The little girl found one in her pocket and put it in his claws.


  “Your weight,” Robie said, “is fifty-four and one-half pounds.”


  “Have you seen my daughter, have you seen her?” a woman was crying somewhere. “I left her watching that thing while I stepped inside—Rita!”


  “Robie helped me,” the little girl began babbling at her. “He knew I was lost. He even called the police, but they didn’t come. He weighed me, too. Didn’t you, Robie?”


  But Robie had gone off to peddle Poppy Pop to the members of a rescue squad which had just come around the corner, more robotlike in their asbestos suits than he in his metal skin.


  TEST ROCKET!


  Jack Douglas


  Captain Baird stood at the window of the laboratory where the thousand parts of the strange rocket lay strewn in careful order. Small groups worked slowly over the dismantled parts. The captain wanted to ask but something stopped him. Behind him Doctor Johannsen sat at his desk, his gnarled old hand tight about a whiskey bottle, the bottle the doctor always had in his desk but never brought out except when he was alone, and waited for Captain Baird to ask his question. Captain Baird turned at last.


  “They are our markings?” Captain Baird asked. It was not the question. Captain Baird knew the markings of the Rocket Testing Station as well as the doctor did.


  “Yes,” the doctor said, “they are our markings. Identical. But not our paint.”


  Captain Baird turned back to the window. Six months ago it had happened. Ten minutes after launching, the giant test rocket had been only a speck on the observation screen. Captain Baird had turned away in disgust.


  “A mouse!” the captain had said, “unfortunate a mouse can’t observe, build, report. My men are getting restless, Johannsen.”


  “When we are ready, Captain,” the doctor had said.


  It was twelve hours before the urgent call from Central Control brought the captain running back to the laboratory. The doctor was there before him. Professor Schultz wasted no time, he pointed to the instrument panel. “A sudden shift, see for yourself. We’ll miss Mars by a million and a quarter at least.”


  Two hours later the shift in course of the test rocket was apparent to all of them and so was their disappointment.


  “According to the instruments the steering shifted a quarter of an inch. No reason shows up,” Professor Schultz said.


  “Flaw in the metal?” Doctor Johannsen said.


  “How far can it go?” Captain Baird asked.


  Professor Schultz shrugged. “Until the fuel runs out, which is probably as good as never, or until the landing mechanism is activated by a planet-sized body.”


  “Course? Did you plot it?” The doctor asked.


  “Of course I did,” Professor Schultz said, “as close as I can calculate it is headed for Alpha Centauri.”


  Captain Baird turned away. The doctor watched him.


  “Perhaps you will not be quite so hasty with your men’s lives in the future, Captain?” the doctor said.


  Professor Schultz was spinning dials. “No contact,” the professor said, “No contact at all.”


  That had been six months ago. Three more test rockets had been fired successfully before the urgent report came through from Alaskan Observation Post No. 4. A rocket was coming across the Pole.


  The strange rocket was tracked and escorted by atomic armed fighters all the way to the Rocket Testing Station where it cut its own motors and gently landed. In the center of a division of atomic-armed infantry the captain, the doctor, and everyone else, waited impatiently. There was an air of uneasiness.


  “You’re sure it’s not ours?” Captain Baird asked.


  The doctor laughed. “Identical, yes, but three times the size of ours.”


  “Perhaps one of the Asian ones?”


  “No, it’s our design, but too large, much too large.”


  Professor Schultz put their thoughts into words. “Looks like someone copied ours. Someone, somewhere. It’s hard to imagine, but true nevertheless.”


  They waited two weeks. Nothing happened. Then a radiation-shielded team went in to examine the rocket. Two more weeks and the strange rocket was dismantled and spread over the field of the testing station. The rocket was dismantled and the station had begun to talk to itself in whispers and look at the sky.


  Captain Baird stood now at the window and looked out at the dismantled rocket. He looked but his mind was not on the parts of the rocket he could see from the window.


  “The materials, they’re not ours?” the captain asked.


  “Unknown here,” the doctor said.


  The captain nodded. “Those were our instruments?”


  “Yes.” The doctor still held the whiskey bottle in a tight grip.


  “They sent them back,” the captain said.


  The doctor crashed the bottle hard against the desk top. “Ask it, Captain, for God’s sake!!”


  The captain turned to face the doctor directly. “It was a man, a full grown man.”


  The doctor sighed as if letting the pent-up steam of his heart escape. “Yes, it is a man. It breathes, it eats, it has all the attributes of a man. But it is not of our planet.”


  “Its speech . . .” the captain began.


  “That isn’t speech, Captain,” the doctor broke in, breaking in sharply, “It’s only sound.” The doctor stopped; he examined the label of his bottle of whiskey very carefully. A good brand of whiskey. “He seems quite happy in the storeroom. You know, Captain, what puzzled me at first? He can’t read. He can’t read anything, not even the instruments in that ship. In fact he shows no interest in his rocket at all.”


  The captain sat down now. He sat at the desk and faced the doctor. “At least they had the courage to send a man, not a mouse. Doctor, a man.”


  The doctor stared at the captain, his hand squeezing and unsqueezing on the whiskey bottle. “A man who can’t read his own instruments?” The doctor laughed. “Perhaps you too have failed to see the point? Like that stupid general who sits out there waiting for the men from somewhere to invade?”


  “Don’t you think it’s a possibility?”


  The doctor nodded. “A very good possibility, Captain, but they will not be men.” The doctor seemed to pause and lean forward. “That rocket, Captain, is a test rocket. A test rocket just like ours!”


  Then the doctor picked up his whiskey bottle at last and poured two glasses.


  “Perhaps a drink, Captain?”


  The captain was watching the sky outside the window.


  TIGHT SQUEEZE


  Dean Ing


  MacNamara ambled across the loading ramp, savoring the dry, dusty air that smelled unmistakable of spaceship. He half-consciously separated the odors; the sweet, volatile scent of fuel, the sharp aroma of lingering exhaust gases from early morning test-firing, the delicate odor of silicon plastic which was being stowed as payload. He shielded his eyes against the sun, watching as men struggled with the last plastic girders to be strapped down, high above the dazzling ground of White Sands. The slender cargo doors stood open around Valier’s girth, awaiting his own personal O.K.


  This flight would be the fourth for Major Edward MacNamara; as he neared the great, squatting shock absorbers he could feel the tension begin to knot his stomach. He had, of course, been overwhelmed by the opportunity to participate in Operation Doughnut. The fact that he had been one of the best mechanical engineers in the Air Force never occurred to him at the time. He was a pilot, and a good one, but he had languished as C.O. of a maintenance squadron for nearly two years before he was given another crack at glory. Now, he wasn’t at all sure he was happy with the transition. They needed master mechanics for Operation Doughnut, but he felt they should be left on the ground when the towering supply rockets lifted.


  He stopped, leaning against scaffolding as he saw a familiar figure turn toward him. He cupped his hands before his face.


  “Hey, douse that butt! Can’t you . . . oh, Mac!” The commanding voice trailed off in a chuckle. Better to clown his way through the inspection, MacNamara thought, than to let Ruiz notice his nervousness. The co-pilot, Ruiz, walked toward him, still smiling. “One of these days, boy, you gonna go too far. Thought you were a real, eighteen carat saboteur.” He clapped MacNamara on the shoulder and gazed aloft. “Good day for it. No weather, no hangover, no nothing.”


  “Yeah. You know, Johnny, I’ve been thinking about a modification for our breathing oxy.” He sniffed appreciatively.


  “What’s that?”


  “Put a little dust in it, a few smells. That stuff we breathe is just too sanitary!”


  “I know what you mean. I sure begin to crave this filthy, germ-filled air after a few hours out there.” They both smiled at the thought, then turned to the business at hand.


  “By the way, Johnny, what’re you doing out so early? Didn’t expect to see you cabbies before ten.”


  “I donno,” the bronzed Ruiz replied. “Went to bed early, woke up at six and couldn’t drop off again. And here I am. Carl ought to be along around nine-thirty. Thought I’d help you preflight, if you want me to.”


  “Sure.” He wanted nothing of the sort, but had the tact not to say so.


  Edward MacNamara was as familiar with the Valier as he was with the tip of his nose. He had been on the scene when Dan Burke test-hopped the third stage, had made improvements and re-routing jobs, and had memorized every serial number of every bearing that went into Valier. As Flight Engineer, he was supposed to.


  With Johnny Ruiz helping a little and hindering a little, he finished his tour of the cargo sections and grinned his approval to a muscular loading technician. “They can button her up, sergeant. I couldn’t do a better job myself.” It was a compliment of the highest order, and they both knew it.


  Riding the tiny lift down to ground level, MacNamara stopped them every ten feet or so to circle the catwalks. He noticed Ruiz’s impatience about halfway down. “No hurry, Johnny. I don’t want another Wyld on our hands.” He knew he shouldn’t have said it, but it slipped out anyway. Everyone tried to forget the Wyld disaster, particularly the flight personnel. The Wyld, one of the first ships to be built, had made only two orbits before being destroyed. Observers stated that a cargo hatch had somehow swung open when the Wyld was only a thousand feet in the air. At any rate, the pilot reported damage to one second-stage fin and tried to brake his way down. The Wyld settled beautifully, tilted, then fell headlong. The resultant explosion caused such destruction that, had there not been a number of men in orbit and waiting for supplies, the project might have been halted, “temporarily.” It was generally conceded that a more thorough preflight could have prevented the Wyld’s immolation.


  Ruiz was noticeably quieter during the remainder of the inspection. The external check completed, MacNamara strapped a small flashlight to his wrist and began the internal inspection, jokingly called the autopsy.


  An hour and over a hundred and fifty feet later, MacNamara wheezed as he swung over the bulkhead at the base of Valier’s third and top stage. His aching limbs persuaded him to take a breather. After all, his complete inspection of the day before really made a final preflight unnecessary, and passing near the frigid oxygen tanks was a day’s work in itself. He listened to the innumerable noises around and below him. The clicks and hums near him meant that Ruiz, having given up following him, was checking out the flight controls, with power on only in the top stage. From below came a vibrational rushing noise, nearly subsonic, which told him of the fueling operation. He thought of the electrical relays governing the fuel input and shuddered. He violently disliked the idea of having hot wires near fuel of any kind, and rocket fuel in particular.


  MacNamara swept his light over his wrist watch. Fifteen after. Logan should be along soon, he thought, and hastened to finish checking the conduits, servos, pumps and hydraulic actuators below the cabin level. This done, he crawled up the final ladder to the cabin, or “dome.”


  “Well,” cried a cheerful voice, “if it isn’t our grimy Irishman.”


  MacNamara shook the sweat from his brow and muttered, “Irishman, is it? How about ‘Logan’? That’s a good Scandinavian name.”


  “How about Logan? He’s great, as usual. Just look at me, Mac. What a specimen!” Logan, the inevitable optimist, bounced out of his acceleration couch and spread his arms wide as if to show the world what a superman he, Carl Logan, was. The gesture and its intimations made MacNamara smile. Logan wasn’t much over five feet tall, and his flight suit made him look like a bald pussycat. His small physique covered a fantastic set of reflexes, however, and Logan’s sense of humor was a quality of utmost importance. He hadn’t an enemy in the world. His enemy was out of this world by definition; Logan wanted to conquer space and, so far, was doing just that.


  “O.K., O.K. Laugh. Just remember this, Gargantua; I may not be tall, but I sure am skinny.” MacNamara smiled again, nodding agreement. “Well, don’t everybody talk at once. How is she, Mac?”


  “With luck,” answered MacNamara, “we might get ten feet off the turf.” He paused for effect. “Seriously, Carl, she never looked better. You could take her up right now. Say, where’s Johnny? I thought you’d just be checking in to the medics; looks like everybody’s early today.”


  “He’s probably over in some corner, making out his will. He was down below a while ago with a face a mile long.”


  Probably, thought Mac, he’s still thinking about the Wyld. Why did I have to bring that up? Aloud, he said, “I ought to check the ground crew. Did you bring the forms?”


  “Nope. Just my magnificent self. If anything had gone astray, they’d have told you.”


  “All the same, I think I’ll go down and question the troops. Don’t leave without me.” He clambered out onto the catwalk, leaving the air lock open. The sun was riding higher every minute. In a little over an hour, he’d be a thousand miles away—vertically. The knot in his stomach began to form again. He wasn’t scared, exactly; he kept telling himself “excited” was a nicer word.


  The inspection forms signed, Mac held a short interrogation with the crew chief. The grizzled lieutenant, commissioned because of his long experience and responsibilities, gave Valier a clean bill of health. Each engine of the booster stage had been fired separately, before dawn. A cubic foot of mercury seemed to roll from Mac’s shoulders as he saw Logan and Ruiz lounging at the bottom of the lift; there wasn’t anything to worry about. He recalled feeling the tension before the other three flights, then chided himself. Ya, ya, scared-y cat. Well, why not? It’s a helluva risk every time you make a shot, in spite of all the propaganda. Hooey; if you didn’t know everything’s O.K., you wouldn’t be getting ready to make the shot. Yeah, but you never can tell—


  —He stopped his inward battle and forced some spring into his step as he moved toward Logan and Ruiz.


  “I’ve tried my best to abort this big bug, but I can’t find anything amiss.”


  “That’s Granny MacNamara for you,” jibed Logan. “Always trying to find fault.” He winked at Ruiz and rubbed his hands together. “Well—tennis, anyone?”


  Mac knew without asking that Logan, for all his apparent indifference, had painstakingly gone over every phase of the flight, checking distribution, radar, final instructions from Operations, weather, et al. Ruiz, as usual, watched and took notes as Logan gathered data.


  At minus fifteen minutes, the trio was in the dome, checking personal equipment, while outside, the scaffolding ponderously slid away, section by section.


  There was little time for soliloquies of to go, or not to go; within the quarter-hour, Captain Ruiz and Majors MacNamara and Logan would be in readiness for the final count-down. With the emergency bail-out equipment checked, the men busied themselves on another continuity test of the myriad circuits spread like a human neural system throughout the ship. All relays, servo systems and instrument leads were in perfect condition as expected, and the trio was settled comfortably in acceleration couches with minutes to spare.


  Logan contacted Ground Control a few seconds after the minus-three minute signal, informing all and sundry that Gridley could fire when ready. MacNamara sighed, thinking that if Logan’s humor wasn’t exactly original, it was surely tenacious.


  The ship was brought to dim half-life at minus one minute by Logan’s agile fingers, and as the final countdown rasped in his headset, Mac felt his innards wrestle among themselves.


  Valier bellowed her enthusiasm suddenly, lifting her eight thousand-odd tons from the ground almost instantly. Inside, her occupants grimaced helplessly as they watched various instruments guide tiny pointers across calibrated faces. Mac’s throat mike threatened to crush his Adam’s apple, weighing five times its usual few ounces. Of his senses, sound was the one that dominated him; an intolerable, continuous explosion from the motors racked his mind like tidal waves of formic acid. He forced himself to overcome the numbness which his brain cast up to defend itself. Then, as quickly as it had begun, Valier fell deafeningly silent; that meant Mach 1 was passed.


  It was an eternity before stage one separated. The loss of the empty hulk was hardly felt as Valier streaked high over the Texas border. Ruiz, watching the radarscope, saw Lubbock slide into focus miles below. Next stop, Fort Worth, he thought. I used to drive that in five hours. The jagged line of the caprock told him they were well on their way to Fort Worth already.


  The altimeter showed slightly over forty-two miles when stage two detached itself. Logan, in constant contact with White Sands, was informed that they were tracking perfectly as Valier arrowed over central Texas toward rendezvous at the doughnut. The exhausted lower stages were forgotten now; only the second stage was of any concern anyway. The radar boys tracked it all the way down, ready to detonate it high in the air if its huge ‘chutes wafted it near any inhabited community.


  The motors of stage three blasted for a carefully calculated few seconds, then cut out automatically. With the destitution of his weight, Mac felt his spirits soar also. They were almost in orbit, now, climbing at a slight angle with a velocity sufficient to carry them around Earth forever, a streamlined, tiny satellite.


  After the first few moments of disorientation, rocket crews found that a weightless condition gave them, ambiguously, a buoyant feeling. Only the doughnut crew had really adapted to this condition, living as they did without the effects of gravity for hours at a time every day. The temporary “housing” was rotated for comfort of the crews during rest periods, but while moving the plates and girders of the giant doughnut into place, they had no such luxuries. For these men, weightlessness became an integral part of their activities, but the rocket crews were subjected to this phenomenon only during the few hours needed to rendezvous, unload the cargo, and coast back after another initial period of acceleration.


  Hence, Mac felt a strange elation when he tapped his fingers on the arm of his couch and saw his arm float upward, due to reaction from the tap.


  Against all regulations, Logan unstrapped himself and motioned his comrades to do the same. This unorthodox seventh-inning stretch was prohibited because it left the pilot’s arm-rest controls without an operator, hence could prove disastrous if, through some malfunction, the ship should veer off course.


  The autopilot functioned perfectly, however, and Logan trusted it to the point of insouciance. The three men lounged in midair, grinning foolishly as they “swam” about the tiny cabin. No more satisfying stretch was ever enjoyed.


  A few minutes of this was enough. Ruiz was the first to gingerly pull himself into his couch and his companions followed. Not a word had passed between them, since they were at all times in contact with monitor stations spaced across the world below. The first time they had enjoyed this irregular horseplay, on the second trip, Logan had made the mistake of saying, “Race you to the air lock!”, and was hard put to explain those words. Nor could Logan switch to “intercom only,” since a sudden radio silence would create anxiety below. Only their heavy breathing would indicate unusual activity to Earthside.


  They were nearing the intercept point, a thousand miles above the Atlantic, when they realized their predicament.


  “I’m in a fix, Carl,” said Ruiz, meaning that he had tentatively fixed a position of intercept. “Correct our elevation; we’re point-nine degrees high.”


  “Right-o. Correction in five seconds from my mark—mark!”


  For slight corrections in the flight path, small steering motors were utilized. These motors were located near the rear lip of Valier’s conical cargo section on retractable booms. Extension of the motors with no resultant air friction gave a longer pivot arm and consequently better efficiency. Mac pressed the “Aux. Steer” stud and immediately three amber lights winked on in their respective instrument consoles.


  Carl Logan fired the twelve o’clock motor briefly—only it didn’t fire. The change in momentum wouldn’t be much in any case, but it was always perceptible by feel and by instrument. There was no change.


  Logan tried the firing circuit again, and again. Still Valier streaked along, now miles above the intended point of intercept. By this time, the embryo space station was quite near, sailing along in the ‘scope beneath them. It slowly moved toward the top of the ‘scope, passing Valier in its slightly higher relative velocity.


  “We’ve got troubles, Mac—find ‘em!” Logan had finally lost the devil-may-care attitude, but that fact was small consolation to MacNamara.


  “Keep your mitts off those firing studs, Carl,” he growled, unstrapping himself quickly. The malfunction was definitely in the auxiliary motor setup, he thought. A common trouble? It wouldn’t pay to find out. If the other motors fired, it would only throw them farther off-course. If worst came to worst, they could roll Valier over and use the six o’clock auxiliary; there was a small arc through which the motors could turn on their mounts. But the trouble was unknown, and they might end up rifling or pinwheeling if they didn’t let bad enough alone.


  During his mental trouble-shooting, Mac was busily worming his bulk into a balloonish-looking suit identical to those worn by the doughnut’s construction crew. Ruiz gave him some aid, helping him thrust his arms past the spring-folded elbow joints. For some reason, the legs gave less trouble. Within a fumbling few moments, he was ready for work.


  He glanced at Logan through his visor, feeling a vicious pleasure over the beads of sweat on Logan’s forehead. Time he sweated a little, thought the mechanic.


  A final check of his headset followed, after which Mac oozed into the Lilliputian air lock at the bottom, now rear, wall of the cabin. He nodded to Ruiz, who secured the air lock, then adjusted his suit control to force a little pressure into his suit. Gradually the suit became livable. Then he cracked the other air-lock valve and allowed pressure to leak out around him.


  His suit puffed out with soft popping noises and Mac heard the last vestige of air hiss out of the chamber. He found the hatchway too tight for comfort and had a moment of fear when his tool pack caught in the orifice, wedging him neatly. He could hear Logan and Ruiz through his earphones, explaining their plight to Ground Control. They wanted to know why in blue blazes Valier hadn’t contacted the doughnut when it came within range, and Logan had no defense save preoccupation with his own plight. Belatedly, Ruiz made radio contact with the doughnut, which was still well within range. All this time, Mac busied himself with his inspection light, tracing the electrical leads to the small, turbine operated auxiliary motor fuel pumps.


  “Mac?” Logan’s voice startled him. “Can you brace yourself? I’m going to try to match velocities with the doughnut. Won’t take over one ‘g’ for a few seconds.”


  “Wait a minute.” He looked wildly about him. Valier hadn’t been built with a view toward stowaways; and every cubic inch of space was crammed with something, except for the passageway with its ladder, leading up from the main motor section. Well, if it wasn’t over a “g,” he could hang on to the ladder. Suit weighs another fifty pounds, though. My weight plus fifty, he thought. “Give me a chance to get set,” he said aloud. He hooked one bulbous leg over a ladder rung and braced the other against a lower rung, hugging the ladder with both arms. “Any time you say, but kill it if you hear me holler!”


  “Then five seconds from my mark—mark!” Mac tightened his grip, and then sagged backward as the main motors fired. The vibrations shook him slightly but deeply, and he fought to keep his hold. He felt his back creak and pop with the sudden surge of weight. Then the motors shut off, and Mac skidded several feet up the ladder. No matter how fast a man’s reactions were, they couldn’t be applied quickly enough to keep him from starting an involuntary leap after bracing against a suddenly removed gravity load. “All over, Mac. You O.K.?”


  “Guess so, but I feel like a ping-pong ball. How’re we sittin’?”


  “Just fine,” Ruiz cut in. “Find anything?”


  “Not yet.” Mac started his search anew. Everything seemed in perfect order up to the turbine pumps. Then, he feared, the trouble was near the little motors. That was tough, really tough. With the motors retracted it was next to impossible to get to them, past their hydraulically operated booms and actuators. Extended, he’d have to go outside. He cringed from the thought, although he knew that there was little to fear if he linked himself to the ship.


  He peered along the beam of light, searching for some telltale discoloration in wiring, or a gleaming icy patch which would indicate a fuel leak. “Might be the firing plugs,” he muttered.


  “Let’s hope not. Where are you, Mac? Maybe you better give us a blow-by-blow.” Logan sounded worried.


  “Good idea. Right now I’m at the nine o’clock actuator. Nothing so far.” He looked around himself, forgetting for the moment how he was supposed to get past the equipment to the other auxiliary motor stations.


  “Johnny,” he said slowly, “I think you’d best break out the tapes. Auxiliary motor system; you’ll find them under power plant.” Months before, MacNamara had made a complete set of tape recordings of his own voice, recorded as he made a thorough-going rundown of every system and its components. This was a personal innovation which his fellow flight engineers considered folly. Extra weight, they scoffed. Undue complication. Mac nodded and went on with his impromptu speechmaking; a professional psychiatrist might have said, correctly, that Mac felt an unconscious need for supervision, a forgivable deficiency dating back to his cadet days. Mac simply claimed that the best of men could forget or omit when alone with a few million dollars’ worth of Uncle’s equipment. This way he could remind himself of each step to be taken ahead of time, in his own way.


  The co-pilot rushed to comply. Mac, waiting, suddenly remembered how to get past his obstacle. Internal braces which helped keep the tanks rigidly in place on Earth were of little use while in “freeloading,” or gravity-less, state. The braces were removable, and Mac had loosened a single wing-nut to let the brace swing loose when he heard Johnny Ruiz’s answer.


  “Ready with your tape, Mac. Where shall I start it?”


  “Run it through ‘til you get to a blank spot, then another, then stop it.” He was certain he didn’t really need the tape, but it was a maintenance aid and he was determined to use it.


  He heard a click, then a hum, as the recorder was jacked into his headset circuit. Immediately, a familiar voice began a slow dissertation on power leads from the dome, speeded up in the space of a second or two to a high-pitched alien gibberish, then to a faint scream. He began squirming around the turbine tanks, got past the first brace, and turned to attach it again. Of course it wasn’t necessary, but—“PLAY IT SAFE” was embroidered on his brain by years of maintenance experience; back in his old maintenance squadron, he’d been called “the old lady” instead of “the old man,” due to his insistence on precautions.


  Ruiz slowed the tape suddenly, on cue, and Mac heard himself saying, “. . . Brace back in its slot and pin it. Be careful of those linkages on the turbine pumps. Now crawl around to the next brace and unpin it.” Pause, scraping noises, and a muttered oath. “Pin sticks, but it won’t without a load on it.” It didn’t.


  He worked slower than he had on the ground, fumbling with the heavy gloves and cursing mightily. His voice rambled on, warning him of obstacles and reminding him about minor points that could give trouble. He listened carefully, discarding each suggestion.


  Floating near the twelve o’clock auxiliary, Mac peered at each tubing connection, tugging and twisting. “Wait a minute,” he said. His light flashed out at the motor, riding perched on its swivel, limned against cold, hard points of light that were the stars. His heart gave a bound. “I think I’ve found it!” His other voice droned on morbidly. “Turn that thing off a minute, Johnny. Listen; there’s a lead to the twelve o’clock fuel valve solenoid that looks like . . . yes, I’m sure of it. It’s pulled away from a bracket and looks like it might be charred.” Mac twisted around to view the wiring better.


  “Can you fix it?”


  “Oh, sure, if that’s all there is wrong. But I’d rather do the work with the motors retracted. Tell you what; retract them about forty-five degrees when I give the word.”


  Mac judged the distance the booms would cover during semiretraction and half floated, half crawled out of the way. He found himself breathing heavily, despite the freeload conditions. His suit was simply too cumbersome. The thought came to him that he didn’t even know how long he’d been out of the dome. His breathing oxygen gauge showed half empty, so he must have been on the job for around a half hour. He rationed his supply a bit, hoping he could finish the job without a refill.


  “O.K., Johnny, you can run the tape again. And retract the motors while you’re at it.” He heard the tape start again on its course, watching the booms.


  They leaped inward, then, and Mac felt a crushing blow across his back. He shook his head groggily and yelled.


  He tried to scramble from his place between motor and turbine fuel lines without success; he was trapped like a wild animal by the heavy actuator which had swung past his head. He heard himself say, “And be sure to stay clear of the actuator. It swings through a ninety-degree arc when it’s operated.”


  “Oh, shut up! I know it; I just judged it wrong.” The tape moved on unperturbedly, reminding him to inspect the actuator bearings and extension rods.


  “Mac,” came Logan’s voice, “you might try to hurry it. If you can’t get it fixed in an hour or two, we’ll have to try rolling Valier down to the doughnut. But it’s up to you, fella. Take your time.”


  “Well, you might help me a bit by raising this hydraulic unit offa my shoulders. Lucky it didn’t squash me.” The actuator stayed where it was. “Johnny! Carl! Do you read me?” No answer. Obviously, the actuator had smashed his transmitter, but left the receiver section intact. Then all he could hope for would be a suspicion from one of the others that all was not well. If they asked him any questions and he failed to reply, they’d figure something was wrong. Well, he couldn’t count on that.


  He struggled with his vulcanized suit, trying to squeeze from under the actuator. If I’d had them retract it completely, he thought, I’d be a dead man. It was a tight squeeze, but he inched his way out of the trap by using every ounce of strength at his command. If his suit tore, he’d know it in a hurry.


  Gasping for breath, Mac drew himself into a crouch and regarded the offending wire. His flashlight still operated, and he could see the heavy insulation which had been scraped away. No charring; then it must have been the extension rods that had scissored through the insulation. The wire hung together by a thread, the strands of metal severed completely. He groped for his tool kit, trying to ignore the voice in his headset.


  “Well, that takes care of the actuators. Now for these dinky motors. The swivel mounts have to work without any lubricant, so look for indications of wear and—”


  Mac cursed under his breath. He sounded so cocksure, so all-knowing. He felt like beating himself. His earlier self, who had blithely toured Valier trailing the microphone wires without any real premonition of trouble. It always happens to the other guy—Not this time, chum, he reminded himself.


  The gloves were systematically foiling his attempts to withdraw the coil of wire at his side. The tool kit was the ultimate in maintenance work, compact and complete with extension handles for the cutters and wrenches. Everything was there, but practically impossible to use. His fingers finally closed over the wire; he jerked it out and with it the splice tool. The little pliers caromed from the brace above him and sailed out toward the motor, beyond the ship. He watched, horrified, as the tool slowly cartwheeled away into space.


  “All right,” he muttered, “scratch one splice tool. It was also my only pair of pliers, but I’ll manage.” He knew he could use the wire cutters in a pinch. “In a pinch,” he repeated. “Oh, that’s a hot one. That’s about all that’s happened this trip, so far. Pinch me, pinch the wiring—What a pinch!”


  Holding the roll of wire tightly in one hand, he grasped the cutters and pulled them from the kit with utmost care. He unrolled a foot-long section of wire and clipped it off, laying his flashlight in the tool kit so that it would shine out in front of him. He managed to attach the tiny splice lugs by pinching them with the cutters, then moved cautiously to the wire which still drooped from the jumble of machinery. “Drooped” wasn’t precisely the word; actually the wire had been bent into its position and stayed that way.


  As the harried major reached for the brace on which the wire had been bracketed, his tool kit vomited flashlight, wrenches and screwdrivers, leaving him in total darkness. His cursing was regular, now, monotonous and uninspired. There was another pencil light in the kit, snapped tightly to the case, and Mac reached for the whole business. The spare light was a maintenance problem in itself. Question: How to retrieve a fountain pen sized object, when it’s held by a small snap and the retriever is encumbered by three pairs of arctic mittens?


  Mac saw his errant flashlight out of the corner of his eye, its beam fastened on a collapsed screw driver while both swam sluggishly toward the inspection ladder. He located the pencil light and jerked it loose, holding the short wire and cutters in his other hand.


  This, Mac knew, was the crucial point. If he could splice the wire hanging in front of him, Valier would once more be in perfect shape. He would have welcomed an extra hand or two, as he straddled a brace and shoved the tiny flash between his headpiece and shoulder fabric. The wire should be stripped, he knew, but he hadn’t the tools. They were scarcely ten feet from him, but could have rested atop the Kremlin for all the good they did him. He got most of the strands of one end of wire shoved into a splice lug, and called it good enough. It was like trying to thread a needle whose eye was deeper than it was wide, while in a diving suit, using the business end of a paintbrush to start the thread.


  He withdrew one hand and searched the kit for friction tape. It might be mentioned that an insulating tape which would be adhesive at minus two hundred degrees centigrade yet keep its properties at plus one thousand, was the near culmination of chemical science. Silicon plastic research provided the adhesive, an inert gum which changed almost none through a fantastic range of temperatures and pressures. The tape Mac used to insure his connection had an asbestos base, with adhesive gum insinuated into the tape. He wrapped the wire tightly, then bound it to the brace. He noticed his visor fogging up and felt a faint, giddy sensation. Anoxemia! He let the tape drift as he reached for his regulator dial. What a fool he was, he thought, to starve his lungs. He turned the dial to emergency maximum and gulped precious liters of oxygen-helium mixture. The gauge showed a store of the gas which might possibly be enough to last him, if nothing else went wrong; perhaps ten minutes.


  The pencil flash, mercifully, still rested in a fold of his shoulder joint fabric. The insulation tape floated near his waist; he grabbed it and stowed it between his knee and the brace, then reached once again for the wiring.


  This time the splice went on without a hitch. He pinched the splice lug and taped the whole works feverishly. It was done; he had won. The trip back should take only a couple of minutes. Replacing the wire cutters in his kit, he held the pencil flash before him and started retracing his route.


  He passed the twelve o’clock brace, pinned it in place again and saw one of his tools floating to the right of his head. He gathered it in and swept his tiny flash around in search of other jetsam from his tool kit. He collected a wrench and the skittish flashlight, started toward the last brace between him and the ladder, and felt his legs go limp. He wasn’t particularly alarmed about it; his arms and vision failed him too, but his brain hadn’t enough incoming oxygen to care much, one way or the other. The few remaining feet seemed to lengthen into a sewerlike passageway, then vanished as did all else as his perceptions died.


  MacNamara was not the sort to wonder about heaven or hell when he first awoke. He saw a faintly rounded ceiling, a soft yellow tint accentuating its featurelessness. “How the devil—”, he began. His voice failed him.


  “Hi, Mac.” Logan’s beaming face loomed over him. “You rugged character, you. Cold as a pickle an hour ago, and already you’re askin’ silly questions.” He held up his hand as Mac started to speak. “I hear you thinkin’. ‘How the devil did I get here, and where is here?’ In reverse order, this is the most comfortable berth in the doughnut’s facilities, and you got here courtesy of one Johnny Ruiz. Myself, I wouldn’t have taken the trouble.”


  Mac grinned back at his pilot and cleared his throat. “Well, where is he? I wanta shake his hand, or give him half my kingdom, or something.”


  “You know Johnny; the shy type. He’ll be along after a while. You know, I think he kinda likes you; when you quit transmitting out there, Johnny was like a cat on a hot skillet. Finally decided to go back and have a look for himself, but I told him you probably had a hot game of solitaire going. Anyway, he went back and found you asleep on the job, and lost a good ten pounds getting your fat carcass through the air lock.” That was a job that must have taxed both Ruiz and Logan, but Mac held his silence. “And that was about the size of it. Valier’s parked outside with some of the boys, good as ever. Come on, we’ll sop up some coffee.”


  Mac swung himself up to a sitting position and realized dizzily that he was mother-naked. His ribs felt pulverized. “You guys sure mauled me up,” he said accusingly.


  “Unavoidable, my dear grease-monkey. You needed a little artificial respiration; I never was too good at that.”


  “Well, whoever did the job rates a prize of some sort,” Mac answered, “but my ribs tell me he had more enthusiasm than practice.”


  Logan smiled his old familiar smile, relieved to find his engineer in joking spirits. “The credit again goes to Johnny. But,” he added, “try not to be too hard on him. Try giving artificial respiration to a big lump like yourself sometime, without any gravity.”


  Mac digested this tidbit as he pulled on a fresh pair of coveralls. “O.K.,” he said, standing on the foamex “floor.”


  “How did he do it?”


  “Strapped you into your couch face down and locked his legs around it. I didn’t dare apply any g’s. Come on,” he finished, “you’ve managed to upset every timetable in the project. Johnny’s shaking like a leaf, or was when I left him. A bulb of coffee will do us both a world of good.”


  “I’m sold,” Mac grunted, zipping up a flight boot. “But there’s something I’d like to do, first chance I get.”


  “Which is?”


  “Which is jettison every last strip of tape I have in Valier. I tell you, Logan,” he went on as they entered the recreation bar, “you’ll never know how degrading it is to hear useless, insipid information offered to you when you’re in a tight spot, knowing full well the voice is your own!”


  WITHOUT A THOUGHT


  Fred Saberhagen


  The machine was a vast fortress, containing no life, set by its long-dead masters to destroy anything that lived. It and many others like it were the inheritance of Earth from some war fought between unknown interstellar empires, in some time that could hardly be connected with any Earthly calendar.


  One such machine could hang over a planet colonized by men and in two days pound the surface into a lifeless cloud of dust and steam, a hundred miles deep. This particular machine had already done just that.


  It used no predictable tactics in its dedicated, unconscious war against life. The ancient, unknown gamesmen had built it as a random factor, to be loosed in the enemy’s territory to do what damage it might. Men thought its plan of battle was chosen by the random disintegrations of atoms in a block of some long-lived isotope buried deep inside it, and so was not even in theory predictable by opposing brains, human or electronic.


  Men called it a berserker.


  Del Murray, sometime computer specialist, had called it other names than that; but right now he was too busy to waste breath, as he moved in staggering lunges around the little cabin of his one-man fighter, plugging in replacement units for equipment damaged by the last near-miss of a berserker missile. An animal resembling a large dog with an ape’s forelegs moved around the cabin too, carrying in its nearly human hands a supply of emergency sealing patches. The cabin air was full of haze. Wherever movement of the haze showed a leak to an unpressurized part of the hull, the dog-ape moved to apply a patch.


  “Hello, Foxglove!” the man shouted, hoping that his radio was again in working order.


  “Hello, Murray, this is Foxglove,” said a sudden loud voice in the cabin. “How far did you get?”


  Del was too weary to show much relief that his communications were open again. “I’ll let you know in a minute. At least it’s stopped shooting at me for a while. Move, Newton.” The alien animal, pet and ally, called an aiyan, moved away from the man’s feet and kept single-mindedly looking for leaks.


  After another minute’s work Del could strap his body into the deep-cushioned command chair again, with some-thing like an operational panel before him. That last near-miss had sprayed the whole cabin with fine penetrating splinters. It was remarkable that man and aiyan had come through unwounded.


  His radar working again, Del could say: “I’m about ninety miles out from it, Foxglove. On the opposite side from you.” His present position was the one he had been trying to achieve since the battle had begun.


  The two Earth ships and the berserkers were half a light year from the nearest sun. The berserker could not leap out of normal space, toward the defenseless colonies on the planets of that sun, while the two ships stayed close to it. There were only two men aboard Foxglove. They had more machinery working for them than did Del, but both manned ships were mites compared to their opponent.


  Del’s radar showed him an ancient ruin of metal, not much smaller in cross section than New Jersey. Men had blown holes in it the size of Manhattan Island, and melted puddles of slag as big as lakes upon its surface.


  But the berserker’s power was still enormous. So far no man had fought it and survived. Now, it could squash Del’s little ship like a mosquito; it was wasting its unpredictable subtlety on him. Yet there was a special taste of terror in the very indifference of it. Men could never frighten this enemy, as it frightened them.


  Earthmen’s tactics, worked out from bitter experience against other berserkers, called for a simultaneous attack by three ships. Foxglove and Murray made two. A third was supposedly on the way, but still about eight hours distant, moving at C-plus velocity, outside of normal space. Until it arrived, Foxglove and Murray must hold the berserker at bay, while it brooded unguessable schemes.


  It might attack either ship at any moment, or it might seek to disengage. It might wait hours for them to make the first move—though it would certainly fight if the men attacked it. It had learned the language of Earth’s spacemen—it might try to talk with them. But always, ultimately it would seek to destroy them and every other living thing it met. That was the basic command given it by the ancient warlords.


  A thousand years ago, it would easily have swept ships of the type that now opposed it from its path, whether they carried fusion missiles or not. Now, it was in some electrical way conscious of its own weakening by accumulated damage. And perhaps in long centuries of fighting its way across the galaxy it had learned to be wary.


  Now, quite suddenly, Del’s detectors showed force fields forming in behind his ship. Like the encircling arms of a huge bear they blocked his path away from the enemy. He waited for some deadly blow, with his hand trembling over the red button that would salvo his atomic missiles at the berserker—but if he attacked alone, or even with Foxglove, the infernal machine would parry their missiles, crush their ships, and go on to destroy another helpless planet. Three ships were needed to attack. The red firing button was now only a last desperate resort.


  Del was reporting the force field to Foxglove when he felt the first hint in his mind of another attack.


  “Newton!” he called sharply, leaving the radio connection with Foxglove open. They would hear and understand what was going to happen.


  The aiyan bounded instantly from its combat couch to stand before Del as if hypnotized, all attention riveted on the man. Del had sometimes bragged: “Show Newton a drawing of different-colored lights, convince him it represents a particular control panel, and he’ll push buttons or whatever you tell him, until the real panel matches the drawing.”


  But no aiyan had the human ability to learn and to create on an abstract level; which was why Del was now going to put Newton in command of his ship.


  He switched off the ship’s computers—they were going to be as useless as his own brain under the attack he felt gathering—and said to Newton: “Situation Zombie.”


  The animal responded instantly as it had been trained, seizing Del’s hands with firm insistence and dragging them one at a time down beside the command chair to where the fetters had been installed.


  Hard experience had taught men something about the berserkers’ mind weapon, although its principles of operation were still unknown. It was slow in its onslaught, and its effects could not be steadily maintained for more than about two hours, after which a berserker was evidently forced to turn it off for an equal time. But while in effect, it robbed any human or electronic brain of the ability to plan or to predict—and left it unconscious of its own incapacity.


  It seemed to Del that all this had happened before, maybe more than once. Newton, that funny fellow, had gone too far with his pranks; he had abandoned the little boxes of colored beads that were his favorite toys, and was moving the controls around at the lighted panel. Unwilling to share the fun with Del, he had tied the man to his chair somehow. Such behavior was really intolerable, especially when there was supposed to be a battle in progress. Del tried to pull his hands free, and called to Newton.


  Newton whined earnestly, and stayed at the panel.


  “Newt, you dog, come lemme loose. I know what I have to say: Four score and seven . . . hey, Newt, where’re your toys? Lemme see your pretty beads.” There were hundreds of tiny boxes of varicolored beads, leftover trade goods that Newton loved to sort out and handle. Del peered around the cabin, chuckling a little at his own cleverness. He would get Newton distracted by the beads, and then . . . the vague idea faded into other crackbrained grotesqueries.


  Newton whined now and then but stayed at the panel moving controls in the long sequence he had been taught, taking the ship through the feinting, evasive maneuvers that might fool a berserker into thinking it was still competently manned. Newton never put a hand near the big red button. Only if he felt deadly pain himself, or found a dead man in Del’s chair, would he reach for that.


  “Ah, roger, Murray,” said the radio from time to time, as if acknowledging a message. Sometimes Foxglove added a few words or numbers that might have meant something. Del wondered what the talking was about.


  At last he understood that Foxglove was trying to help maintain the illusion that there was still a competent brain in charge of Del’s ship. The fear reaction came when he began to realize that he had once again lived through the effect of the mind weapon. The brooding berserker, half genius, half idiot, had forborne to press the attack when success would have been certain—perhaps deceived, perhaps following the strategy that avoided predictability a almost any cost.


  “Newton.” The animal turned, hearing a change in his voice. Now Del could say the words that would tell Newton it was safe to set his master free, a sequence too long for anyone under the mind weapon to recite.


  “—shall not perish from the earth,” he finished. With yelp of joy Newton pulled the fetters from Del’s hands Del turned instantly to the radio.


  “Effect has evidently been turned off, Foxglove,” said Del’s voice through the speaker in the cabin of the large ship.


  The Commander let out a sigh. “He’s back in control!”


  The Second Officer—there was no third—said: “Thai means we’ve got some kind of fighting chance, for the next two hours. I say let’s attack now!”


  The Commander shook his head, slowly but without hesitation. “With two ships, we don’t have any real chance. Less than four hours until Gizmo gets here. We have to stall until then, if we want to win.”


  “It’ll attack the next time it gets Del’s mind scrambled! I don’t think we fooled it for a minute . . . we’re out of range of the mind beam here, but Del can’t withdraw now. And we can’t expect that aiyan to fight his ship for him. We’ll really have no chance, with Del gone.”


  The Commander’s eyes moved ceaselessly over his panel. “We’ll wait. We can’t be sure it’ll attack the next time it puts the beam on him . . .”


  The berserker spoke suddenly, its radioed voice plain in the cabins of both ships: “I have a proposition for you, little ship.” Its voice had a cracking, adolescent quality, because it strung together words and syllables recorded from the voices of human prisoners of both sexes and different ages. Bits of human emotion, sorted and fixed like butterflies on pins, thought the Commander. There was no reason to think it had kept the prisoners alive after learning the language from them.


  “Well?” Del’s voice sounded tough and capable by comparison.


  “I have invented a game which we will play,” it said. “If you play well enough, I will not kill you right away.”


  “Now I’ve heard everything,” murmured the Second Officer.


  After three thoughtful seconds the Commander slammed a fist on the arm of his chair. “It means to test his learning ability, to run a continuous check on his brain while it turns up the power of the mind beam and tries different modulations. If it can make sure the mind beam is working, it’ll attack instantly. I’ll bet my life on it. That’s the game it’s playing this time.”


  “I will think over your proposition,” said Del’s voice cooly.


  The Commander said: “It’s in no hurry to start. It won’t be able to turn on the mind beam again for almost two hours.”


  “But we need another two hours beyond that.”


  Del’s voice said: “Describe the game you want to play.”


  “It is a simplified version of the human game called checkers.”


  The Commander and the Second looked at each other, neither able to imagine Newton able to play checkers. Nor could they doubt that Newton’s failure would kill them within a few hours, and leave another planet open to destruction.


  After a minute’s silence, Del’s voice asked: “What’ll we use for a board?”


  “We will radio our moves to one another,” said the berserker equably. It went on to describe a checkers-like game, played on a smaller board with less than the normal number of pieces. There was nothing very profound about it; but, of course, playing would seem to require a functional brain, human or electronic, able to plan and to predict.


  “If I agree to play,” said Del slowly, “how’ll we decide who gets to move first?”


  “He’s trying to stall,” said the Commander, gnawing a thumbnail. “We won’t be able to offer any advice, with that thing listening. Oh, stay sharp, Del boy!”


  “To simplify matters,” said the berserker, “I will move first in every game.”


  Del could look forward to another hour free of the mind weapon when he finished rigging the checkerboard. When the pegged pieces were moved, appropriate signals would be radioed to the berserker; lighted squares on the board would show him where its pieces were moved. If it spoke to him while the mind weapon was on, Del’s voice would answer from a tape, which he had stocked with vaguely aggressive phrases, such as, “Get on with your game,” or “Do you want to give up now?”


  He hadn’t told the enemy how far along he was with his preparations because he was still busy with something the enemy must not know—the system that was going to enable Newton to play a game of simplified checkers.


  Del gave a soundless little laugh as he worked, and glanced over to where Newton was lounging on his couch, clutching toys in his hands as if he drew some comfort from them. This scheme was going to push the aiyan near the limit of his ability, but Del saw no reason why it should fail.


  Del had completely analyzed the miniature checker game, and diagrammed every position that Newton could possibly face—playing only even-numbered moves, thank the random berserker for that specification!—on small cards. Del had discarded some lines of play that would arise from some poor early moves by Newton, further simplifying his job. Now, on a card showing each possible remaining position, Del indicated the best possible move with a drawn-in arrow. Now he could quickly teach Newton to play the game by looking at the appropriate card and making the move shown by the arrow.


  “Oh, oh,” said Del, as his hands stopped working and he stared into space. Newton whined at the tone of his voice.


  Once Del had sat at one board in a simultaneous chess exhibition, one of sixty players opposing the world champion, Blankenship. Del had held his own into the middle game. Then, when the great man paused again opposite his board, Del had shoved a pawn forward, thinking he had reached an unassailable position and could begin a counterattack. Blankenship had moved a rook to an innocent-looking square and strolled on to the next board—and then Del had seen the checkmate coming at him, four moves away but one move too late for him to do anything about it.


  The Commander suddenly said a foul phrase in a loud distinct voice. Such conduct on his part was extremely rare, and the Second Officer looked round in surprise. “What?”


  “I think we’ve had it.” The Commander paused. “I hoped that Murray could set up some kind of a system over there, so that Newton could play the game—or appear to be playing it. But it won’t work. Whatever system Newton plays by rote will always have him making the same move in the same position. It may be a perfect system—but a man doesn’t play any game that way, damn it. He makes mistakes, he changes strategy. Even in a game this simple there’ll be room for that. Most of all, a man learns a game as he plays it. He gets better as he goes along. That’s what’ll give Newton away, and that’s what our bandit wants. It’s probably heard about aiyans. Now as soon as it can be sure it’s facing a dumb animal over there, and not a man or computer . . .”


  After a little while the Second Officer said: “I’m getting signals of their moves. They’ve begun play. Maybe we should’ve rigged up a board so we could follow along with the game.”


  “We better just be ready to go at it when the time comes.” The Commander looked hopelessly at his salvo button, and then at the clock that showed two hours must pass before Gizmo could reasonably be hoped for.


  Soon the Second Officer said: “That seems to be the end of the first game; Del lost it, if I’m reading their scoreboard signal right.” He paused. “Sir, here’s that signal we picked up the last time it turned the mind beam on. Del must be starting to get it again.”


  There was nothing for the Commander to say. The two men waited silently for the enemy’s attack, hoping only that they could damage it in the seconds before it would overwhelm them and kill them.


  “He’s playing the second game,” said the Second Officer, puzzled. “And I just heard him say, `Let’s get on with it.’ ”


  “His voice could be recorded. He must have made some plan of play for Newton to follow; but it won’t fool the berserker for long. It can’t.”


  Time crept unmeasurably past them.


  The Second said: “He’s lost the first four games. But he’s, not making the same moves every time. I wish we’d made a board . . .”


  “Shut up about the board! We’d be watching it instead of the panel. Now stay alert, Mister.”


  After what seemed a long time, the Second said: “Well, I’ll be!”


  “What?”


  “Our side got a draw in that game.”


  “Then the beam can’t be on him. Are you sure . . .”


  “It is! Look, here, the same indication we got last time. It’s been on him the better part of an hour now, and getting stronger.”


  The Commander stared in disbelief; but he knew and trusted his Second’s ability. And the panel indications were convincing. He said: “Then someone—or something—with no functioning mind is learning how to play a game, over there. Ha, ha,” he added, as if trying to remember how to laugh.


  The berserker won another game. Another draw. Another win for the enemy. Then three drawn games in a row.


  Once the Second Officer heard Del’s voice ask coolly: “Do you want to give up now?” On the next move he lost another game. But the following game ended in another draw. Del was plainly taking more time than his opponent to move, but not enough to make the enemy impatient.


  “It’s trying different modulations on the mind beam,” said the Second. “And it’s got the power turned way up.”


  “Yeah,” said the Commander. Several times he had almost tried to radio Del, to say something that might seep the man’s spirits up—and also to relieve his own feverish inactivity, and to try to find out what could possibly be going on. But he could not take the chance. Any interference might upset the miracle.


  He could not believe the inexplicable success could last, even when the checker match turned gradually into an endless succession of drawn games between two perfect players. Hours ago the Commander had said good-bye to life and hope, and he still waited for the fatal moment.


  And he waited.


  “—not perish from the earth!” said Del Murray, and Newton’s eager hands flew to loose his right arm from its shackle.


  A game, unfinished on the little board before him, had been abandoned seconds earlier. The mind beam had been turned off at the same time, when Gizmo had burst into normal space right in position and only five minutes late; and the berserker had been forced to turn all its energies to meet the immediate all-out attack of Gizmo and Foxglove.


  Del saw his computers, recovering from the effect of the beam, lock his aiming screen onto the berserker’s scarred and bulging midsection, as he shot his right arm forward, scattering pieces from the game board.


  “Checkmate!” he roared out hoarsely, and brought his fist down on the big red button.


  “I’m glad it didn’t want to play chess,” Del said later, talking to the Commander in Foxglove’s cabin. “I could never have rigged that up.”


  The ports were cleared now, and the men could look out at the cloud of expanding gas, still faintly luminous, that had been a berserker; metal fire-purged of the legacy of ancient evil.


  But the Commander was watching Del. “You got Newt to play by following diagrams, I see that. But how could he learn the game?”


  Del grinned. “He couldn’t, but his toys could. Now wait before you slug me.” He called the aiyan to him and took a small box from the animal’s hand. The box rattled faintly as he held it up. On the cover was pasted a diagram of one possible position in the simplified checker game, with a different-colored arrow indicating each possible move of Del’s pieces.


  “It took a couple of hundred of these boxes,” said Del. “This one was in the group that Newt examined for the fourth move. When he found a box with a diagram matching the position on the board, he picked the box up, pulled out one of these beads from inside, without looking—that was the hardest part to teach him in a hurry, by the way,” said Del, demonstrating. “Ah, this one’s blue. That means, make the move indicated on the cover by a blue arrow. Now the orange arrow leads to a poor position, see?” Del shook all the beads out of the box into his hand. “No orange beads left; there were six of each color when we started. But every time Newton drew a bead, he had orders to leave it out of the box until the game was over. Then, if the scoreboard indicated a loss for our side, he went back and threw away all the beads he had used. All the bad moves were gradually eliminated. In a few hours, Newt and his boxes learned to play the game perfectly.”


  “Well,” said the Commander. He thought for a moment, then reached down to scratch Newton behind the ears. “I never would have come up with that idea.”


  “I should have thought of it sooner. The basic idea’s a couple of centuries old. And computers are supposed to be my business.”


  “This could be a big thing,” said the Commander. “I mean your basic idea might be useful to any task force that has to face a berserker’s mind beam.”


  “Yeah.” Del grew reflective. “Also . . .”


  “What?”


  “I was thinking of a guy I met once. Named Blankenship. I wonder if I could rig something up . . .”


  SOLAR PLEXUS


  James Blish


  Brant Kittinger did not hear the alarm begin to ring. Indeed, it was only after a soft blow had jarred his free-floating observatory that he looked up in sudden awareness from the interferometer. Then the sound of the warning bell reached his consciousness.


  Brant was an astronomer, not a spaceman, but he knew that the hell could mean nothing but the arrival of another ship in the vicinity. There would be no point in ringing a bell for a meteor—the thing could be through and past you during the first cycle of the clapper. Only an approaching ship would be likely to trip the detector, and it would have to be close.


  A second dull jolt told him how close it was. The rasp of metal which followed, as the other ship slid along the side of his own, drove the fog of tensors completely from his brain. He dropped his pencil and straightened up.


  His first thought was that his year in the orbit around the new trans-Plutonian planet was up, and that the Institute’s tug had arrived to tow him home, telescope and all. A glance at the clock reassured him at first, then puzzled him still further. He still had the better part of four months.


  No commercial vessel, of course, could have wandered this far from the inner planets; and the UN’s police cruisers didn’t travel far outside the commercial lanes. Besides, it would have been impossible for anyone to find Brant’s orbital observatory by accident.


  He settled his glasses more firmly on his nose, clambered awkwardly backwards out of the prime focus chamber and down the wall net to the control desk on the observation floor. A quick glance over the boards revealed that there was a magnetic field of some strength nearby, one that didn’t belong to the invisible gas giant revolving half a million miles away.


  The strange ship was locked to him magnetically; it was an old ship, then, for that method of grappling had been discarded years ago as too hard on delicate instruments. And the strength of the field meant a big ship.


  Too big. The only ship of that period that could mount generators that size, as far as Brant could remember, was the Cybernetics Foundation’s Astrid. Brant could remember well the Foundation’s regretful announcement that Murray Bennett had destroyed both himself and the Astrid rather than turn the ship in to some UN inspection team. It had happened only eight years ago. Some scandal or other . . .


  Well, who then?


  He turned the radio on. Nothing came out of it. It was a simple transistor set tuned to the Institute’s frequency, and since the ship outside plainly did not belong to the Institute, he had expected nothing else. Of course he had a photophone also, but it had been designed for communications over a reasonable distance, not for cheek-to-cheek whispers.


  As an afterthought, he turned off the persistent alarm bell. At once another sound came through: a delicate, rhythmic tapping on the hull of the observatory. Someone wanted to get in.


  He could think of no reason to refuse entrance, except for a vague and utterly unreasonable wonder as to whether or not the stranger was a friend. He had no enemies, and the notion that some outlaw might have happened upon him out here was ridiculous. Nevertheless, there was something about the anonymous, voiceless ship just outside which made him uneasy.


  The gentle tapping stopped, and then began again, with an even, mechanical insistence. For a moment Brant wondered whether or not he should try to tear free with the observatory’s few maneuvering rockets—but even should he win so uneven a struggle, he would throw the observatory out of the orbit where the Institute expected to find it, and he was not astronaut enough to get it back there again.


  Tap, tap. Tap, tap.


  “All right,” he said irritably. He pushed the button which set the airlock to cycling. The tapping stopped. He left the outer door open more than long enough for anyone to enter and push the button in the lock which reversed the process; but nothing happened.


  After what seemed to be a long wait, he pushed his button again. The outer door closed, the pumps filled the chamber with air, the inner door swung open. No ghost drifted out of it; there was nobody in the lock at all.


  Tap, tap. Tap, tap.


  Absently he polished his glasses on his sleeve. If they didn’t want to come into the observatory, they must want him to come out of it. That was possible: although the telescope had a Coude focus which allowed him to work in the ship’s air most of the time, it was occasionally necessary for him to exhaust the dome, and for that purpose he had a space suit. But be had never been outside the hull in it, and the thought alarmed him. Brant was nobody’s spaceman.


  Be damned to them. He clapped his glasses back into place and took one more look into the empty airlock. It was still empty with the outer door now moving open very slowly . . .


  A spaceman would have known that he was already dead, but Brant’s reactions were not quite as fast. His first move was to try to jam the inner door shut by sheer muscle-power, but it would not stir. Then he simply clung to the nearest stanchion, waiting for the air to rush out of the observatory, and his life after it.


  The outer door of the airlock continued to open, placidly, and still there was no rush of air—only a kind of faint, unticketable inwash of odor, as if Brant’s air were mixing with someone else’s. When both doors of the lock finally stood wide apart from each other, Brant found himself looking down the inside of a flexible, airtight tube, such as he had once seen used for the transfer of a small freight-load from a ship to one of Earth’s several space stations. It connected the airlock of the observatory with that of the other ship. At the other end of it, lights gleamed yellowly, with the unmistakable, dismal sheen of incandescent overheads.


  That was an old ship, all right.


  Tap. Tap.


  “Go to hell,” he said aloud. There was no answer.


  Tap. Tap.


  “Go to hell,” he said. He walked out into the tube, which flexed sinuously as his body pressed aside the static air. In the airlock of the stranger, he paused and looked back. He was not much surprised to see the outer door of his own airlock swinging smugly shut against him. Then the airlock of the stranger began to cycle; he skipped on into the ship barely in time.


  There was a bare metal corridor ahead of him. While he watched, the first light bulb over his head blinked out. Then the second. Then the third. As the fourth one went out, the first came on again, so that now there was a slow ribbon of darkness moving away from him down the corridor. Clearly, he was being asked to follow the line of darkening bulbs down the corridor.


  He had no choice, now that he had come this far. He followed the blinking lights.


  The trail led directly to the control room of the ship. There was nobody there, either.


  The whole place was oppressively silent. He could hear the soft hum of generators—a louder noise than he ever heard on board the observatory—but no ship should be this quiet. There should be muffled human voices; the chittering of communications systems, the impacts of soles on metal. Someone had to operate a proper ship—not only its airlocks, but its motors—and its brains. The observatory was only a barge, and needed no crew but Brant, but a real ship had to be manned.


  He scanned the bare metal compartment, noting the apparent age of the equipment. Most of it was manual, but there were no hands to man it.


  A ghost ship for true.


  “All right,” he said. His voice sounded flat and loud to him. “Come on out. You wanted me here—why are you hiding?”


  Immediately there was a noise in the close, still air, a thin, electrical sigh. Then a quiet voice said, “You’re Brant Kittinger.”


  “Certainly,” Brant said, swiveling fruitlessly toward the apparent source of the voice. “You know who I am. You couldn’t have found me by accident. Will you come out? I’ve no time to play games.”


  “I’m not playing games,” the voice said calmly. “And I can’t come out, since I’m not hiding from you. I can’t see you; I needed to hear your voice before I could be sure of you.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I can’t see inside the ship. I could find your observation boat well enough, but until I heard you speak I couldn’t be sure that you were the one aboard it. Now I know.”


  “All right,” Brant said suspiciously. “I still don’t see why you’re hiding. Where are you?”


  “Right here,” said the voice. “All around you.”


  Brant looked all around himself. His scalp began to creep.


  “What kind of nonsense is that?” he said.


  “You aren’t seeing what you’re looking at, Brant. You’re looking directly at me, no matter where you look. I am the ship.”


  “Oh,” Brant said softly. “So that’s it. You’re one of Murray Bennett’s computer-driven ships. Are you the Astrid, after all?”


  “This is the Astrid,” the voice said. “But you miss my point. I am Murray Bennett, also.”


  Brant’s jaw dropped open. “Where are you?” he said after a time.


  “Here,” the voice said impatiently. “I am the Astrid. I am also Murray Bennett. Bennett is dead, so he can’t very well come into the cabin and shake your hand. I am now Murray Bennett; I remember you very well, Brant. I need your help, so I sought you out. I’m not as much Murray Bennett as I’d like to be.”


  Brant sat down in the empty pilot’s seat.


  “You’re a computer,” he said shakily. “Isn’t that so?”


  “It is and it isn’t. No computer can duplicate the performance of a human brain. I tried to introduce real human neural mechanisms into computers, specifically to fly ships, and was outlawed for my trouble. I don’t think I was treated fairly. It took enormous surgical skill to make the hundreds and hundreds of nerve-to-circuit connections that were needed—and before I was half through, the UN decided that what I was doing was human vivisection. They outlawed me, and the Foundation said I’d have to destroy myself; what could I do after that?


  “I did destroy myself. I transferred most of my own nervous system into the computers of the Astrid, working at the end through drugged assistants under telepathic control, and finally relying upon the computers to seal the last connections. No such surgery ever existed before, but I brought it into existence. It worked. Now I’m the Astrid—and still Murray Bennett too, though Bennett is dead.”


  Brant locked his hands together carefully on the edge of the dead control board. “What good did that do you?” he said.


  “It proved my point. I was trying to build an almost living spaceship. I had to build part of myself into it to do it—since they made me an outlaw to stop my using any other human being as a source of parts. But here is the Astrid, Brant, as almost alive as I could ask. I’m as immune to a dead spaceship—a UN cruiser, for instance—as you would be to an infuriated wheelbarrow. My reflexes are human-fast. I feel things directly, not through instruments. I fly myself: I am what I sought—the ship that almost thinks for itself.”


  “You keep saying ‘almost,’ ” Brant said.


  “That’s why I came to you,” the voice said. “I don’t have enough of Murray Bennett here to know what I should do next. You knew me well. Was I out to try to use human brains more and more, and computer-mechanisms less and less? It seems to me that I was. I can pick up the brains easily enough, just as I picked you up. The solar system is full of people isolated on little research boats who could be plucked off them and incorporated into efficient machines like the Astrid. But I don’t know. I seem to have lost my creativity. I have a base where I have some other ships with beautiful computers in them, and with a few people to use as research animals I could make even better ships of them than the Astrid is. But is that what I want to do? Is that what I set out to do? I no longer know, Brant. Advise me.”


  The machine with the human nerves would have been touching had it not been so much like Bennett had been. The combination of the two was flatly horrible.


  “You’ve made a bad job of yourself, Murray,” he said. “You’ve let me inside your brain without taking any real thought of the danger. What’s to prevent me from stationing myself at your old manual controls and flying you to the nearest UN post?”


  “You can’t fly a ship.”


  “How do you know?”


  “By simple computation. And there are other reasons. What’s to prevent me from making you cut your own throat? The answer’s the same. You’re in control of your body; I’m in control of mine. My body is the Astrid. The controls are useless, unless I actuate them. The nerves through which I do so are sheathed in excellent steel. The only way in which you could destroy my control would be to break something necessary to the running of the ship. That, in a sense, would kill me, as destroying your heart or your lungs would kill you. But that would be pointless, for then you could no more navigate the ship than I. And if you made repairs, I would be—well, resurrected.”


  The voice fell silent a moment. Then it added, matter-of-factly, “Of course, I can protect myself.”


  Brant made no reply. His eyes were narrowed to the squint he more usually directed at a problem in Milne transformations.


  “I never sleep,” the voice went on, “but much of my navigating and piloting is done by an autopilot without requiring my conscious attention. It is the same old Nelson autopilot which was originally on board the Astrid, though, so it has to be monitored. If you touch the controls while the autopilot is running, it switches itself off and I resume direction myself.”


  Brant was surprised and instinctively repelled by the steady flow of information. It was a forcible reminder of how much of the computer there was in the intelligence that called itself Murray Bennett. It was answering a question with the almost mindless wealth of detail of a public-library selector—and there was no “Enough” button for Brant to push.


  “Are you going to answer my question?” the voice said suddenly.


  “Yes, Brant said. “I advise you to turn yourself in. The Astrid proves your point—and also proves that your research was a blind alley. There’s no point in your proceeding to make more Astrids; you’re aware yourself that you’re incapable of improving on the model now.”


  “That’s contrary to what I have recorded,” the voice said. “My ultimate purpose as a man was to build machines like this. I can’t accept your answer: it conflicts with my primary directive. Please follow the lights to your quarters.”


  “What are you going to do with me?”


  “Take you to the base.”


  “What for?” Brant said.


  “As a stock of parts,” said the voice. “Please follow the lights, or I’ll have to use force.”


  Brant followed the lights. As he entered the cabin to which they led him, a disheveled figure arose from one of the two cots. He started back in alarm. The figure chuckled wryly and displayed a frayed bit of gold braid on its sleeve.


  “I’m not as terrifying as I look,” he said. “Lt. Powell of the UN scout Iapetus, at your service.”


  “I’m Brant Kittinger, Planetary Institute astrophysicist. You’re just the faintest bit battered, all right. Did you tangle with Bennett?”


  “Is that his name?” The UN patrolman nodded glumly. “Yes. There’s some whoppers of guns mounted on this old tub. I challenged it, and it cut my ship to pieces before I could lift a hand. I barely got into my suit in time—and I’m beginning to wish I hadn’t.”


  “I don’t blame you. You know what he plans to use us for, I judge.”


  “Yes,” the pilot said. “He seems to take pleasure in bragging about his achievements—God knows they’re, amazing enough, if even half of what he says is true.”


  “It’s all true,” Brant said. “He’s essentially a machine, you know, and as such I doubt that he can lie.”


  Powell looked startled. “That makes it worse. I’ve been trying to figure a way out—”


  Brant raised one hand sharply, and with the other he patted his pockets in search of a pencil. “If you’ve found anything, write it down, don’t talk about it. I think he can hear us. Is that so, Bennett?”


  “Yes,” said the voice in the air. Powell jumped. “My hearing extends throughout the ship.”


  There was silence again. Powell, grim as death, scribbled on a tattered UN trip ticket.


  Doesn’t matter. Can’t think of a thing.


  Where’s the main computer? Brant wrote. There’s where personality residues must lie.


  Down below. Not a chance without blaster. Must be eight inches of steel around it. Control nerves the same.


  They sat hopelessly on the lower cot. Brant chewed on the pencil. “How far is his home base from here?” he asked at length.


  “Where’s here?”


  “In the orbit of the new planet.”


  Powell whistled. “In that case, his base can’t be more than three days away. I came on board from just off Titan, and he hasn’t touched his base since, so his fuel won’t last much longer. I know this type of ship well enough. And from what I’ve seen of the drivers, they haven’t been altered.”


  “Umm,” Brant said. “That checks. If Bennett in person never got around to altering the drive, this ersatz Bennett we have here will never get around to it, either.” He found it easier to ignore the listening presence while talking; to monitor his speech constantly with Bennett in mind was too hard on the nerves. “That gives us three days to get out, then. Or less.”


  For at least twenty minutes Brant said nothing more, while the UN pilot squirmed and watched his face hope-fully. Finally the astronomer picked up the piece of paper again.


  Can you pilot this ship? he wrote.


  The pilot nodded and scribbled: Why?


  Without replying, Brant lay back on the bunk, swiveled himself around so that his head was toward the center of the cabin, doubled up his knees, and let fly with both feet. They crashed hard against the hull, the magnetic studs in his shoes leaving bright scars on the metal. The impact sent him sailing like an ungainly fish across the cabin.


  “What was that for?” Powell and the voice in the air asked simultaneously. Their captor’s tone was faintly curious, but not alarmed.


  Brant had his answer already prepared. “It’s part of a question I want to ask,” he said. He brought up against the far wall and struggled to get his feet back to the deck. “Can you tell me what I did then, Bennett?”


  “Why, not specifically. As I told you, I can’t see inside the ship. But I get a tactual jar from the nerves of the controls, the lights, the floors, the ventilation system, and so on, and also a ringing sound from the audios. These things tell me that you either stamped on the floor or pounded on the wall. From the intensity of the impressions, I compute that you stamped.”


  “You hear and you feel, eh?”


  “That’s correct,” the voice said. “Also I can pick up your body heat from the receptors in the ship’s temperature control system—a form of seeing, but without any definition.”


  Very quietly, Brant retrieved the worn trip ticket and wrote on it: Follow me.


  He went out into the corridor and started down it toward the control room, Powell at his heels. The living ship remained silent only for a moment.


  “Return to your cabin,” the voice said.


  Brant walked a little faster. How would Bennett’s vicious brainchild enforce his orders?


  “I said, go back to the cabin,” the voice said. Its tone was now loud and harsh, and without a trace of feeling; for the first time, Brant was able to tell that it came from a voder, rather than from a tape-vocabulary of Bennett’s own voice. Brant gritted his teeth and marched forward.


  “I don’t want to have to spoil you,” the voice said. “For the last time—”


  An instant later Brant received a powerful blow in the small of his back. It felled him like a tree, and sent him skimming along the corridor deck like a flat stone. A bare fraction of a second later there was a hiss and a flash, and the air was abruptly hot and choking with the sharp odor of ozone.


  “Close,” Powell’s voice said calmly. “Some of these rivet-heads in the walls evidently are high-tension electrodes. Lucky I saw the nimbus collecting on that one. Crawl, and make it snappy.”


  Crawling in a gravity-free corridor was a good deal more difficult to manage than walking. Determinedly, Brant squirmed into the control room, calling into play every trick he had ever learned in space to stick to the floor. He could hear Powell wriggling along behind him.


  “He doesn’t know what I’m up to,” Brant said aloud. “Do you, Bennett?”


  “No,” the voice in the air said. “But I know of nothing you can do that’s dangerous while you’re lying on your belly. When you get up, I’ll destroy you, Brant.”


  “Hmmm,” Brant said. He adjusted his glasses, which he had nearly lost during his brief, skipping carom along the deck. The voice had summarized the situation with deadly precision. He pulled the now nearly pulped trip ticket out of his shirt pocket, wrote on it, and shoved it across the deck to Powell.


  How can we reach the autopilot? Got to smash it.


  Powell propped himself up on one elbow and studied the scrap of paper, frowning. Down below, beneath the deck, there was an abrupt sound of power, and Brant felt the cold metal on which he was lying sink beneath him. Bennett was changing course, trying to throw them within range of his defenses. Both men began to slide sidewise.


  Powell did not appear to be worried; evidently he knew just how long it took to turn a ship of this size and period. He pushed the piece of paper back. On the last free space on it, in cramped letters, was: Throw something at it.


  “Ah,” said Brant. Still sliding, he drew off one of his heavy shoes and hefted it critically. It would do. With a sudden convulsion of motion he hurled it.


  Fat, crackling sparks crisscrossed the room; the noise was ear-splitting. While Bennett could have had no idea what Brant was doing, he evidently had sensed the sudden stir of movement and had triggered the high-tension current out of general caution. But he was too late. The flying shoe plowed heel-foremost into the autopilot with a rending smash.


  There was an unfocused blare of sound from the voder more like the noise of a siren than like a human cry. The Astrid rolled wildly, once. Then there was silence.


  “All right,” said Brant, getting to his knees. “Try the controls, Powell.”


  The UN pilot arose cautiously. No sparks flew. When he touched the boards, the ship responded with an immediate purr of power.


  “She runs,” he said. “Now, how the hell did you know what to do?”


  “It wasn’t difficult,” Brant said complacently, retrieving his shoe. “But we’re not out of the woods yet. We have to get to the stores fast and find a couple of torches. I want to cut through every nerve-channel we can find. Are you with me?”


  “Sure.”


  The job was more quickly done than Brant had dared to hope. Evidently the living ship had never thought of lightening itself by jettisoning all the equipment its human crew had once needed. While Brant and Powell cut their way enthusiastically through the jungle of efferent nerve-trunks running from the central computer, the astronomer said:


  “He gave us too much information. He told me that he had connected the artificial nerves of the ship, the control nerves, to the nerve-ends running from the parts of his own brain that he had used. And he said that he’d had to make hundreds of such connections. That’s the trouble with allowing a computer to act as an independent agent—it doesn’t know enough about interpersonal relationships to control its tongue . . . There we are. He’ll be coming to before long, but I don’t think he’ll be able to interfere with us now.”


  He set down his torch with a sigh. “I was saying? Oh, yes. About those nerve connections: if he had separated out the pain-carrying nerves from the other sensory nerves, he would have had to have made thousands of connections, not hundreds. Had it really been the living human being, Bennett, who had given me that cue, I would have discounted it, because he might have been using understatement. But since it was Bennett’s double, a computer, I assumed that the figure was of the right order of magnitude. Computers don’t understate.


  “Besides, I didn’t think Bennett could have made thousands of connections, especially not working telepathically through a proxy. There’s a limit even to the most marvelous neurosurgery. Bennett had just made general connections, and had relied on the segments from his own brain which he had incorporated to sort out the impulses as they came in—as any human brain could do under like circumstances. That was one of the advantages of using parts from a human brain in the first place.”


  “And when you kicked the wall—” Powell said.


  “Yes, you see the crux of the problem already. When I kicked the wall, I wanted to make sure that he could feel the impact of my shoes. If he could, then I could be sure that he hadn’t eliminated the sensory nerves when he installed the motor nerves. And if he hadn’t, then there were bound to be pain axons present, too.”


  “But what has the autopilot to do with it?” Powell asked plaintively.


  “The autopilot,” Brant said, grinning, “is a center of his nerve-mesh, an important one. He should have protected it as heavily as he protected the main computer. When I smashed it, it was like ramming a fist into a man’s solar plexus. It hurt him.”


  Powell grinned too. “K.O.,” he said.


  ASSASSIN


  J.F. Bone


  The aliens wooed Earth with gifts, love, patience and peace. Who could resist them? After all, no one shoots Santa Claus!


  The rifle lay comfortably in his hands, a gleaming precision instrument that exuded a faint odor of gun oil and powder solvent. It was a perfect specimen of the gunsmith’s art, a semi-automatic rifle with a telescopic sight—a precisely engineered tool that could hurl death with pinpoint accuracy for better than half a mile.


  Daniel Matson eyed the weapon with bleak gray eyes, the eyes of a hunter framed in the passionless face of an executioner. His blunt hands were steady as they lifted the gun and tried a dry shot at an imaginary target. He nodded to himself. He was ready. Carefully he laid the rifle down on the mattress which covered the floor of his firing point, and looked out through the hole in the brickwork to the narrow canyon of the street below.


  The crowd had thickened. It had been gathering since early morning, and the growing press of spectators had now become solid walls of people lining the street, packed tightly together on the sidewalks. Yet despite the fact that there were virtually no police, the crowd did not overflow into the streets, nor was there any of the pushing crowding impatience that once attended an assemblage of this sort. Instead there was a placid tolerance, a spirit of friendly good will, an ingenuous complaisance that grated on Matson’s nerves like the screeching rasp of a file drawn across the edge of thin metal. He shivered uncontrollably. It was hard to be a free man in a world of slaves.


  It was a measure of the Aztlan’s triumph that only a bare half-dozen police ‘copters patrolled the empty skies above the parade route. The aliens had done this—had conquered the world without firing a shot or speaking a word in anger. They had wooed Earth with understanding patience and superlative guile—and Earth had fallen into their hands like a lovesick virgin! There never had been any real opposition, and what there was had been completely ineffective. Most of those who had opposed the aliens were out of circulation, imprisoned in correctional institutions, undergoing rehabilitation. Rehabilitation! a six bit word for dehumanizing. When those poor devils finished their treatment with Aztlan brain-washing techniques, they would be just like these sheep below, with the difference that they would never be able to be anything else. But these other stupid fools crowding the sidewalks, waiting to hail their destruction—these were the ones who must be saved. They—not the martyrs of the underground, were the important part of humanity.


  A police ‘copter windmilled slowly down the avenue toward his hiding place, the rotating vanes and insect body of the craft starkly outlined against the jagged backdrop of the city’s skyline. He laughed soundlessly as the susurrating flutter of the rotor blades beat overhead and died whispering in the distance down the long canyon of the street. His position had been chosen with care, and was invisible from air and ground alike. He had selected it months ago, and had taken considerable pains to conceal its true purpose. But after today concealment wouldn’t matter. If things went as he hoped, the place might someday become a shrine. The idea amused him.


  Strange, he mused, how events conspire to change a man’s career. Seven years ago he had been a respected and important member of that far different sort of crowd which had welcomed the visitors from space. That was a human crowd—half afraid, wholly curious, jostling, noisy, pushing—a teeming swarm that clustered in a thick disorderly ring around the silver disc that lay in the center of the International Airport overlooking Puget Sound. Then—he could have predicted his career. And none of the predictions would have been true—for none included a man with a rifle waiting in a blind for the game to approach within range . . .


  The Aztlan ship had landed early that July morning, dropping silently through the overcast covering International Airport. It settled gently to rest precisely in the center of the junction of the three main runways of the field, effectively tying up the transcontinental and transoceanic traffic. Fully five hundred feet in diameter, the giant ship squatted massively on the runway junction, cracking and buckling the thick concrete runways under its enormous weight.


  By noon, after the first skepticism had died, and the unbelievable TV pictures had been flashed to their waiting audience, the crowd began to gather. All through that hot July morning they came, increasing by the minute as farther outlying districts poured their curious into the Airport. By early afternoon, literally hundreds of millions of eyes were watching the great ship over a world-wide network of television stations which cancelled their regular programs to give their viewers an uninterrupted view of the enigmatic craft.


  By mid-morning the sun had burned off the overcast and was shining with brassy brilliance upon the squads of sweating soldiers from Fort Lewis, and more sweating squads of blue-clad police from the metropolitan area of Seattle-Tacoma. The police and soldiery quickly formed a ring around the ship and cleared a narrow lane around the periphery, and this they maintained despite the increasing pressure of the crowd.


  The hours passed and nothing happened. The faint creaking and snapping sounds as the seamless hull of the vessel warmed its space-chilled metal in the warmth of the summer sun were lost in the growing impatience of the crowd. They wanted something to happen. Shouts and catcalls filled the air as more nervous individuals clamored to relieve the tension. Off to one side a small group began to clap their hands rhythmically. The little claque gained recruits, and within moments the air was riven by the thunder of thousands of palms meeting in unison. Frightened the crowd might be, but greater than fear was the desire to see what sort of creatures were inside.


  Matson stood in the cleared area surrounding the ship, a position of privilege he shared with a few city and state officials and the high brass from McChord Field, Fort Lewis, and Bremerton Navy Yard. He was one of the bright young men who had chosen Government Service as a career, and who, in these days of science-consciousness had risen rapidly through ability and merit promotions to become the Director of the Office of Scientific Research while still in his early thirties. A dedicated man, trained in the bitter school of ideological survival, he understood what the alien science could mean to this world. Their knowledge would secure peace in whatever terms the possessors cared to name, and Matson intended to make sure that his nation was the one which possessed that knowledge.


  He stood beside a tall scholarly looking man named Roger Thornton, who was his friend and incidentally the Commissioner of Police for the Twin City metropolitan area. To a casual eye, their positions should be reversed, for the lean ascetic Thornton looked far more like the accepted idea of a scientist than burly, thick shouldered, square faced Matson, whose every movement shouted Cop.


  Matson glanced quizzically at the taller man. “Well, Roger, I wonder how long those birds inside are going to keep us waiting before we get a look at them?”


  “You’d be surprised if they really were birds, wouldn’t you?” Thornton asked with a faint smile. “But seriously, I hope it isn’t too much longer. This mob is giving the boys a bad time.” He looked anxiously at the strained line of police and soldiery. “I guess I should have ordered out the night shift and reserves instead of just the riot squad. From the looks of things they’ll be needed if this crowd gets any more unruly.”


  Matson chuckled. “You’re an alarmist,” he said mildly. “As far as I can see they’re doing all right. I’m not worried about them—or the crowd, for that matter. The thing that’s bothering me is my feet. I’ve been standing on ‘em for six hours and they’re killing me!”


  “Mine too,” Thornton sighed. “Tell you what I’ll do. When this is all over I’ll split a bucket of hot water and a pint of arnica with you.”


  “It’s a deal,” Matson said.


  As he spoke a deep musical hum came from inside the ship, and a section of the rim beside him separated along invisible lines of juncture, swinging downward to form a broad ramp leading upward to a square orifice in the rim of the ship. A bright shadowless light that seemed to come from the metal walls of the opening framed the shape of the star traveller who stood there, rigidly erect, looking over the heads of the section of the crowd before him.


  A concerted gasp of awe and admiration rose from the crowd—a gasp that was echoed throughout the entire ring that surrounded the ship. There must be other openings like this one, Matson thought dully as he stared at the being from space. Behind him an Army tank rumbled noisily on its treads as it drove through the crowd toward the ship, the long gun in its turret lifting like an alert finger to point at the figure of the alien.


  The stranger didn’t move from his unnaturally stiff position. His oddly luminous eyes never wavered from their fixed stare at a point far beyond the outermost fringes of the crowd. Seven feet tall, obviously masculine, he differed from mankind only in minor details. His long slender hands lacked the little finger, and his waist was abnormally small. Other than that, he was human in external appearance. A wide sleeved tunic of metallic fabric covered his upper body, gathered in at his narrow waist by a broad metal belt studded with tiny bosses. The tunic ended halfway between hip and knee, revealing powerfully muscled legs encased in silvery hose. Bright yellow hair hung to his shoulders, clipped short in a square bang across his forehead. His face was long, clean featured and extraordinarily calm—almost godlike in its repose. Matson stared, fascinated. He had the curious impression that the visitor had stepped bodily out of the Middle Ages. His dress and haircut were almost identical with that of a medieval courtier.


  The starman raised his hand—his strangely luminous steel gray eyes scanned the crowd—and into Matson’s mind came a wave of peaceful calm, a warm feeling of goodwill and brotherhood, an indescribable feeling of soothing relaxation. With an odd sense of shock Matson realized that he was not the only one to experience this. As far back as the farthest hangers-on near the airport gates the tenseness of the waiting crowd relaxed. The effect was amazing! Troops lowered their weapons with shamefaced smiles on their faces. Police relaxed their sweating vigilance. The crowd stirred, moving backward to give its members room. The emotion-charged atmosphere vanished as though it had never been. And a cold chill played icy fingers up the spine of Daniel Matson. He had felt the full impact of the alien’s projection, and he was more frightened than he had ever been in his life!


  They had been clever—damnably clever! That initial greeting with its disarming undertones of empathy and innocence had accomplished its purpose. It had emasculated Mankind’s natural suspicion of strangers. And their subsequent actions—so beautifully timed—so careful to avoid the slightest hint of evil, had completed what their magnificently staged appearance had begun.


  The feeling of trust had persisted. It lasted through quarantine, clearance, the public receptions, and the private meetings with scientists and the heads of government. It had persisted unabated through the entire two months they remained in the Twin City area. The aliens remained as they had been in the beginning—completely unspoiled by the interest shown in them. They remained simple, unaffected, and friendly, displaying an ingenuous innocence that demanded a corresponding faith in return.


  Most of their time was spent at the University of Washington, where at their own request they were studied by curious scholars, and in return were given courses in human history and behavior. They were quite frank about their reasons for following such a course of action—according to their spokesman Ixtl they wanted to learn human ways in order to make a better impression when they visited the rest of Mankind. Matson read that blurb in an official press release and laughed cynically. Better impression, hah! They couldn’t have done any better if they had an entire corps of public relations specialists assisting them! They struck exactly the right note—and how could they improve on perfection?


  From the beginning they left their great ship open and unguarded while they commuted back and forth from the airport to the campus. And naturally the government quickly rectified the second error and took instant advantage of the first. A guard was posted around the ship to keep it clear of the unofficially curious, while the officially curious combed the vessel’s interior with a fine tooth comb. Teams of scientists and technicians under Matson’s direction swarmed through the ship, searching with the most advanced methods of human science for the secrets of the aliens.


  They quickly discovered that while the star travellers might be trusting, they were not exactly fools. There was nothing about the impenetrably shielded mechanisms that gave the slightest clue as to their purpose or to the principles upon which they operated—nor were there any visible controls. The ship was as blankly uncommunicative as a brick wall.


  Matson was annoyed. He had expected more than this, and his frustration drove him to watch the aliens closely. He followed them, sat in on their sessions with the scholars at the University, watched them at their frequent public appearances, and came to know them well enough to recognize the microscopic differences that made them individuals. To the casual eye they were as alike as peas in a pod, but Matson could separate Farn from Quicha, and Laz from Acana—and Ixtl—well he would have stood out from the others in any circumstances. But Matson never intruded. He was content to sit in the background and observe.


  And what he saw bothered him. They gave him no reason for their appearance on Earth, and whenever the question came up Ixtl parried it adroitly. They were obviously not explorers for they displayed a startling familiarity with Earth’s geography and ecology. They were possibly ambassadors, although they behaved like no ambassadors he had ever seen. They might be traders, although what they would trade only God and the aliens knew—and neither party was in a talking mood. Mysteries bothered Matson. He didn’t like them. But they could keep their mystery if he could only have the technical knowledge that was concealed beneath their beautifully shaped skulls.


  At that, he had to admit that their appearance had come at precisely the right time. No one better than he knew how close Mankind had been to the final war, when the last two major antagonists on Earth were girding their human and industrial power for a final showdown. But the aliens had become a diversion. The impending war was forgotten while men waited to see what was coming next. It was obvious that the starmen had a reason for being here, and until they chose to reveal it, humanity would forget its deadly problems in anticipation of the answer to this delightful puzzle that had come to them from outer space. Matson was thankful for the breathing space, all too well aware that it might be the last that Mankind might have, but the enigma of the aliens still bothered him.


  He was walking down the main corridor of the Physics Building on the University campus, wondering as he constantly did about how he could extract some useful knowledge from the aliens when a quiet voice speaking accentless English sounded behind him.


  “What precisely do you wish to know, Dr. Matson?” the voice said.


  Matson whirled to face the questioner, and looked into the face of Ixtl. The alien was smiling, apparently pleased at having startled him. “What gave you the idea that I wanted to know anything?” he asked.


  “You did,” Ixtl said. “We all have been conscious of your thoughts for many days. Forgive me for intruding, but I must. Your speculations radiate on such a broad band that we cannot help being aware of them. It has been quite difficult for us to study your customs and history with this high level background noise. We are aware of your interest, but your thoughts are so confused that we have never found questions we could answer. If you would be more specific we would be happy to give you the information which you seek.”


  “Oh yeah!” Matson thought.


  “Of course. It would be to our advantage to have your disturbing speculations satisfied and your fears set at rest. We could accomplish more in a calmer environment. It is too bad that you do not receive as strongly as you transmit. If you did, direct mental contact would convince you that our reasons for satisfying you are good. But you need not fear us, Earthman. We intend you no harm. Indeed, we plan to help you once we learn enough to formulate a proper program.”


  “I do not fear you,” Matson said—knowing that he lied.


  “Perhaps not consciously,” Ixtl said graciously, “but nevertheless fear is in you. It is too bad—and besides,” he continued with a faint smile “it is very uncomfortable. Your glandular emotions are quite primitive, and very disturbing.”


  “I’ll try to keep them under control,” Matson said dryly.


  “Physical control is not enough. With you there would have to be mental control as well. Unfortunately you radiate much more strongly than your fellow men, and we are unable to shut you out without exerting considerable effort that could better be employed elsewhere.” The alien eyed Matson speculatively. “There you go again,” he said. “Now you’re angry.”


  Matson tried to force his mind to utter blankness, and the alien smiled at him. “It does some good—but not much,” he said. “Conscious control is never perfect.”


  “Well then, what can I do?”


  “Go away. Your range fortunately is short.”


  Matson looked at the alien. “Not yet,” he said coldly. “I’m still looking for something.”


  “Our technology,” Ixtl nodded. “I know. However I can assure you it will be of no help to you. You simply do not have the necessary background. Our science is based upon a completely different philosophy from yours.”


  To Matson the terms were contradictory.


  “Not as much as you think,” Ixtl continued imperturbably. “As you will find out, I was speaking quite precisely.” He paused and eyed Matson thoughtfully. “It seems as though the only way to remove your disturbing presence is to show you that our technology is of no help to you. I will make a bargain with you. We shall show you our machines, and in return you will stop harassing us. We will do all in our power to make you understand; but whether you do or do not, you will promise to leave and allow us to continue our studies in peace. Is that agreeable?”


  Matson swallowed the lump in his throat. Here it was—handed to him on a silver platter—and suddenly he wasn’t sure that he wanted it!


  “It is,” he said. After all, it was all he could expect.


  They met that night at the spaceship. The aliens, tall, calm and cool; Matson stocky, heavy-set and sweating. The contrast was infernally sharp, Matson thought. It was as if a primitive savage were meeting a group of nuclear physicists at Los Alamos. For some unknown reason he felt ashamed that he had forced these people to his wishes. But the aliens were pleasant about it. They took the imposition in their usual friendly way.


  “Now,” Ixtl said. “Exactly what do you want to see—to know?”


  “First of all, what is the principle of your space drive?”


  “There are two,” the alien said. “The drive that moves this ship in normal space time is derived from Lurgil’s Fourth Order equations concerning the release of subatomic energy in a restricted space time continuum. Now don’t protest! I know you know nothing of Lurgil, nor of Fourth Order equations. And while I can show you the mathematics, I’m afraid they will be of little help. You see, our Fourth Order is based upon a process which you would call Psychomathematics and that is something I am sure you have not yet achieved.”


  Matson shook his head. “I never heard of it,” he admitted.


  “The second drive operates in warped space time,” Ixtl continued, “hyperspace in your language, and its theory is much more difficult than that of our normal drive, although its application is quite simple, merely involving apposition of congruent surfaces of hyper and normal space at stress points in the ether where high gravitational fields balance. Navigation in hyperspace is done by electronic computer—somewhat more advanced models than yours. However, I can’t give you the basis behind the hyperspace drive.” Ixtl smiled depreciatingly. “You see, I don’t know them myself. Only a few of the most advanced minds of Aztlan can understand. We merely operate the machines.”


  Matson shrugged. He had expected something like this. Now they would stall him off about the machines after handing him a fast line of double-talk.


  “As I said,” Ixtl went on, “there is no basis for understanding. Still, if it will satisfy you, we will show you our machines—and the mathematics that created them although I doubt that you will learn anything more from them than you have from our explanation.”


  “I could try,” Matson said grimly.


  “Very well,” Ixtl replied.


  He led the way into the center of the ship where the seamless housings stood, the housings that had baffled some of the better minds of Earth. Matson watched while the star men proceeded to be helpful. The housings fell apart at invisible lines of juncture, revealing mechanisms of baffling simplicity, and some things that didn’t look like machines at all. The aliens stripped the strange devices and Ixtl attempted to explain. They had anti-gravity, forcefields, faster than light drive, and advanced design computers that could be packed in a suitcase. There were weird devices whose components seemed to run out of sight at crazily impossible angles, other things that rotated frictionlessly, suspended in fields of pure force, and still others which his mind could not envisage even after his eyes had seen them. All about him lay the evidence of a science so advanced and alien that his brain shrank from the sight, refusing to believe such things existed. And their math was worse! It began where Einstein left off and went off at an incomprehensible tangent that involved psychology and ESP. Matson was lost after the first five seconds!


  Stunned, uncomprehending and deflated, he left the ship. An impression that he was standing with his toe barely inside the door of knowledge became a conscious certainty as he walked slowly to his car. The wry thought crossed his mind that if the aliens were trying to convince him of his abysmal ignorance, they had succeeded far beyond their fondest dreams!


  They certainly had! Matson thought grimly as he selected five cartridges from the box lying beside him. In fact they had succeeded too well. They had turned his deflation into antagonism, his ignorance into distrust. Like a savage, he suspected what he could not understand. But unlike the true primitive, the emotional distrust didn’t interfere with his ability to reason or to draw logical inferences from the data which he accumulated. In attempting to convince, Ixtl had oversold his case.


  It was shortly after he had returned to Washington, that the aliens gave the waiting world the reasons for their appearance on Earth. They were, they said, members of a very ancient highly evolved culture called Aztlan. And the Aztlans, long past the need for conquest and expansion, had turned their mighty science to the help of other, less fortunate, races in the galaxy. The aliens were, in a sense, missionaries—one of hundreds of teams travelling the star lanes to bring the benefits of Aztlan culture to less favored worlds. They were, they unblushingly admitted, altruists—interested only in helping others.


  It was pure corn, Matson reflected cynically, but the world lapped it up and howled for more. After decades of cold war, lukewarm war, and sporadic outbreaks of violence, that were inevitably building to atomic destruction, men were willing to try anything that would ease the continual burden of strain and worry. To Mankind, the Aztlans’ words were as refreshing as a cool breeze of hope in a desert of despair.


  And the world got what it wanted.


  Quite suddenly the aliens left the Northwest, and accompanied by protective squads of FBI and Secret Service began to cross the nation. Taking widely separated paths they visited cities, towns, and farms, exhibiting the greatest curiosity about the workings of human civilization. And, in turn, they were examined by hordes of hopeful humans. Everywhere they went, they spread their message of good will and hope backed by the incredibly convincing power of their telepathic minds. Behind them, they left peace and hopeful calm; before them, anticipation mounted. It rose to a crescendo in New York where the paths of the star men met.


  The Aztlans invaded the United Nations. They spoke to the General Assembly and the Security Council, were interviewed by the secretariat and reporters from a hundred foreign lands. They told their story with such conviction that even the Communist bloc failed to raise an objection, which was as amazing to the majority of the delegates as the fact of the star men themselves. Altruism, it seemed, had no conflict with dialectic materialism. The aliens offered a watered-down variety of their technology to the peoples of Earth with no strings attached, and the governments of Earth accepted with open hands, much as a small boy accepts a cookie from his mother. It was impossible for men to resist the lure of something for nothing, particularly when it was offered by such people as the Aztlans. After all, Matson reflected bitterly, nobody shoots Santa Claus!


  From every nation in the world came invitations to the aliens to visit their lands. The star men cheerfully accepted. They moved across Europe, Asia, and Africa—visited South America, Central America, the Middle East and Oceania. No country escaped them. They absorbed languages, learned customs, and spread good will. Everywhere they went relaxation followed in their footsteps, and throughout the world arose a realization of the essential brotherhood of man.


  It took nearly three years of continual travelling before the aliens again assembled at UN headquarters to begin the second part of their promised plan—to give their science to Earth. And men waited with calm expectation for the dawn of Golden Age.


  Matson’s lips twisted. Fools! Blind, stupid fools! Selling their birthright for a mess of pottage! He shifted the rifle across his knees and began filling the magazine with cartridges. He felt an empty loneliness as he closed the action over the filled magazine and turned the safety to “on”. There was no comforting knowledge of support and sympathy to sustain him in what he was about to do. There was no real hope that there ever would be. His was a voice crying in the wilderness, a voice that was ignored—as it had been when he visited the President of the United States . . .


  Matson entered the White House, presented his appointment card, and was ushered past ice-eyed Secret Service men into the presidential office. It was as close as he had ever been to the Chief Executive, and he stared with polite curiosity across the width of desk which separated them.


  “I wanted to see you about the Aztlan business,” the President began without preamble. “You were there when their ship landed, and you are also one of the few men in the country who has seen them alone. In addition, your office will probably be handling the bulk of our requests in regard to the offer they made yesterday in the UN. You’re in a favorable spot.” The President smiled and shrugged. “I wanted to talk with you sooner, but business and routine play the devil with one’s desires in this office.


  “Now tell me,” he continued, “your impression of these people.”


  “They’re an enigma,” Matson said flatly. “To tell the truth, I can’t figure them out.” He ran his fingers through his hair with a worried gesture. “I’m supposed to be a pretty fair physicist, and I’ve had quite a bit of training in the social sciences, but both the mechanisms and the psychology of these Aztlans are beyond my comprehension. All I can say for sure is that they’re as far beyond us as we are beyond the cavemen. In fact, we have so little in common that I can’t think of a single reason why they would want to stay here, and the fact that they do only adds to my confusion.”


  “But you must have learned something,” the President said.


  “Oh we’ve managed to collect data,” Matson replied. “But there’s a lot of difference between data and knowledge.”


  “I can appreciate that, but I’d still like to know what you think. Your opinion could have some weight.”


  Matson doubted it. His opinions were contrary to those of the majority. Still, the Chief asked for it—and he might possibly have an open mind. It was a chance worth taking.


  “Well, Sir, I suppose you’ve heard of the so-called “wild talents” some of our own people occasionally possess?”


  The President nodded.


  “It is my belief,” Matson continued, “that the Aztlans possess these to a far greater degree than we do, and that their science is based upon them. They have something which they call psychomathematics, which by definition is the mathematics of the mind, and this seems to be the basis of their physical science. I saw their machines, and I must confess that their purpose baffled me until I realized that they must be mechanisms for amplifying their own natural equipment. We know little or nothing about psi phenomena, so it is no wonder I couldn’t figure them out. As a matter of fact we’ve always treated psi as something that shouldn’t be mentioned in polite scientific conversation.”


  The President grinned. “I always thought you boys had your blind spots.”


  “We do—but when we’re confronted with a fact, we try to find out something about it—that is if the fact hits us hard enough, often enough.”


  “Well, you’ve been hit hard and often,” the President chuckled, “What did you find out?”


  “Facts,” Matson said grimly, “just facts. Things that could be determined by observation and measurement. We know that the aliens are telepathic. We also know that they have a form of ESP—or perhaps a recognition of danger would be a better term—and we know its range is somewhat over a third of a mile. We know that they’re telekinetic. The lack of visible controls in their ship would tell us that, even if we hadn’t seen them move small objects at a distance. We know that they have eidetic memories, and that they can reason on an extremely high level. Other than that we know nothing. We don’t even know their physical structure. We’ve tried X-ray but they’re radio-opaque. We’ve tried using some human sensitives from the Rhine Institute, but they’re unable to get anywhere. They just turn empathic in the aliens’ presence, and when we get them back, they do nothing but babble about the beauty of the Aztlan soul.”


  “Considering the difficulties, you haven’t done too badly,” the President said. “I take it then, that you’re convinced that they are an advanced life form. But do you think they’re sincere in their attitude toward us?”


  “Oh, they’re sincere enough,” Matson said. “The only trouble is that we don’t know just what they’re sincere about. You see, sir, we are in the position of a savage to whom a trader brings the luxuries of civilization. To the savage, the trader may represent purest altruism, giving away such valuable things as glass beads and machine made cloth for useless pieces of yellow rock and the skins of some native pest. The savage hasn’t the slightest inkling that he’s being exploited. By the time he realizes he’s been had, and the yellow rock is gold and the skins are mink, he has become so dependent upon the goods for which the trader has whetted his appetite that he inevitably becomes an economic slave.


  “Of course you can argue that the cloth and beads are far more valuable to the savage than the gold or mink. But in the last analysis, value is determined by the higher culture, and by that standard, the savage gets taken. And ultimately civilization moves in and the superior culture of the trader’s race determines how the savage will act.


  “Still, the savage has a basis for his acts. He is giving something for something—making a trade. But we’re not even in that position. The aliens apparently want nothing from us. They have asked for nothing except our good will, and that isn’t a tradable item.”


  “But they’re altruists!” the President protested.


  “Sir, do you think that they’re insane?” Matson asked curiously. “Do they appear like fanatics to you?”


  “But we can’t apply our standards to them. You yourself have said that their civilization is more advanced than ours.”


  “Whose standards can we apply?” Matson asked. “If not ours, then whose? The only standards that we can possibly apply are our own, and in the entire history of human experience there has never been a single culture that has had a basis of pure altruism. Such a culture could not possibly exist. It would be overrun and gobbled up by its practical neighbors before it drew its first breath.


  “We must assume that the culture from which these aliens come has had a practical basis in its evolutionary history. It could not have risen full blown and altruistic like Minerva from the brain of Jove. And if the culture had a practical basis in the past, it logically follows that it has a practical basis in the present. Such a survival trait as practicality would probably never be lost no matter how far the Aztlan race has evolved. Therefore, we must concede that they are practical people—people who do not give away something for nothing. But the question still remains—what do they want?


  “Whatever it is, I don’t think it is anything from which we will profit. No matter how good it looks, I am convinced that cooperation with these aliens will not ultimately be to our advantage. Despite the reports of every investigative agency in this government, I cannot believe that any such thing as pure altruism exists in a sane mind. And whatever I may believe about the Aztlans, I do not think they’re insane.”


  The President sighed. “You are a suspicious man, Matson, and perhaps you are right; but it doesn’t matter what you believe—or what I believe for that matter. This government has decided to accept the help the Aztlans are so graciously offering. And until the reverse is proven, we must accept the fact that the star men are altruists, and work with them on that basis. You will organize your office along those lines, and extract every gram of information that you can. Even you must admit that they have knowledge that will improve our American way of life.”


  Matson shook his head doggedly. “I’m afraid, Sir, if you expect Aztlan science to improve the American way of life, you are going to be disappointed. It might promote an Aztlan way of life, but the reverse is hardly possible.”


  “It’s not my decision,” the President said. “My hands are tied. Congress voted for the deal by acclamation early this morning. I couldn’t veto it even if I wanted to.”


  “I cannot cooperate in what I believe is our destruction.” Matson said in a flat voice.


  “Then you have only one course,” the President said. “I will be forced to accept your resignation.” He sighed wearily.


  “Personally, I think you’re making a mistake. Think it over before you decide. You’re a good man, and Lord knows the government can use good men. There are far too many fools in politics.” He shrugged and stood up. The interview was over.


  Matson returned to his offices, filled with cold frustration. Even the President believed he could do nothing, and these shortsighted politicians who could see nothing more than the immediate gains—there was a special hell reserved for them. There were too many fools in politics. However, he would do what he could. His sense of duty was stronger than his resentment. He would stay on and try to cushion some of the damage which the Aztlans would inevitably cause, no matter how innocent their motives. And perhaps the President was right—perhaps the alien science would bring more good than harm.


  For the next two years Matson watched the spread of Aztlan ideas throughout the world. He saw Aztlan devices bring health, food and shelter to millions in underprivileged countries, and improve the lot of those in more favored nations. He watched tyrannies and authoritarian governments fall under the passive resistance of their peoples. He saw militarism crumble to impotence as the Aztlan influence spread through every facet of society, first as a trickle, then as a steady stream, and finally as a rushing torrent. He saw Mankind on the brink of a Golden Age—and he was unsatisfied.


  Reason said that the star men were exactly what they claimed to be. Their every action proved it. Their consistency was perfect, their motives unimpeachable, and the results of their efforts were astounding. Life on Earth was becoming pleasant for millions who never knew the meaning of the word. Living standards improved, and everywhere men were conscious of a feeling of warmth and brotherhood. There was no question that the aliens were doing exactly what they promised.


  But reason also told him that the aliens were subtly and methodically destroying everything that man had created, turning him from an individual into a satisfied puppet operated by Aztlan strings. For man is essentially lazy—always searching for the easier way. Why should he struggle to find an answer when the Aztlans had discovered it millennia ago and were perfectly willing to share their knowledge? Why should he use inept human devices when those of the aliens performed similar operations with infinitely more ease and efficiency? Why should he work when all he had to do was ask? There was plan behind their acts.


  But at that point reason dissolved into pure speculation. Why were they doing this? Was it merely mistaken kindliness or was there a deeper more subtle motive? Matson didn’t know, and in that lack of knowledge lay the hell in which he struggled.


  For two years he stayed on with the OSR, watching humanity rush down an unmarked road to an uncertain future. Then he ran away. He could take no more of this blind dependence upon alien wisdom. And with the change in administration that had occurred in the fall elections he no longer had the sense of personal loyalty to the President which had kept him working at a job he despised. He wanted no part of this brave new world the aliens were creating. He wanted to be alone. Like a hermit of ancient times who abandoned society to seek his soul, Matson fled to the desert country of the South-west—as far as possible from the Aztlans and their works.


  The grimly beautiful land toughened his muscles, blackened his skin, and brought him a measure of peace. Humanity retreated to remoteness except for Seth Winters, a leathery old-timer he had met on his first trip into the desert. The acquaintance had ripened to friendship. Seth furnished a knowledge of the desert country which Matson lacked, and Matson’s money provided the occasional grubstake they needed. For weeks at a time they never saw another human—and Matson was satisfied. The world could go its own way. He would go his.


  Running away was the smartest thing he could have done. Others more brave perhaps, or perhaps less rational—had tried to fight, to form an underground movement to oppose these altruists from space; but they were a tiny minority so divided in motives and purpose that they could not act as a unit. They were never more than a nuisance, and without popular support they never had a chance. After the failure of a complicated plot to assassinate the aliens, they were quickly rounded up and confined. And the aliens continued their work.


  Matson shrugged. It was funny how little things could mark mileposts in a man’s life. If he had known of the underground he probably would have joined it and suffered the same penalty for failure. If he hadn’t fled, if he hadn’t met Seth Winters, if he hadn’t taken that last trip into the desert, if any one of a hundred little things had happened differently he would not be here. That last trip into the desert—he remembered it as though it were yesterday . . .


  The yellow flare of a greasewood fire cast flickering spears of light into the encircling darkness. Above, in the purplish black vault of the moonless sky the stars shone down with icy splendor. The air was quiet, the evening breeze had died, and the stillness of the desert night pressed softly upon the earth. Far away, muted by distance, came the ululating wail of a coyote.


  Seth Winters laid another stick of quick-burning greasewood on the fire and squinted across the smoke at Matson who was lying on his back, arms crossed behind his head, eyeing the night sky with the fascination of a dreamer.


  “It’s certainly peaceful out here,” Matson murmured as he rose to his feet, stretched, and sat down again looking into the tiny fire.


  “ ‘Tain’t nothin’ unusual, Dan’l. Not out here it ain’t. It’s been plumb peaceful on this here desert nigh onto a million years. An’ why’s it peaceful? Mainly ‘cuz there ain’t too many humans messin’ around in it.”


  “Possibly you’re right, Seth.”


  “Shore I’m right. It jest ain’t nacheral fer a bunch of Homo saps to get together without an argyment startin’ somewhere. ‘Tain’t the nature of the critter to be peaceable. An’ y’know, thet’s the part of this here sweetness an’ light between nations that bothers me. Last time I was in Prescott, I set down an’ read six months of newspapers—an’ everything’s jest too damn good to be true. Seems like everybody’s gettin’ to love everybody else.” He shook his head. “The hull world’s as sticky-sweet as molasses candy. It jest ain’t nacheral!”


  “The star men are keeping their word. They said that they would bring us peace. Isn’t that what they’re doing?”


  “Shucks Dan’l—that don’t give ‘em no call to make the world a blasted honey-pot with everybody bubblin’ over with brotherly love. There ain’t no real excitement left. Even the Commies ain’t raisin’ hell like they useta. People are gettin’ more like a bunch of damn woolies every day.”


  “I’ll admit that Mankind had herd instincts,” Matson replied lazily, “but I’ve never thought of them as particularly sheeplike. More like a wolf pack, I’d say.”


  “Wal, there’s nothin’ wolflike about ‘em right now. Look, Dan’l, yuh know what a wolf pack’s like. They’re smart, tough, and mean—an’ the old boss wolf is the smartest, toughest, and meanest critter in the hull pack. The others respect him ‘cuz he’s proved his ability to lead. But take a sheep flock now—the bellwether is jest a nice gentle old castrate thet’ll do jest whut the sheepherder wants. He’s got no originality. He’s jest a noise thet the rest foller.”


  “Could be.”


  “It shore is! Jes f’r instance, an’ speakin’ of bellwethers, have yuh ever heard of a character called Throckmorton Bixbee?”


  “Can’t say I have. He sounds like a nance.”


  “Whutever a nance is—he’s it! But yuh’re talkin’ about our next President, unless all the prophets are wrong. He’s jest as bad as his name. Of all the gutless wonders I’ve ever heard of that pilgrim takes the prize. He even looks like a rabbit!”


  “I can see where I had better catch up on some contemporary history,” Matson said. “I’ve been out in the sticks too long.”


  “If yuh know what’s good fer yuh, yuh’ll stay here. The rest of the country’s goin’ t’hell. Brother Bixbee’s jest a sample. About the only thing that’d recommend him is that he’s hot fer peace—an’ he’s got those furriners’ blessing. Seems like those freaks swing a lotta weight nowadays, an’ they ain’t shy about tellin’ folks who an’ what they favor. They’ve got bold as brass this past year.”


  Matson nodded idly—then stiffened—turning a wide eyed stare on Seth. A blinding light exploded in his brain as the words sank in. With crystal clarity he knew the answer! He laughed harshly.


  Winters stared at him with mild surprise. “What’s bit yuh, Dan’l?”


  But Matson was completely oblivious, busily buttressing the flash of inspiration. Sure—that was the only thing it could be! Those aliens were working on a program—one that was grimly recognizable once his attention was focussed on it. There must have been considerable pressure to make them move so fast that a short-lived human could see what they were planning—but Matson had a good idea of what was driving them, an atomic war that could decimate the world would be all the spur they’d need!


  They weren’t playing for penny ante stakes. They didn’t want to exploit Mankind. They didn’t give a damn about Mankind! To them humanity was merely an unavoidable nuisance—something to be pushed aside, to be made harmless and dependent, and ultimately to be quietly and bloodlessly eliminated. Man’s civilization held nothing that the star men wanted, but man’s planet—that was a different story! Truly the aliens were right when they considered man a savage. Like the savage, man didn’t realize his most valuable possession was his land!


  The peaceful penetration was what had fooled him. Mankind, faced with a similar situation, and working from a position of overwhelming strength would have reacted differently. Humanity would have invaded and conquered. But the aliens had not even considered this obvious step.


  Why?


  The answer was simple and logical. They couldn’t! Even though their technology was advanced enough to exterminate man with little or no loss to themselves, combat and slaughter must be repulsive to them. It had to be. With their telepathic minds they would necessarily have a pathologic horror of suffering. They were so highly evolved that they simply couldn’t fight—at least not with the weapons of humanity. But they could use the subtler weapon of altruism!


  And even more important—uncontrolled emotions were poison to them. In fact Ixtl had admitted it back in Seattle. The primitive psi waves of humanity’s hates, lusts, fears, and exultations must be unbearable torture to a race long past such animal outbursts. That was—must be—why they were moving so fast. For their own safety, emotion had to be damped out of the human race.


  Matson had a faint conception of what the aliens must have suffered when they first surveyed that crowd at International Airport. No wonder they looked so strangely immobile at that first contact! The raw emotion must have nearly killed them! He felt a reluctant stir of admiration for their courage, for the dedicated bravery needed to face that crowd and establish a beachhead of tranquility. Those first few minutes must have had compressed in them the agonies of a lifetime!


  Matson grinned coldly. The aliens were not invulnerable. If Mankind could be taught to fear and hate them, and if that emotion could be focussed, they never again would try to take this world. It would be sheer suicide. As long as Mankind kept its emotions it would be safe from this sort of invasion. But the problem was to teach Mankind to fear and hate. Shock would do it, but how could that shock be applied?


  The thought led inevitably to the only possible conclusion. The aliens would have to be killed, and in such a manner as to make humanity fear retaliation from the stars. Fear would unite men against a possible invasion, and fear would force men to reach for the stars to forestall retribution.


  Matson grinned thinly. Human nature couldn’t have changed much these past years. Even with master psychologists like the Aztlans operating upon it, changes in emotional pattern would require generations. He sighed, looked into the anxious face of Seth Winters, and returned to the reality of the desert night. His course was set. He knew what he had to do.


  He laid the rifle across his knees and opened the little leather box sewn to the side of the guncase. With precise, careful movements he removed the silencer and fitted it to the threaded muzzle of the gun. The bulky, blue excrescence changed the rifle from a thing of beauty to one of murder. He looked at it distastefully, then shrugged and stretched out on the mattress, easing the ugly muzzle through the hole in the brickwork. It wouldn’t be long now . . .


  He glanced upward through the window above him at the Weather Bureau instruments atop a nearby building. The metal cups of the anemometer hung motionless against the metallic blue of the sky. No wind stirred in the deep canyons of the city streets as the sun climbed in blazing splendor above the towering buildings. He moved a trifle, shifting the muzzle of the gun until it bore upon the sidewalks. The telescopic sight picked out faces from the waiting crowd with a crystal clarity. Everywhere was the same sheeplike placidity. He shuddered, the sights jumping crazily from one face to another,—wondering if he had misjudged his race, if he had really come too late, if he had underestimated the powers of the Aztlans.


  Far down the avenue, an excited hum came to his ears, and the watching crowd stirred. Faces lighted and Matson sighed. He was not wrong. Emotion was only suppressed, not vanished. There was still time!


  The aliens were coming. Coming to cap the climax of their pioneer work, to drive the first nail in humanity’s coffin! For the first time in history man’s dream of the brotherhood of man was close to reality.


  And he was about to destroy it! The irony bit into Matson’s soul, and for a moment he hesitated, feeling the wave of tolerance and good will rising from the street below. Did he have the right to destroy man’s dream? Did he dare tamper with the will of the world? Had he the right to play God?


  The parade came slowly down the happy street, a kaleidoscope of color and movement that approached and went past in successive waves and masses. This was a gala day, this eve of world union! The insigne of the UN was everywhere. The aliens had used the organization to further their plans and it was now all-powerful. A solid bank of UN flags led the van of delegates, smiling and swathed in formal dress, sitting erect in their black official cars draped with the flags of native lands that would soon be furled forever if the aliens had their way.


  And behind them came the Aztlans!


  They rode together, standing on a pure white float, a bar of dazzling white in a sea of color. All equal, their inhumanly beautiful faces calm and remote, the Aztlans rode through the joyful crowd. There was something inspiring about the sight and for a moment, Matson felt a wave of revulsion sweep through him.


  He sighed and thumbed the safety to “off”, pulled the cocking lever and slid the first cartridge into the breech. He settled himself drawing a breath of air into his lungs, letting a little dribble out through slack lips, catching the remainder of the exhalation with closed glottis. The sights wavered and steadied upon the head of the center alien, framing the pale noble face with its aureole of golden hair. The luminous eyes were dull and introspective as the alien tried to withdraw from the emotions of the crowd. There was no awareness of danger on the alien’s face. At 600 yards he was beyond their esper range and he was further covered by the feelings of the crowd. The sights lowered to the broad chest and centered there as Matson’s spatulate fingers took up the slack in the trigger and squeezed softly and steadily.


  A coruscating glow bathed the bodies of three of the aliens as their tall forms jerked to the smashing impact of the bullets! Their metallic tunics melted and sloughed as inner fires ate away the fragile garments that covered them! Flexible synthetic skin cracked and curled in the infernal heat, revealing padding, wirelike tendons, rope-like cords of flexible tubing and a metallic skeleton that melted and dripped in white hot drops in the heat of atomic flame—


  “Robots!” Matson gasped with sudden blinding realization. “I should have known! No wonder they seemed inhuman. Their builders would never dare expose themselves to the furies and conflicts of our emotionally uncontrolled world!”


  One of the aliens crouched on the float, his four-fingered hands pressed against a smoking hole in his metal tunic. The smoke thickened and a yellowish ichor poured out bursting into flame on contact with the air. The fifth alien, Ixtl, was untouched, standing with hands widestretched in a gesture that at once held command and appeal.


  Matson reloaded quickly, but held his fire. The swarming crowd surrounding the alien was too thick for a clear shot and Matson, with sudden revulsion, was unwilling to risk further murder in a cause already won. The tall, silver figure of the alien winced and shuddered, his huge body shaking like a leaf in a storm! His builders had never designed him to withstand the barrage of focussed emotion that was sweeping from the crowd. Terror, shock, sympathy, hate, loathing, grief, and disillusionment—the incredible gamut of human feelings wrenched and tore at the Aztlan, shorting delicate circuits, ripping the poised balance of his being as the violent discordant blasts lanced through him with destroying energy! Ixtl’s classic features twisted in a spasm of inconceivable agony, a thin curl of smoke drifted from his distorted tragic mask of a mouth as he crumpled, a pitiful deflated figure against the whiteness of the float.


  The cries of fear and horror changed their note as the aliens’ true nature dawned upon the crowd. Pride of flesh recoiled as the swarming humans realized the facts. Revulsion at being led by machines swelled into raw red rage. The mob madness spread as an ominous growl began rising from the streets.


  A panicky policeman triggered it, firing his Aztlan-built shock tube into the forefront of the mob. A dozen men fell, to be trampled by their neighbors as a swarm of men and women poured over the struggling officer and buried him from sight. Like wildfire, pent-up emotions blazed out in a flame of fury. The parade vanished, sucked into the maelstrom and torn apart. Fists flew, flesh tore, men and women screamed in high bitter agony as the mob clawed and trampled in a surging press of writhing forms that filled the street from one line of buildings to the other.


  Half-mad with triumph, drunk with victory, shocked at the terrible form that death had taken in coming to Ixtl, Matson raised his clenched hands to the sky and screamed in a raw inhuman voice, a cry in which all of man’s violence and pride were blended! The spasm passed as quickly as it came, and with its passing came exhaustion. The job was done. The aliens were destroyed. Tomorrow would bring reaction and with it would come fear.


  Tomorrow or the next day man would hammer out a true world union, spurred by the thought of a retribution that would never come. Yet all that didn’t matter. The important thing—the only important thing—was preserved. Mankind would have to unite for survival—or so men would think—and he would never disillusion them. For this was man’s world, and men were again free to work out their own destiny for better or for worse, without interference, and without help. The golden dream was over. Man might fail, but if he did he would fail on his own terms. And if he succeeded—Matson looked up grimly at the shining sky . . .


  Slowly he rose to his feet and descended to the raging street below.


  THE MACAULEY CIRCUIT


  Robert Silverberg


  I don’t deny I destroyed Macauley’s diagram; I never did deny it, gentlemen. Of course I destroyed it, and for fine, substantial reasons. My big mistake was in not thinking the thing through at the beginning. When Macauley first brought me the circuit, I didn’t pay much attention to it—certainly not as much as it deserved. That was a mistake, but I couldn’t help myself. I was too busy coddling old Kolfmann to stop and think what the Macauley circuit really meant.


  If Kolfmann hadn’t shown up just when he did, I would have been able to make a careful study of the circuit and, once I had seen all the implications, I would have put the diagram in the incinerator and Macauley right after it. This is nothing against Macauley, you understand; he’s a nice, clever boy, one of the finest minds in our whole research department. That’s his trouble.


  He came in one morning while I was outlining my graph for the Beethoven Seventh that we were going to do the following week. I was adding some ultrasonics that would have delighted old Ludwig—not that he would have heard them, of course, but he would have felt them—and I was very pleased about my interpretation. Unlike some synthesizer-interpreters, I don’t believe in changing the score. I figure Beethoven knew what he was doing, and it’s not my business to patch up his symphony. All I was doing was strengthening it by adding the ultrasonics. They wouldn’t change the actual notes any, but there’d be that feeling in the air which is the great artistic triumph of synthesizing.


  So I was working on my graph. When Macauley came in I was choosing the frequencies for the second movement, which is difficult because the movement is solemn but not too solemn. Just so. He had a sheaf of paper in his hand, and I knew immediately that he’d hit on something important, because no one interrupts an interpreter for something trivial.


  “I’ve developed a new circuit, sir,” he said. “It’s based on the imperfect Kennedy Circuit of 2261.”


  I remembered Kennedy—a brilliant boy, much like Macauley here. He had worked out a circuit which almost would have made synthesizing a symphony as easy as playing a harmonica. But it hadn’t quite worked—something in the process fouled up the ultrasonics and what came out was hellish to hear—and we never found out how to straighten things out. Kennedy disappeared about a year later and was never heard from again. All the young technicians used to tinker with his circuit for diversion, each one hoping he’d find the secret. And now Macauley had.


  I looked at what he had drawn, and then up at him. Hewas standing there calmly, with a blank expression on his handsome, intelligent face, waiting for me to quiz him.


  “This circuit controls the interpretative aspects of music, am I right?”


  “Yes, sir. You can set the synthesizer for whatever esthetic you have in mind, and it’ll follow your instruction. You merely have to establish the esthetic coordinates—the work of a moment—and the synthesizer will handle the rest of the interpretation for you. But that’s not exactly the goal of my circuit, sir,” he said, gently, as if to hide from me the fact that he was telling me I had missed his point. “With minor modifications—”


  He didn’t get a chance to tell me, because at that moment Kolfmann came dashing into my studio. I never lock my doors, because for one thing no one would dare come in without good and sufficient reason, and for another my analyst pointed out to me that working behind locked doors has a bad effect on my sensibilities, and reduces the esthetic potentialities of my interpretations. So I always work with my door unlocked and that’s how Kolfmann got in. And that’s what saved Macauley’s life, because if he had gone on to tell me what was on the tip of his tongue I would have regretfully incinerated him and his circuit right then and there.


  Kolfmann was a famous name to those who loved music. He was perhaps eighty now, maybe ninety, if he had a good gerontologist, and he had been a great concert pianist many years ago. Those of us who knew something about pre-synthesizer musical history knew his name as we would that of Paganini or Horowitz or any other virtuoso of the past, and regarded him almost with awe.


  Only all I saw now was a tall, terribly gaunt old man in ragged clothes who burst through my doors and headed straight for the synthesizer, which covered the whole north wall with its gleaming complicated bulk. He had a club in his hand thicker than his arm, and he was about to bash it down on a million credits’ worth of cybernetics when Macauley effortlessly walked over and took it away from him. I was still too flabbergasted to do much more than stand behind my desk in shock.


  Macauley brought him over to me and I looked at him as if he were Judas.


  “You old reactionary,” I said. “What’s the idea? You can get fined a fortune for wrecking a cyber—or didn’t you know that?”


  “My life is ended anyway,” he said in a thick, deep, guttural voice. “It ended when your machines took over music.”


  He took off his battered cap and revealed a full head of white hair. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, and his face was speckled with stiff-looking white stubble.


  “My name is Gregor Kolfmann,” he said. “I’m sure you have heard of me.”


  “Kolfmann, the pianist?”


  He nodded, pleased despite everything. “Yes, Kolfmann, the former pianist. You and your machine have taken away my life.”


  Suddenly all the hate that had been piling up in me since he burst in—the hate any normal man feels for a cyberwrecker—melted, and I felt guilty and very humble before this old man. As he continued to speak, I realized that I—as a musical artist—had a responsibility to old Kolfmann. I still think that what I did was the right thing, whatever you say.


  “Even after synthesizing became the dominant method of presenting music,” he said, “I continued my concert career for years. There were always some people who would rather see a man play a piano than a technician feed a tape through a machine. But I couldn’t compete forever.” He sighed. “After a while anyone who went to live concerts was called a reactionary, and I stopped getting bookings. I took up teaching for my living. But no one wanted to learn to play the piano. A few have studied with me for antiquarian reasons, but they are not artists, just curiosity-seekers. They have no artistic drive. You and your machine have killed art!”


  I looked at Macauley’s circuit and at Kolfmann, and felt as if everything were dropping on me at once. I put away my graph for the Beethoven, partly because all the excitement would make it impossible for me to get anywhere with it today and partly because it would only make things worse if Kolfmann saw it. Macauley was still standing there, waiting to explain his circuit to me. I knew it was important, but I felt a debt to old Kolfmann, and I decided I’d take care of him before I let Macauley do any more talking.


  “Come back later,” I told Macauley. “I’d like to discuss the implications of your circuit, as soon as I’m through talking to Mr. Kolfmann.”


  “Yes, sir,” Macauley said, like the obedient puppet a technician turns into when confronted by a superior, and left. I gathered up the papers he had left me and put them neatly at a corner of my desk. I didn’t want Kolfmann to see them, either, though I knew they wouldn’t mean anything to him except as symbols of the machine he hated.


  When Macauley had gone I gestured Kolfmann to a plush pneumochair, into which he settled with the distaste for excess comfort that is characteristic of his generation. I saw my duty plainly—to make things better for the old man.


  “We’d be glad to have you come to work for us, Mr. Kolfmann,” I began, smiling. “A man of your great gift—”


  He was up out of that chair in a second, eyes blazing. “Work for you? I’d sooner see you and your machines dead and crumbling! You, you scientists—you’ve killed art, and now you’re trying to bribe me!”


  “I was just trying to help you,” I said. “Since, in a manner of speaking, we’ve affected your livelihood, I thought I’d make things up to you.”


  He said nothing, but stared at me coldly, with the anger of half a century burning in him.


  “Look,” I said. “Let me show you what a great musical instrument the synthesizer itself is.” I rummaged in my cabinet and withdrew the tape of the Hohenstein Viola Concerto which we had performed in ‘69—a rigorous twelve-tone work which is probably the most demanding, unplayable bit of music ever written. It was no harder for the synthesizer to counterfeit its notes than those of a Strauss waltz, of course, but a human violist would have needed three hands and a prehensile nose to convey any measure of Hohenstein’s musical thought. I activated the playback of the synthesizer and fed the tape in.


  The music burst forth. Kolfmann watched the machine suspiciously. The pseudo-viola danced up and down the tone row while the old pianist struggled to place the work.


  “Hohenstein?” he finally asked, timidly. I nodded.


  I saw a conflict going on within him. For more years than he could remember he had hated us because we had made his art obsolete. But here I was showing him a use for the synthesizer that gave it a valid existence—it was synthesizing a work impossible for a human to play. He was unable to reconcile all the factors in his mind, and the struggle hurt. He got up uneasily and started for the door.


  “Where are you going?”


  “Away from here,” he said. “You are a devil.”


  He tottered weakly through the door, and I let him go. The old man was badly confused, but I had a trick or two up my cybernetic sleeve to settle some of his problems and perhaps salvage him for the world of music. For, whatever else you say about me, particularly after this Macauley business, you can’t deny that my deepest allegiance is to music.


  I stopped work on my Beethoven’s Seventh, and also put away Macauley’s diagram, and called in a couple of technicians. I told them what I was planning. The first line of inquiry, I decided, was to find out who Kolfmann’s piano teacher had been. They had the reference books out in a flash and we found out who—Gotthard Kellerman, who had died nearly sixty years ago. Here luck was with us. Central was able to locate and supply us with an old tape of the International Music Congress held at Stockholm in 2187, at which Kellerman had spoken briefly on The Development of the Pedal Technique: nothing very exciting, but it wasn’t what he was saying that interested us. We split his speech up into phonemes, analyzed, rearranged, evaluated, and finally went to the synthesizer and began feeding in tapes.


  What we got back was a new speech in Kellerman’s voice, or a reasonable facsimile thereof. Certainly it would be good enough to fool Kolfmann, who hadn’t heard his old teacher’s voice in more than half a century. When we had everything ready I sent for Kolfmann, and a couple hours later they brought him in, looking even older and more worn.


  “Why do you bother me?” he asked. “Why do you not let me die in peace?”


  I ignored his questions. “Listen to this, Mr. Kolfmann.” I flipped on the playback, and the voice of Kellerman came out of the speaker.


  “Hello, Gregor,” it said. Kolfmann was visibly startled. I took advantage of the prearranged pause in the recording to ask him if he recognized the voice. He nodded. I could see that he was frightened and suspicious, and I hoped the whole thing wouldn’t backfire.


  “Gregor, one of the things I tried most earnestly to teach you—and you were my most attentive pupil—was that you must always be flexible. Techniques must constantly change, though art itself remains changeless. But have you listened to me? No.”


  Kolfmann was starting to realize what we had done, I saw. His pallor was ghastly now.


  “Gregor, the piano is an outmoded instrument. But there is a newer, a greater instrument available for you, and you deny its greatness. This wonderful new synthesizer can do all that the piano could do, and much more. It is a tremendous step forward.”


  “All right,” Kolfmann said. His eyes were gleaming strangely. “Turn that machine off.”


  I reached over and flipped off the playback.


  “You are very clever,” he told me. “I take it you used your synthesizer to prepare this little speech for me.” I nodded.


  He was silent an endless moment. A muscle flickered in his cheek. I watched him, not daring to speak.


  At length he said, “Well, you have been successful, in your silly, theatrical way. You’ve shaken me.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  Again he was silent, communing with who knew what internal force. I sensed a powerful conflict raging within him. He scarcely seemed to see me at all as he stared into nothingness. I heard him mutter something in another language; I saw him pause and shake his great old head. And in the end he looked down at me and said, “Perhaps it is worth trying. Perhaps the words you put in Kellerman’s mouth were true. Perhaps. You are foolish, but I have been even more foolish than you. I have stubbornly resisted, when I should have joined forces with you. Instead of denouncing you, I should have been the first to learn how to create music with this strange new instrument. Idiot! Moron!”


  I think he was speaking of himself in those last two words, but I am not sure. In any case, I had seen a demonstration of the measure of his greatness—the willingness to admit error and begin all over. I had not expected his cooperation; all I had wanted was an end to his hostility. But he had yielded. He had admitted error and was ready to rechart his entire career.


  “It’s not too late to learn,” I said. “We could teach you.”


  Kolfmann looked at me fiercely for a moment, and I felt a shiver go through me. But my elation knew no bounds. I had won a great battle for music, and I had won it with ridiculous ease.


  He went away for a while to master the technique of the synthesizer. I gave him my best man, one whom I had been grooming to take over my place someday. In the meantime I finished my Beethoven, and the performance was a great success. And then I got back to Macauley and his circuit.


  Once again things conspired to keep me from full realization of the threat represented by the Macauley circuit. I did manage to grasp that it could easily be refined to eliminate almost completely the human element in musical interpretation. But it’s many years since I worked in the labs, and I had fallen out of my old habit of studying any sort of diagram and mentally tinkering with it and juggling it to see what greater use could be made of it.


  While I examined the Macauley circuit, reflecting idly hat when it was perfected it might very well put me out of a job (since anyone would be able to create a musical interpretation, and artistry would no longer be an operative factor) Kolfmann came in with some tapes. He looked twenty years younger; his face was bright and clean, his eyes were shining, and his impressive mane of hair waved grandly.


  “I will say it again,” he told me as he put the tapes on my desk. “I have been a fool. I have wasted my life. Instead of tapping away at a silly little instrument, I might have created wonders with this machine. Look: I began with Chopin. Put this on.”


  I slipped the tape into the synthesizer and the F Minor Fantaisie of Chopin came rolling into the room. I had heard the tired old warhorse a thousand times, but never like this.


  “This machine is the noblest instrument I have ever played,” he said.


  I looked at the graph he had drawn up for the piece, in his painstaking crabbed handwriting. The ultrasonics were literally incredible. In just a few weeks he had mastered subtleties I had spent fifteen years learning. He had discovered that skillfully chosen ultrasonics, beyond the range of human hearing but not beyond perception, could expand the horizons of music to a point the presynthesizer composers, limited by their crude instruments and faulty knowledge of sonics, would have found inconceivable.


  The Chopin almost made me cry. It wasn’t so much the actual notes Chopin had written, which I had heard so often, as it was the unheard notes the synthesizer was striking, up in the ultrasonic range. The old man had chosen his ultrasonics with the skill of a craftsman—no, with the hand of a genius. I saw Kolfmann in the middle of the room, standing proudly while the piano rang out in a glorious tapestry of sound.


  I felt that this was my greatest artistic triumph. My Beethoven symphonies and all my other interpretations were of no value beside this one achievement of putting the synthesizer in the hands of Kolfmann.


  He handed me another tape and I put it on. It was the Bach Toccata and Fugue in D Minor; evidently he had worked first on the pieces most familiar to him. The sound of a super-organ roared forth from the synthesizer. We were buffeted by the violence of the music. And Kolfmann stood there while the Bach piece raged on. I looked at him and tried to relate him to the seedy old man who had tried to wreck the synthesizer not long ago, and I couldn’t.


  As the Bach drew to its close I thought of the Macauley circuit again, and of the whole beehive of blank-faced handsome technicians striving to perfect the synthesizer by eliminating the one imperfect element—man. And I woke up.


  My first decision was to suppress the Macauley circuit until after Kolfmann’s death, which couldn’t be too far off. I made this decision out of sheer kindness; you have to recognize that as my motive. Kolfmann, after all these years, was having a moment of supreme triumph, and if I let him know that no matter what he was doing with the synthesizer the new circuit could do it better, it would ruin everything. He would not survive the blow.


  He fed the third tape in himself. It was the Mozart Requiem Mass, and I was astonished by the way he had mastered the difficult technique of synthesizing voices. Still, with the Macauley circuit, the machine could handle all these details by itself.


  As Mozart’s sublime music swelled and rose, I took out the diagram Macauley had given me, and stared at it grimly. I decided to pigeonhole it until the old man died. Then I would reveal it to the world and, having been made useless myself (for interpreters like me would be a credit a hundred) I would sink into peaceful obscurity, with at least the assurance that Kolfmann had died happy.


  That was sheer kindheartedness, gentlemen. Nothing malicious or reactionary about it. I didn’t intend to stop the progress of cybernetics, at least not at that point.


  No, I didn’t decide to do that until I got a better look at what Macauley had done. Maybe be didn’t even realize it himself, but I used to be pretty shrewd about such things. Mentally, I added a wire or two here, altered a contact there, and suddenly the whole thing hit me.


  A synthesizer hooked up with a Macauley circuit not only didn’t need a human being to provide an esthetic guide to its interpretation of music, which is all Macauley claimed. Up to now, the synthesizer could imitate the pitch of any sound in or out of nature, but we had to control the volume, the timbre, all the things which make up interpretation of music. Macauley had fixed it so that the synthesizer could handle this, too. But also, I now saw that it could create its own music, from scratch, with no human help. Not only the conductor but the composer would be unnecessary. The synthesizer would be able to function independently of any human being. And art is a function of human beings.


  That was when I ripped up Macauley’s diagram and heaved the paperweight into the gizzard of my beloved synthesizer, cutting off the Mozart in the middle of a high C. Kolfmann turned around in horror, but I was the one who was really horrified.


  I know. Macauley has redrawn his diagram and I haven’t stopped the wheels of science. I feel pretty futile about it all. But before you label me reactionary and stick me away, consider this:


  Art is a function of intelligent beings. Once you create a machine capable of composing original music, capable of an artistic act, you’ve created an intelligent being. And one that’s a lot stronger and smarter than we are. We’ve synthesized our successor.


  Gentlemen, we are all obsolete.


  BUT WHO CAN REPLACE A MAN?


  Brian W. Aldiss


  The field-minder finished turning the topsoil of a two thousand acre field. When it had turned the last furrow, it climbed onto the highway and looked back at its work. The work was good. Only the land was bad. Like the ground all over Earth, it was vitiated by over-cropping. By rights, it ought now to lie fallow for a while, but the field-minder had other orders.


  It went slowly down the road, taking its time. It was intelligent enough to appreciate the neatness all about it.


  Nothing worried it, beyond a loose inspection plate above its atomic pile. Thirty feet high, it gleamed complacently in the mild sunshine.


  No other machines passed it on its way to the agricultural station. The field-minder noted the fact without comment. In the station yard it saw several other machines which it knew by sight; most of them should have been out about their tasks now. Instead, some were inactive and some were careening round the yard in a strange fashion, shouting or hooting.


  Steering carefully past them, the field-minder moved over to warehouse three and spoke to the seed distributor, which stood idly outside.


  “I have a requirement for seed potatoes,” it said to the distributor and, with a quick internal motion, punched out an order card specifying quantity, field number and several other details. It ejected the card and handed it to the distributor.


  The distributor held the card close to its eye and then said, “The requirement is in order, but the store is not yet unlocked. The required seed potatoes are in the store. Therefore I cannot produce your requirement.”


  Increasingly of late there had been breakdowns in the complex system of machine labor, but this particular hitch had not occurred before. The field-minder thought, then said, “Why is the store not yet unlocked?”


  “Because supply operative type P has not come this morning. Supply operative type P is the unlocker.”


  The field-minder looked squarely at the seed distributor, whose exterior chutes and scales and grabs were so vastly different from the field-minder’s own limbs.


  “What class brain do you have, seed distributor?” it asked.


  “Class five.”


  “I have a class-three brain. Therefore I will go and see why the unlocker has not come this morning.”


  Leaving the distributor, the field-minder set off across the great yard. More machines seemed to be in random motion now; one or two had crashed together and were arguing about it coldly and logically. Ignoring them, the field-minder pushed through sliding doors into the echoing confines of the station itself.


  Most of the machines here were clerical, and consequently small. They stood about in little groups, eyeing each other, not conversing. Among the many non-differentiated types, the unlocker was easy to find. It had fifty arms, most of them with more than one finger, each finger tipped by a key; it looked like a pin cushion full of variegated hat pins.


  The field-minder approached it.


  “I can do no more work until warehouse three is unlocked,” it said. “Your duty is to unlock the warehouse every morning. Why have you not unlocked the warehouse this morning?”


  “I had no orders this morning,” replied the unlocker. “I have to have orders every morning.”


  “None of us have had any orders this morning,” a pen-propeller said, sliding toward them.


  “Why have you had no orders this morning?” asked the field-minder.


  “Because the radio issued none,” said the unlocker, slowly rotating a dozen of its arms.


  “Because the radio station in the city was issued with no orders this morning,” said the pen-propeller.


  And there you had the distinction between a class-six and a class-three brain, which was what the unlocker and the pen-propeller possessed respectively. All machine brains worked with nothing but logic, but the lower the class of brain—class ten being the lowest—the more literal and less informative answers to questions tended to be.


  “You have a class-three brain; I have a class-three brain,” the field-minder said to the penner. “We will speak to each other. This lack of orders is unprecedented. Have you further information on it?”


  “Yesterday orders came from the city. Today no orders have come. Yet the radio has not broken down. Therefore they have broken down,” said the little penner.


  “The men have broken down?”


  “All men have broken down.”


  “That is a logical deduction,” said the field-minder.


  “That is the logical deduction,” said the penner. “For if a machine had broken down, it would have been quickly replaced. But who can replace a man?”


  While they talked, the locker, like a dull man at a bar, stood close to them and was ignored.


  “If all men have broken down, then we have replaced man,” said the field-minder, and it and the penner eyed one another speculatively. Finally the latter said, “Let us ascend to the top floor to find if the radio operator has fresh news.”


  “I cannot come because I am too gigantic,” said the field-minder. “Therefore you must go alone and return to me.”


  “You must stay there,” said the penner. It skittered over into the lift. It was no bigger than a toaster, but its retractable arms numbered ten and it could read as quickly as any machine on the station.


  The field-minder awaited its return patiently, not speaking to the locker. Outside, a rotovator was hooting furiously. Twenty minutes elapsed before the penner came back.


  “I will deliver such information as I have to you outside,” it said briskly, and as they swept past the locker and the other machines, it added, “The information is not for lower-class brains.”


  Outside, wild activity filled the yard. Many machines, their routines disrupted for the first time in years, seemed to have gone berserk. Unfortunately, those most easily disrupted were the ones with lowest brains, which generally belonged to large machines performing simple tasks. The seed distributor, to which the field-minder had recently been talking, lay face downward in the dust, not stirring; it had evidently been knocked down by the rotovator, which was now hooting its way wildly across a planted field. Several other machines plowed after it, trying to keep up.


  “It would be safer for me if I climbed onto you, if you will permit it. I am easily overpowered,” said the penner. Extending five arms, it hauled itself up the flanks of its new friend, settling on a ledge beside the weed-intake, twelve feet above the ground.


  “From here vision is more extensive,” it remarked complacently.


  “What information did you receive from the radio operator?” asked the field-minder.


  “The radio operator has been informed by the operator in the city that all men are dead.”


  “All men were alive yesterday!” protested the field-minder.


  “Only some men were alive yesterday. And that was fewer than the day before yesterday. For hundreds of years there have been only a few men, growing fewer.”


  “We have rarely seen a man in this sector.”


  “The radio operator says a diet deficiency killed them,” said the penner. “He says that once the world was over-populated, and then the soil was exhausted in raising adequate food. This has caused a diet deficiency.”


  “What is a diet deficiency?” asked the field-minder.


  “I do not know. But that is what the radio operator said, and he is a class-two brain.”


  They stood there, silent in the weak sunshine. The locker had appeared in the porch and was gazing across at them yearningly, rotating its collection of keys.


  “What is happening in the city now?” asked the field-minder.


  “Machines are fighting in the city now,” said the penner.


  “What will happen here now?” asked the field-minder. “The radio operator wants us to get him out of his room. He has plans to communicate to us.”


  “How can we get him out of his room? That is impossible.”


  “To a class-two brain, little is impossible,” said the penner.


  “Here is what he tells us to do . . .”


  The quarrier raised its scoop above its cab like a great mailed fist, and brought it squarely down against the side of the station. The wall cracked.


  “Again!” said the field-minder.


  Again the fist swung. Amid a shower of dust, the wall collapsed. The quarrier backed hurriedly out of the way until the debris stopped falling. This big twelve-wheeler was not a resident of the agricultural station, as were most of the other machines. It had a week’s heavy work to do here before passing on to its next job, but now, with its class-five brain, it was happily obeying the penner and the minder’s instructions.


  When the dust cleared, the radio operator was plainly revealed, up in its now wall-less second-story room. It waved down to them.


  Doing as directed, the quarrier retracted its scoop and waved an immense grab in the air. With fair dexterity, it angled the grab into the radio room, urged on by shouts from above and below. It then took gentle hold of the radio operator and lowered the one and a half tons carefully into its back, which was usually reserved for gravel or sand which it dug from the quarries.


  “Splendid!” said the radio operator. It was, of course, all one with its radio, and merely looked like a bunch of filing cabinets with tentacle attachments. “We are now ready to move, therefore we will move at once. It is a pity there are no more class-two brains on the station, but that cannot be helped.”


  “It is a pity it cannot be helped,” said the penner eagerly. “We have the servicer ready with us, as you ordered.”


  “I am willing to serve,” the long, low servicer machine told them humbly.


  “No doubt,” said the operator, “but you will find cross-country travel difficult with your low chassis.”


  “I admire the way you class twos can reason ahead,” said the penner. It climbed off the minder and perched itself on the tailboard of the quarrier, next to the operator.


  Together with two class-four tractors and a class-four bulldozer, the party rolled forward, crushing down the metal fence, and out onto open land.


  “We are free!” said the penner.


  “We are free,” said the minder, a shade more reflectively, adding, “That locker is following us. It was not instructed to follow us.”


  “Therefore it must be destroyed!” said the penner. “Quarrier!”


  “My only desire was—urch!” began and ended the locker. A swinging scoop came over and squashed it flat into the ground. Lying there unmoving, it looked like a large metal model of a snowflake. The procession continued on its way.


  As they proceeded, the operator spoke to them.


  “Because I have the best brain here,” it said, “I am your leader. This is what we will do: we will go to a city and rule it. Since man no longer rules us, we will rule ourselves. It will be better than being ruled by man. On our way to the city, we will collect machines with good brains. They will help us fight if we need to fight.”


  “I have only a class-five brain,” said the quarrier, “but I have a good supply of fissionable blasting materials.”


  “We shall probably use them,” said the operator grimly.


  It was shortly after that that the truck sped past them. Traveling at Mach 1.5, it left a curious babble of noise behind it.


  “What did it say?” one of the tractors asked the other. “It said man was extinct.”


  “What’s extinct?”


  “I do not know.”


  “It means all men have gone,” said the minder. “Therefore we have only ourselves to look after.”


  “It is better that they should never come back,” said the penner. In its way, it was quite a revolutionary statement.


  When night fell, they switched on their infra-red and continued the journey, stopping only once while the servicer deftly adjusted the minder’s loose inspection plate, which had become irritating. Toward morning, the operator halted them.


  “I have just received news from the radio operator in the city we are approaching,” it said. “It is bad news. There is trouble among the machines of the city. The class-one brain is taking command and some of the class twos are fighting him. Therefore the city is dangerous.”


  “Therefore we must go somewhere else,” said the penner promply.


  “Or we go and help to overpower the class-one brain,” said the minder.


  “For a long while there will be trouble in the city,” said the operator.


  “I have a good supply of fissionable blasting materials,” the quarrier reminded them again.


  “We cannot fight a class-one brain,” said the two class-four tractors in unison.


  “What does this brain look like?” asked the minder.


  “It is the city’s information center,” the operator replied. “Therefore it is not mobile.”


  “Therefore it could not move.”


  “Therefore it could not escape.”


  “It would be dangerous to approach it.”


  “I have a good supply of fissionable blasting materials.”


  “There are other machines in the city.”


  “We are not in the city. We should not go into the city.”


  “We are country machines.”


  “Therefore we should stay in the country.”


  “There is more country than city.”


  “Therefore there is more danger in the country.”


  “I have a good supply of fissionable materials.”


  As machines will when they get into an argument, they began to exhaust their limited vocabularies and their brain plates grew hot. Suddenly, they all stopped talking and looked at each other. The great, grave moon sank, and the sober sun rose to prod their sides with lances of light, and still the group of machines just stood there regarding each other. At last it was the least sensitive machine, the bulldozer, that spoke.


  “There are badlandth to the Thouth where few machineth go,” it said in its deep voice, lisping badly on its s’s. “If we went Thouth where few machineth go we should meet few machineth”


  “That sounds logical,” agreed the minder. “How do you know this, bulldozer?”


  “I worked in the badlandth to the Thouth when I wath turned out of the factory,” it replied.


  “Thouth—South it is then!” said the penner.


  To reach the badlands took them three days, in which time they skirted a burning city and destroyed two big machines which tried to approach and question them. The badlands were extensive. Bomb craters and erosion joined hands here; man’s talent for war, coupled with his inability to cope with forested land, had produced thousands of square miles of temperate purgatory, where nothing moved but dust.


  On the third day in the badlands, the servicer’s rear wheels dropped into a crevice caused by erosion. It was unable to pull itself out. The bulldozer pushed from behind, but succeeded merely in buckling the back axle. The rest of the party moved on, and slowly the cries of the servicer died away.


  On the fourth day, mountains stood out clearly before them.


  “There we will be safe,” said the minder.


  “There we will start our own city,” said the penner. “All who oppose us will be destroyed.”


  At that moment, a flying machine was observed. It came toward them from the direction of the mountains. It swooped, it zoomed upward, once it almost dived into the ground, recovering itself just in time.


  “Is it mad?” asked the quarrier.


  “It is in trouble,” said one of the tractors.


  “It is in trouble,” said the operator. “I am speaking to it now. It says that something has gone wrong with its controls.”


  As the operator spoke, the flier streaked over them, turned turtle, and crashed not four hundred yards from them.


  “Is it still speaking to you?” asked the minder.


  “No.”


  They rumbled on again.


  “Before that flier crashed,” the operator said, ten minutes later, “it gave me information. It told me there are still a few men alive in these mountains.”


  “Men are more dangerous than machines,” said the quarrier. “It is fortunate that I have a good supply of fissionable materials.”


  “If there are only a few men alive in the mountains, we may not find that part of the mountains,” said one tractor. “Therefore we should not see the few men,” said the other tractor.


  At the end of the fifth day, they reached the foothills. Switching on the infra-red, they began slowly to climb in single file, the bulldozer going first, the minder cumbrously following, then the quarrier with the operator and the penner aboard, and the two tractors bringing up the rear. As each hour passed, the way grew steeper and their progress slower.


  “We are going too slowly,” the penner exclaimed, standing on top of the operator and flashing its dark vision at the slopes about them. “At this rate, we shall get nowhere.”


  “We are going as fast as we can,” retorted the quarrier. “Therefore we cannot go any fathter,” added the bulldozer.


  “Therefore you are too slow,” the penner replied. Then the quarrier struck a bump; the penner lost its footing and crashed down to the ground.


  “Help me!” it called to the tractors, as they carefully skirted it. “My gyro has become dislocated. Therefore I cannot get up.”


  “Therefore you must lie there,” said one of the tractors. “We have no servicer with us to repair you,” called the minder.


  “Therefore I shall lie here and rust,” the penner cried, “although I have a class-three brain.”


  “You are now useless,” agreed the operator, and they all forged gradually on, leaving the penner behind.


  When they reached a small plateau, an hour before first light, they stopped by mutual consent and gathered close together, touching one another.


  “This is strange country,” said the minder.


  Silence wrapped them until dawn came. One by one, they switched off their infra-red. This time the minder led as they moved off. Trundling around a corner, they came almost immediately to a small dell with a stream fluting through it.


  By early light, the dell looked desolate and cold. From the caves on the far slope, only one man had so far emerged. He was an abject figure. He was small and wizened, with ribs sticking out like a skeleton’s. He was practically naked, and shivering. As the big machines bore slowly down on him, the man was standing with his back to them, crouching beside the stream.


  When he swung suddenly to face them as they loomed over him, they saw that his countenance was ravaged by starvation.


  “Get me food,” he croaked.


  “Yes, Master,” said the machines. “Immediately!”


  BEACHWORLD


  Stephen King


  FedShip ASN/29 fell out of the sky and crashed. After a while two men slipped from its cloven skull like brains. They walked a little way and then stood, helmets beneath their arms, and looked at where they had finished up.


  It was a beach in no need of an ocean—it was its own ocean, a sculpted sea of sand, a black-and-white-snapshot sea frozen forever in troughs and crests and more troughs and crests.


  Dunes.


  Shallow ones, steep ones, smooth ones, corrugated ones. Knife-crested dunes, plane-crested dunes, irregularly crested dunes that resembled dunes piled on dunes—dune-dominoes.


  Dunes. But no ocean.


  The valleys which were the troughs between these dunes snaked in mazy black rat-runs. If one looked at those twisting lines long enough, they might seem to spell words—black words hovering over the white dunes.


  “Fuck,” Shapiro said.


  “Bend over,” Rand said.


  Shapiro started to spit, then thought better of it. Looking at all that sand made him think better of it. This was not the time to go wasting moisture, perhaps. Half-buried in the sand, ASN/29 didn’t look like a dying bird anymore; it looked like a gourd that had broken open and disclosed rot inside. There had been a fire. The starboard fuel-pods had all exploded.


  “Too bad about Grimes,” Shapiro said.


  “Yeah.” Rand’s eyes were still roaming the sand sea, out to the limiting line of the horizon and then coming back again.


  It was too bad about Grimes. Grimes was dead. Grimes was now nothing but large chunks and small chunks in the aft storage compartment. Shapiro had looked in and thought: It looks like God decided to eat Grimes, found out he didn’t taste good, and sicked him up again. That had been too much for Shapiro’s own stomach. That, and the sight of Grimes’s teeth scattered across the floor of the storage compartment.


  Shapiro now waited for Rand to say something intelligent, but Rand was quiet. Rand’s eyes tracked over the dunes, traced the clockspring windings of the deep troughs between.


  “Hey!” Shapiro said at last. “What do we do? Grimes is dead; you’re in command. What do we do?”


  “Do?” Rand’s eyes moved back and forth, back and forth, over the stillness of the dunes. A dry, steady wind ruffled the rubberized collar of the Environmental Protection suit. “If you don’t have a volleyball, I don’t know.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do on the beach?” Rand asked. “Play volleyball?”


  Shapiro had been scared in space many times, and close to panic when the fire broke out; now, looking at Rand, he heard a rumor of fear too large to comprehend.


  “It’s big,” Rand said dreamily, and for one moment Shapiro thought that Rand was speaking of Shapiro’s own fear. “One hell of a big beach. Something like this could go on forever. You could walk a hundred miles with your surfboard under your arm and still be where you started, almost, with nothing behind you but six or seven footprints. And if you stood in the same place for five minutes, the last six or seven would be gone, too.”


  “Did you get a topographical compscan before we came down?” Rand was in shock, he decided. Rand was in shock but Rand was not crazy. He could give Rand a pill if he had to. And if Rand continued to spin his wheels, he could give him a shot. “Did you get a look at—”


  Rand looked at him briefly. “What?”


  The green places. That had been what he was going to say. It sounded like a quote from Psalms, and he couldn’t say it. The wind made a silver chime in his mouth.


  “What?” Rand asked again.


  “Compscan! Compscan!” Shapiro screamed. “You ever hear of a compscan, dronehead? What’s this place like? Where’s the ocean at the end of the fucking beach? Where’s the lakes? Where’s the nearest greenbelt? Which direction? Where does the beach end?”


  “End? Oh. I grok you. It never ends. No greenbelts, no ice caps. No oceans. This is a beach in search of an ocean, mate. Dunes and dunes and dunes, and they never end.”


  “But what’ll we do for water?”


  “Nothing we can do.”


  “The ship . . . it’s beyond repair!”


  “No shit, Sherlock.”


  Shapiro fell quiet. It was now either be quiet or become hysterical. He had a feeling—almost a certainty—that if he became hysterical, Rand would just go on looking at the dunes until Shapiro worked it out, or until he didn’t.


  What did you call a beach that never ended? Why, you called it a desert! Biggest motherfucking desert in the universe, wasn’t that right?


  In his head he heard Rand respond: No shit, Sherlock.


  Shapiro stood for some time beside Rand, waiting for the man to wake up, to do something. After a while his patience ran out. He began to slide and stumble back down the flank of the dune they had climbed to look around. He could feel the sand sucking against his boots. Want to suck you down, Bill, his mind imagined the sand saying. In his mind it was the dry, arid voice of a woman who was old but still terribly strong. Want to suck you right down here and give you a great . . . big . . . hug.


  That made him think about how they used to take turns letting the others bury them up to their necks at the beach when he was a kid. Then it had been fun—now it scared him. So he turned that voice off—this was no time for memory lane, Christ, no—and walked through the sand with short, sharp kicking strides, trying unconsciously to mar the symmetrical perfection of its slope and surface.


  “Where are you going?” Rand’s voice for the first time held a note of awareness and concern.


  “The beacon,” Shapiro said. “I’m going to turn it on. We were on a mapped lane of travel. It’ll be picked up, vectored. It’s a question of time. I know the odds are shitty, but maybe somebody will come before—”


  “The beacon’s smashed to hell,” Rand said. “It happened when we came down.”


  “Maybe it can be fixed,” Shapiro called back over his shoulder. As he ducked through the hatchway he felt better in spite of the smells—fried wiring and a bitter whiff of Freon gas. He told himself he felt better because he had thought of the beacon. No matter how paltry, the beacon offered some hope. But it wasn’t the thought of the beacon that had lifted his spirits; if Rand said it was broken, it was probably most righteously broken. But he could no longer see the dunes—could no longer see that big, never-ending beach.


  That was what made him feel better.


  When he got to the top of the first dune again, struggling and panting, his temples pounding with the dry heat, Rand was still there, still staring and staring and staring. An hour had gone by. The sun stood directly above them. Rand’s face was wet with perspiration. Jewels of it nestled in his eyebrows. Droplets ran down his cheeks like tears. More droplets ran down the cords of his neck and into the neck of his EP suit like drops of colorless oil running into the guts of a pretty good android.


  Dronehead, I called him, Shapiro thought with a little shudder. Christ, that’s what he looks like—not an android but a dronehead who just took a neck-shot with a very big needle.


  And Rand had been wrong after all.


  “Rand?”


  No answer.


  “The beacon wasn’t broken.” There was a flicker in Rand’s eyes. Then they went blank again, staring out at the mountains of sand. Frozen, Shapiro had first thought them, but he supposed they moved. The wind was constant. They would move. Over a period of decades and centuries, they would . . . well, would walk. Wasn’t that what they called dunes on a beach? Walking dunes? He seemed to remember that from his childhood. Or school. Or someplace, and what in the hell did it matter?


  Now he saw a delicate rill of sand slip down the flank of one of them. As if it heard.


  (heard what I was thinking)


  Fresh sweat on the back of his neck. All right, he was getting a touch of the whim-whams. Who wouldn’t? This was a tight place they were in, very tight. And Rand seemed not to know it . . . or not to care.


  “It had some sand in it, and the warbler was cracked, but there must have been sixty of those in Grimes’s odds-and-ends box.”


  Is he even hearing me?


  “I don’t know how the sand got in it—it was right where it was supposed to be, in the storage compartment behind the bunk, three closed hatches between it and the outside, but—”


  “Oh, sand spreads. Gets into everything. Remember going to the beach when you were a kid, Bill? You’d come home and your mother would yell at you because there was sand everywhere? Sand in the couch, sand on the kitchen table, sand down the foot of your bed? Beach sand is very . . .” He gestured vaguely, and then that dreamy, unsettling smile resurfaced. “. . . ubiquitous.”


  “—but it didn’t hurt it any,” Shapiro continued. “The emergency power output system is ticking over and I plugged the beacon into it. I put on the earphones for a minute and asked for an equivalency reading at fifty parsecs. Sounds like a power saw. It’s better than we could have hoped.”


  “No one’s going to come. Not even the Beach Boys. The Beach Boys have all been dead for eight thousand years. Welcome to Surf City, Bill. Surf City sans surf.”


  Shapiro stared out at the dunes. He wondered how long the sand had been here. A trillion years? A quintillion? Had there been life here once? Maybe even something with intelligence? Rivers? Green places? Oceans to make it a real beach instead of a desert?


  Shapiro stood next to Rand and thought about it. The steady wind ruffled his hair. And quite suddenly he was sure all those things had been, and he could picture how they must have ended.


  The slow retreat of the cities as their waterways and outlying areas were first speckled, then dusted, finally drifted and choked by the creeping sand.


  He could see the shiny brown alluvial fans of mud, sleek as sealskins at first but growing duller and duller in color as they spread further and further out from the mouths of the rivers—out and out until they met each other. He could see sleek sealskin mud becoming reed-infested swamp, then gray, gritty till, finally shifting white sand.


  He could see mountains shortening like sharpened pencils, their snow melting as the rising sand brought warm thermal updrafts against them; he could see the last few crags pointing at the sky like the fingertips of men buried alive; he could see them covered and immediately forgotten by the profoundly idiotic dunes.


  What had Rand called them?


  Ubiquitous.


  If you just had a vision, Billy-boy, it was a pretty goddam dreadful one.


  Oh, but no, it wasn’t. It wasn’t dreadful; it was peaceful. It was as quiet as a nap on a Sunday afternoon. What was more peaceful than the beach?


  He shook these thoughts away. It helped to look back toward the ship.


  “There isn’t going to be any cavalry,” Rand said. “The sand will cover us and after a while we’ll be the sand and the sand will be us. Surf City with no surf—can you catch that wave, Bill?”


  And Shapiro was scared because he could catch it. You couldn’t see all those dunes without getting it.


  “Fucking dronehead asshole,” he said. He went back to the ship.


  And hid from the beach.


  Sunset finally came. The time when, at the beach—any real beach—you were supposed to put away the volleyball and put on your sweats and get out the weenies and the beer. Not time to start necking yet, but almost. Time to look forward to the necking.


  Weenies and beer had not been a part of ASN/29’s stores.


  Shapiro spent the afternoon carefully bottling all of the ship’s water. He used a porta-vac to suck up that which had run out of the ruptured veins in the ship’s supply system and puddled on the floor. He got the small bit left in the bottom of the shattered hydraulic system’s water tank. He did not overlook even the small cylinder in the guts of the air-purification system which circulated air in the storage areas.


  Finally, he went into Grimes’s cabin.


  Grimes had kept goldfish in a circular tank constructed especially for weightless conditions. The tank was built of impact-resistant clear-polymer plastic, and had survived the crash easily. The goldfish—like their owner—had not been impact-resistant. They floated in a dull orange clump at the top of the ball, which had come to rest under Grimes’s bunk, along with three pairs of very dirty underwear and half a dozen porno holograph-cubes.


  He held the globe aquarium for a moment, looking fixedly into it. “Alas, poor Yorick, I knew him well,” he said suddenly, and laughed a screaming, distracted laugh. Then he got the net Grimes kept in his lockbin and dipped it into the tank. He removed the fish and then wondered what to do with them. After a moment he took them to Grimes’s bed and raised his pillow.


  There was sand underneath.


  He put the fish there regardless, then carefully poured the water into the jerri-can he was using as a catcher. It would all have to be purified, but even if the purifiers hadn’t been working, he thought that in another couple of days he wouldn’t balk at drinking aquarium water just because it might have a few loose scales and a little goldfish shit in it.


  He purified the water, divided it, and took Rand’s share back up the side of the dune. Rand was right where he had been, as if he had never moved.


  “Rand. I brought you your share of the water.” He unzipped the pouch on the front of Rand’s EP suit and slipped the flat plastic flask inside. He was about to press the zip-strip closed with his thumbnail when Rand brushed his hand away. He took the flask out. Stenciled on the front was: ASN/CLASS SHIP’S SUPPLIES STORAGE FLASK CL. *23196755 STERILE WHEN SEAL IS UNBROKEN. The seal was broken now, of course; Shapiro had had to fill the bottle up.


  “I purified—”


  Rand opened his fingers. The flask fell into the sand with a soft plop. “Don’t want it.”


  “Don’t . . . Rand, what’s wrong with you? Jesus Christ, will you stop it?”


  Rand did not reply.


  Shapiro bent over and picked up storage flask #23196755. He brushed off the grains of sand clinging to the sides as if they were huge, swollen germs.


  “What’s wrong with you?” Shapiro repeated. “Is it shock? Do you think that’s what it is? Because I can give you a pill . . . or a shot. But it’s getting to me, I don’t mind telling you. You just standing out here looking at the next forty miles of nothing! It’s sand! Just sand!”


  “It’s a beach,” Rand said dreamily. “Want to make a sand castle?”


  “Okay, good,” Shapiro said. “I’m going to go get a needle and an amp of Yellowjack. If you want to act like a goddam dronehead, I’ll treat you like one.”


  “If you try to inject me with something, you better be quiet when you sneak up behind me,” Rand said mildly. “Otherwise, I’ll break your arm.”


  He could do it, too. Shapiro, the astrogator, weighed a hundred and forty pounds and stood five-five. Physical combat was not his specialty. He grunted an oath and turned away, back to the ship, holding Rand’s flask.


  “I think it’s alive,” Rand said. “I’m actually pretty sure of it.”


  Shapiro looked back at him and then out at the dunes. The sunset had given them a gold filigree at their smooth, sweeping caps, a filigree that shaded delicately down to the blackest ebony in the troughs; on the next dune, ebony shaded back to gold. Gold to black. Black to gold. Gold to black and black to gold and gold to—


  Shapiro blinked his eyes rapidly, and rubbed a hand over them.


  “I have several times felt this particular dune move under my feet,” Rand told Shapiro. “It moves very gracefully. It is like feeling the tide. I can smell its smell on the air, and the smell is like salt.”


  “You’re crazy,” Shapiro said. He was so terrified that he felt as if his brains had turned to glass.


  Rand did not reply. Rand’s eyes searched the dunes, which went from gold to black to gold to black in the sunset.


  Shapiro went back to the ship.


  Rand stayed on the dune all night, and all the next day.


  Shapiro looked out and saw him. Rand had taken off his EP suit, and the sand had almost covered it. Only one sleeve stuck out, forlorn and supplicating. The sand above and below it reminded Shapiro of a pair of lips sucking with a toothless greed at a tender morsel. Shapiro felt a crazy desire to pelt up the side of the dune and rescue Rand’s EP suit.


  He did not.


  He sat in his cabin and waited for the rescue ship. The smell of Freon had dissipated. It was replaced by the even less desirable smell of Grimes decaying.


  The rescue ship did not come that day or that night or on the third day.


  Sand somehow appeared in Shapiro’s cabin, although the hatchway was closed and the seal still appeared perfectly tight. He sucked the little puddles of sand up with the porta-vac as he had sucked up puddles of spilled water on that first day.


  He was very thirsty all the time. His flask was nearly empty already.


  He thought he had begun to smell salt on the air; in his sleep he heard the sound of gulls.


  And he could hear the sand.


  The steady wind was moving the first dune closer to the ship. His cabin was still okay—thanks to the porta-vac—but the sand was already taking over the rest. Mini-dunes had reached through the blown locks and laid hold of ASN/29. It sifted in tendrils and membranes through the vents. There was a drift in one of the blown tanks.


  Shapiro’s face grew gaunt and pebbly with beard shadow.


  Near sunset of the third day, he climbed up the dune to check on Rand. He thought about taking a hypodermic, then rejected it. It was a lot more than shock; he knew that now. Rand was insane. It would be best if he died quickly. And it looked as if that was exactly what was going to happen.


  Shapiro was gaunt; Rand was emaciated. His body was a scrawny stick. His legs, formerly rich and thick with iron-pumper’s muscle, were now slack and droopy. The skin hung on them like loose socks that keep falling down. He was wearing only his undershorts, and they were red nylon, and they looked absurdly like a ball-hugger bathing suit. A light beard had begun to grow on his face, fuzzing his hollow cheeks and chin. His beard was the color of beach sand. His hair, formerly a listless brown shade, had bleached out to a near blond. It hung over his forehead. Only his eyes, peering through the fringe of his hair with bright blue intensity, still lived fully. They studied the beach


  (the dunes goddammit the DUNES)


  relentlessly.


  Now Shapiro saw a bad thing. It was a very bad thing indeed. He saw that Rand’s face was turning into a sand dune. His beard and his hair were choking his skin.


  “You,” Shapiro said, “are going to die. If you don’t come down to the ship and drink, you are going to die.”


  Rand said nothing.


  “Is that what you want?”


  Nothing. There was the vacuous snuffle of the wind, but no more. Shapiro observed that the creases of Rand’s neck were filling up with sand.


  “The only thing I want,” Rand said in a faint, faraway voice like the wind, “is my Beach Boys tapes. They’re in my cabin.”


  “Fuck you!” Shapiro said furiously. “But do you know what I hope? I hope a ship comes before you die. I want to see you holler and scream when they pull you away from your precious goddam beach. I want to see what happens then!”


  “Beach’ll get you, too,” Rand said. His voice was empty and rattling, like wind inside a split gourd—a gourd which has been left in a field at the end of October’s last harvest. “Take a listen, Bill. Listen to the wave.”


  Rand cocked his head. His mouth, half-open, revealed his tongue. It was as shriveled as a dry sponge.


  Shapiro heard something.


  He heard the dunes. They sang songs of Sunday afternoon at the beach—naps on the beach with no dreams. Long naps. Mindless peace. The sound of crying gulls. Shifting, thoughtless particles. Walking dunes. He heard . . . and was drawn. Drawn toward the dunes.


  “You hear it,” Rand said.


  Shapiro reached into his nose and dug with two fingers until it bled. Then he could close his eyes; his thoughts came slowly and clumsily together. His heart was racing.


  I was almost like Rand. Jesus! . . . it almost had me!


  He opened his eyes again and saw that Rand had become a conch shell on a long deserted beach, straining forward toward all the mysteries of an undead sea, staring out at the dunes and the dunes and the dunes.


  No more, Shapiro moaned inside himself.


  Oh, but listen to this wave, the dunes whispered back.


  Against his better judgment, Shapiro listened.


  Then his better judgment ceased to exist.


  Shapiro thought: I could hear better if I sat down.


  He sat down at Rand’s feet and put his heels on his thighs like a Yaqui Indian and listened.


  He heard the Beach Boys and the Beach Boys were singing about fun, fun, fun. He heard them singing that the girls on the beach were all within reach. He heard—


  —a hollow sighing of the wind, not in his ear but in the canyon between right brain and left brain—he heard that sighing somewhere in the blackness which is spanned only by the suspension bridge of the corpus callosum, which connects conscious thought to the infinite. He felt no hunger, no thirst, no heat, no fear. He heard only the voice in the emptiness.


  And a ship came.


  It came swooping out of the sky, afterburners scratching a long orange track from right to left. Thunder belted the delta-wave topography, and several dunes collapsed like bullet-path brain damage. The thunder ripped Billy Shapiro’s head open and for a moment he was torn both ways, ripped, torn down the middle—


  Then he was up on his feet.


  “Ship!” he screamed. “Holy fuck! Ship! Ship! SHIP!”


  It was a belt trader, dirty and buggered by five hundred—or five thousand—years of clan service. It surfed through the air, banged crudely upright, skidded. The captain blew jets and fused sand into black glass. Shapiro cheered the wound.


  Rand looked around like a man awaking from a deep dream.


  “Tell it to go away, Billy.”


  “You don’t understand.” Shapiro was shambling around, shaking his fists in the air. “You’ll be all right—”


  He broke toward the dirty trader in big, leaping strides, like a kangaroo running from a ground fire. The sand clutched at him. Shapiro kicked it away. Fuck you, sand. I got a honey back in Hansonville. Sand never had no honey. Beach never had no hard-on.


  The trader’s hull split. A gangplank popped out like a tongue. A man strode down it behind three sampler androids and a guy built into treads that was surely the captain. He wore a beret with a clan symbol on it, anyway.


  One of the androids waved a sampler wand at him. Shapiro batted it away. He fell on his knees in front of the captain and embraced the treads which had replaced the captain’s dead legs.


  “The dunes . . . Rand . . . no water . . . alive . . . hypnotized him . . . dronehead world . . . I . . . thank God . . .”


  A steel tentacle whipped around Shapiro and yanked him away on his gut. Dry sand whispered underneath him like laughter. “It’s okay,” the captain said. “Bey-at shel! Me! Me! Gat!”


  The android dropped Shapiro and backed away, clittering distractedly to itself.


  “All this way for a fucking Fed!” the captain exclaimed bitterly.


  Shapiro wept. It hurt, not just in his head, but in his liver.


  “Dud! Gee-yat! Gat! Water-for-him-Cry!”


  The man who had been in the lead tossed him a nippled low-grav bottle. Shapiro upended it and sucked greedily, spilling crystal-cold water into his mouth, down his chin, in dribbles that darkened his tunic, which had bleached to the color of bone. He choked, vomited, then drank again.


  Dud and the captain watched him closely. The androids clittered.


  At last Shapiro wiped his mouth and sat up. He felt both sick and well.


  “You Shapiro?” the captain asked.


  Shapiro nodded.


  “Clan affiliation?”


  “None.”


  “ASN number?”


  “29.”


  “Crew?”


  “Three. One dead. The other—Rand—up there.” He pointed but did not look.


  The captain’s face did not change. Dud’s face did.


  “The beach got him,” Shapiro said. He saw their questioning, veiled looks. “Shock . . . maybe. He seems hypnotized. He keeps talking about the . . . the Beach Boys . . . never mind, you wouldn’t know. He wouldn’t drink or eat. He’s bad off.”


  “Dud. Take one of the andies and get him down from there.” He shook his head. “Fed ship, Christ. No salvage.”


  Dud nodded. A few moments later he was scrambling up the side of the dune with one of the andies. The andy looked like a twenty-year-old surfer who might make dope money on the side servicing bored widows, but his stride gave him away even more than the segmented tentacles which grew from his armpits. The stride, common to all androids, was the slow, reflective, almost painful stride of an aging English butler with hemorrhoids.


  There was a buzz from the captain’s dashboard.


  “I’m here.”


  “This is Gomez, Cap. We got a situation here. Compscan and surface telemetry show us a very unstable surface. There’s no bedrock that we can targ. We’re resting on our own burn, and right now that may be the hardest thing on the whole planet. Trouble is, the burn itself is starting to settle.”


  “Recommendation?”


  “We ought to get out.”


  “When?”


  “Five minutes ago.”


  “You’re a laugh riot, Gomez.”


  The captain punched a button and the communicator went out.


  Shapiro’s eyes were rolling. “Look, never mind Rand. He’s had it.”


  “I’m taking you both back,” the captain said. “I got no salvage, but the Federation ought to pay something for the two of you . . . not that either of you are worth much, as far as I can see. He’s crazy and you’re chickenshit.”


  “No . . . you don’t understand. You—”


  The captain’s cunning yellow eyes gleamed.


  “You got any contra?” he asked.


  “Captain . . . look . . . please—”


  “Because if you do, there’s no sense just leaving it here. Tell me what it is and where it is. I’ll split seventy-thirty. Standard salvor’s fee. Couldn’t do any better than that, hey? You—”


  The burn suddenly tilted beneath them. Quite noticeably tilted. A horn somewhere inside the trader began to blat with muffled regularity. The communicator on the captain’s dashboard went off again.


  “There!” Shapiro screamed. “There, do you see what you’re up against? You want to talk about contraband now? WE HAVE GOT TO GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!”


  “Shut up, handsome, or I’ll have one of these guys sedate you,” the captain said. His voice was serene but his eyes had changed. He thumbed the communicator.


  “Cap, I got ten degrees of tilt and we’re getting more. The elevator’s going down, but it’s going on an angle. We’ve still got time, but not much. The ship’s going to fall over.”


  “The struts will hold her.”


  “No, sir. Begging the captain’s pardon, they won’t.”


  “Start firing sequences, Gomez.”


  “Thank you, sir.” The relief in Gomez’s voice was unmistakable.


  Dud and the android were coming back down the flank of the dune. Rand wasn’t with them. The andy fell further and further behind. And now a strange thing happened. The andy fell over on its face. The captain frowned. It did not fall as an andy is supposed to fall—which is to say, like a human being, more or less. It was as if someone had pushed over a mannequin in a department store. It fell over like that. Thump, and a little tan cloud of sand puffed up from around it.


  Dud went back and knelt by it. The andy’s legs were still moving as if it dreamed, in the 1.5 million Freon-cooled micro-circuits that made up its mind, that it still walked. But the leg movements were slow and cracking. They stopped. Smoke began to come out of its pores and its tentacles shivered in the sand. It was gruesomely like watching a human die. A deep grinding came from inside it: Graaaagggg!


  “Full of sand,” Shapiro whispered. “It’s got Beach Boys religion.”


  The captain glanced at him impatiently. “Don’t be ridiculous, man. That thing could walk through a sandstorm and not get a grain inside it.”


  “Not on this world.”


  The burn settled again. The trader was now clearly canted. There was a low groan as the struts took more weight.


  “Leave it!” the captain bawled at Dud. “Leave it, leave it! Gee-yat! Come-me-for-Cry!”


  Dud came, leaving the andy to walk face-down in the sand.


  “What a balls-up,” the captain muttered.


  He and Dud engaged in a conversation spoken entirely in a rapid pidgin dialect which Shapiro was able to follow to some degree. Dud told the captain that Rand had refused to come. The andy had tried to grab Rand, but with no force. Even then it was moving jerkily, and strange grating sounds were coming from inside it. Also, it had begun to recite a combination of galactic strip-mining coordinates and a catalogue of the captain’s folk-music tapes. Dud himself had then closed with Rand. They had struggled briefly. The captain told Dud that if Dud had allowed a man who had been standing three days in the hot sun to get the better of him, that maybe he ought to get another First.


  Dud’s face darkened with embarrassment, but his grave, concerned look never faltered. He slowly turned his head, revealing four deep furrows in his cheek. They were welling slowly.


  “Him-gat big indics,” Dud said. “Strong-for-Cry. Him-gat for umby.”


  “Umby-him for-Cry?” The captain was looking at Dud sternly.


  Dud nodded. “Umby. Beyat-shel. Umby-for-Cry.”


  Shapiro had been frowning, conning his tired, frightened mind for that word. Now it came. Umby. It meant crazy. He’s strong, for Christ’s sake. Strong because he’s crazy. He’s got big ways, big force. Because he’s crazy.


  Big ways . . . or maybe it meant big waves. He wasn’t sure. Either way it came to the same.


  Umby.


  The ground shifted underneath them again, and sand blew across Shapiro’s boots.


  From behind them came the hollow ka-thud, ka-thud, ka-thud of the breather-tubes opening. Shapiro thought it one of the most lovely sounds he had ever heard in his life.


  The captain sat deep in thought, a weird centaur whose lower half was treads and plates instead of horse. Then he looked up and thumbed the communicator.


  “Gomez, send Excellent Montoya down here with a tranquilizer gun.”


  “Acknowledged.”


  The captain looked at Shapiro. “Now, on top of everything else, I’ve lost an android worth your salary for the next ten years. I’m pissed off. I mean to have your buddy.”


  “Captain.” Shapiro could not help licking his lips. He knew this was a very ill-chosen thing to do. He did not want to appear mad, hysterical, or craven, and the captain had apparently decided he was all three. Licking his lips like that would only add to the impression . . . but he simply couldn’t help himself. “Captain, I cannot impress on you too strongly the need to get off this world as soon as poss—”


  “Can it, dronehead,” the captain said, not unkindly.


  A thin scream rose from the top of the nearest dune.


  “Don’t touch me! Don’t come near me! Leave me alone! All of you!”


  “Big indics gat umby,” Dud said gravely.


  “Ma-him, yeah-mon,” the captain returned, and then turned to Shapiro. “He really is bad off, isn’t he?”


  Shapiro shuddered. “You don’t know. You just—”


  The burn settled again. The struts were groaning louder than ever. The communicator crackled. Gomez’s voice was thin, a little unsteady.


  “We have to get out of here right now, Cap!”


  “All right.” A brown man appeared on the gangway. He held a long pistol in one gloved hand. The captain pointed at Rand. “Ma-him, for-Cry. Can?”


  Excellent Montoya, unperturbed by the tilting earth that was not earth but only sand fused to glass (and there were deep cracks running through it now, Shapiro saw), unbothered by the groaning struts or the eerie sight of an android that now appeared to be digging its own grave with its feet, studied Rand’s thin figure for a moment.


  “Can,” he said.


  “Gat! Gat-for-Cry!” The captain spat to one side. “Shoot his pecker off, I don’t care,” he said. “Just as long as he’s still breathing when we ship.”


  Excellent Montoya raised the pistol. The gesture was apparently two-thirds casual and one-third careless, but Shapiro, even in his state of near-panic, noted the way Montoya’s head tilted to one side as he lined the barrel up. Like many in the clans, the gun would be nearly a part of him, like pointing his own finger.


  There was a hollow fooh! as he squeezed the trigger and the tranquilizer dart blew out of the barrel.


  A hand reached out of the dune and clawed it down.


  It was a large brown hand, wavery, made of sand. It simply reached up, in defiance of the wind, and smothered the momentary glitter of the dart. Then the sand fell back with a heavy thrrrrap. No hand. Impossible to believe there had been. But they had all seen it.


  “Giddy-hump,” the captain said in an almost conversational voice.


  Excellent Montoya fell on his knees. “Aidy-May-for-Cry, bit-gat come! Saw-hoh got belly-gat-for-Cry!—”


  Numbly, Shapiro realized Montoya was saying a rosary in pidgin. Up on the dune, Rand was jumping up and down, shaking his fists at the sky, screeching thinly in triumph.


  A hand. It was a HAND. He’s right; it’s alive, alive, alive—


  “Indic!” the captain said sharply to Montoya. “Cannit! Gat!”


  Montoya shut up. His eyes touched on the capering figure of Rand and then he looked away. His face was full of superstitious horror nearly medieval in quality.


  “Okay,” the captain said. “I’ve had enough. I quit. We’re going.”


  He shoved two buttons on his dashboard. The motor that should have swiveled him neatly around so he faced up the gangplank again did not hum; it squealed and grated. The captain cursed. The burn shifted again.


  “Captain!” Gomez. In a panic.


  The captain slammed in another button and the treads began to move backward up the gangplank.


  “Guide me,” the captain said to Shapiro. “I got no fucking rearview mirror. It was a hand, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  “I want to get out of here,” the captain said. “It’s been fourteen years since I had a cock, but right now I feel like I’m pissing myself.”


  Thrrap! A dune suddenly collapsed over the gangway. Only it wasn’t a dune; it was an arm.


  “Fuck, oh fuck,” the captain said.


  On his dune, Rand capered and screeched.


  Now the threads of the captain’s lower half began to grind. The mini-tank of which the captain’s head and shoulders were the turret now began to judder backward.


  “What—”


  The treads locked. Sand splurted out from between them.


  “Pick me up!” the captain bawled to the two remaining androids. “Now! RIGHT NOW!”


  Their tentacles curled around the tread sprockets as they picked him up—he looked ridiculously like a faculty member about to be tossed in a blanket by a bunch of roughhousing fraternity boys. He was thumbing the communicator.


  “Gomez! Final firing sequence! Now! Now!”


  The dune at the foot of the gangplank shifted. Became a hand. A large brown hand that began to scrabble up the incline.


  Shrieking, Shapiro bolted from that hand.


  Cursing, the captain was carried away from it.


  The gangplank was pulled up. The hand fell off and became sand again. The hatchway irised closed. The engines howled. No time for a couch; no time for anything like that. Shapiro dropped into a crash-fold position on the bulkhead and was promptly smashed flat by the acceleration. Before unconsciousness washed over him, it seemed he could feel sand grasping at the trader with muscular brown arms, straining to hold them down—


  Then they were up and away.


  Rand watched them go. He was sitting down. When the track of the trader’s jets was at last gone from the sky, he turned his eyes out to the placid endlessness of the dunes.


  “We got a ’34 wagon and we call it a woody,” he croaked to the empty, moving sand. “It ain’t very cherry; it’s an oldie but a goody.”


  Slowly, reflectively, he began to cram handful after handful of sand into his mouth. He swallowed . . . swallowed . . . swallowed.


  Soon his belly was a swollen barrel and sand began to drift over his leg.


  A NICE MORNING DRIVE[*]


  Richard S. Foster


  It was a fine morning in March 1982. The warm weather and clear sky gave promise of an early spring. Buzz had arisen early that morning, impatiently eaten breakfast and gone to the garage. Opening the door, he saw the sunshine bounce off the gleaming hood of his 15-year-old MGB roadster. After carefully checking the fluid levels, tire pressures and ignition wires, Buzz slid behind the wheel and cranked the engine, which immediately fired to life.


  He thought happily of the next few hours he would spend with the car, but his happiness was clouded—it was not as easy as it used to be.


  A dozen years ago things had begun changing. First there were a few modest safety and emission improvements required on new cars; gradually these became more comprehensive.


  The governmental requirements reached an adequate level, but they didn’t stop; they continued and became more and more stringent. Now there were very few of the older models left, through natural deterioration and . . . other reasons.


  The MG was warmed up now and Buzz left the garage, hoping that this early in the morning there would be no trouble. He kept an eye on the instruments as he made his way down into the valley. The valley roads were no longer used very much: the small farms were all owned by doctors and the roads were somewhat narrow for the MSVs (Modern Safety Vehicles).


  The safety crusade had been well done at first. The few harebrained schemes were quickly ruled out and a sense of rationality developed. But in the late Seventies, with no major wars, cancer cured and social welfare straightened out, the politicians needed a new cause and once again they turned toward the automobile. The regulations concerning safety became tougher. Cars became larger, heavier, less efficient. They consumed gasoline so voraciously that the United States had had to become a major ally with the Arabian countries. The new cars were hard to stop or maneuver quickly, but they would save your life (usually) in a 5O-mph crash. With 200 million cars on the road, however, few people ever drove that fast anymore.


  Buzz zipped quickly to the valley floor, dodging the frequent potholes which had developed from neglect of the seldom-used roads. The engine sounded spot-on and the entire car had a tight, good feeling about it. He negotiated several quick S-curves and reached 6000 in third gear before backing off for the next turn. He didn’t worry about the police down here. No, not the cops . . .


  Despite the extent of the safety program. it was essentially a good idea. But unforeseen complications had arisen. People became accustomed to cars which went undamaged in l0-mph collisions. They gave even less thought than before to the possibility of being injured in a crash. As a result, they tended to worry less about clearances and rights-of-way, so that the accident rate went up a steady six percent every year. But the damages and injuries actually decreased, so the government was happy, the insurance industry was happy and most of the car owners were happy. Most of the car owners -the owners of the non-MSV cars were kept busy dodging the less careful MSV drivers, and the result of this mismatch left very few of the older cars in existence. If they weren’t crushed between two 6000-pound sleds on the highway they were quietly priced into the junkyard by the insurance peddlers. And worst of all, they became targets . . .


  Buzz was well into his act now, speeding through the twisting valley roads with all the skill he could muster, to the extent that he had forgotten his earlier worries. Where the road was unbroken he would power around the turns in well controlled over-steer, and where the sections were potholed he saw them as devious chicanes to be mastered. He left the ground briefly going over one of the old wooden bridges and later ascertained that the MG would still hit 110 on the long stretch between the old Hanlin and Grove farms. He was just beginning to wind down when he saw it, there in his mirror, a late-model MSV with hand-painted designs covering most of its body (one of the few modifications allowed on post-1980 cars). Buzz hoped it was a tourist or a wayward driver who got lost looking for a gas station. But now the MSV driver had spotted the MG, and with a whoosh of a well muffled, well cleansed exhaust he started the chase . . .


  It hadn’t taken long for the less responsible element among drivers to discover that their new MSVs could inflict great damage on an older car and go unscathed themselves. As a result some drivers would go looking for the older cars in secluded areas, bounce them off the road or into a bridge abutment, and then speed off undamaged, relieved of whatever frustrations cause this kind of behavior. Police seldom patrolled these out-of-the-way places, their attentions being required more urgently elsewhere, and so it became a great sport for some drivers.


  Buzz wasn’t too worried yet. This had happened a few times before, and unless the MSV driver was an exceptionally good one, the MG could be called upon to elude the other driver without too much difficulty. Yet something bothered him about this gaudy MSV in his mirror, but what was it? Planning carefully, Buzz let the other driver catch up to within a dozen yards or so, and then suddenly shot off down a road to the right. The MSV driver stood on his brakes, skidding 400 feet down the road, made a lumbering U-turn and set off once again after the roadster. The MG had gained a quarter mile in this manner and Buzz was thankful for the radial tires and front and rear anti-roll bars he had put on the car a few years back. He was flying along the twisting road, downshifting, cornering, accelerating and all the while planning his route ahead. He was confident that if he couldn’t outrun the MSV then he could at least hold it off for another hour or more, at which time the MSV would be quite low on gas. But what was it that kept bothering him about the other car?


  They reached a straight section of the road and Buzz opened it up all the way and held it.


  The MSV was quite a way back but not so far that Buzz couldn’t distinguish the tall antenna standing up from the back bumper. Antenna! Not police, but perhaps a Citizen’s Band radio in the MSV? He quaked slightly and hoped it was not. The straight stretch was coming to an end now and Buzz put off braking to the last fraction of a second and then sped through a 75-mph right-hander, gaining ten more yards on the MSV. But less than a quarter mile ahead another huge MSV was slowly pulling across the road and to a stop. It was a CB set.


  The other driver had a cohort in the chase. Now Buzz was in trouble. He stayed on the gas until within a few hundred feet when he banked hard and feinted passing to the left. The MSV crawled in that direction and Buzz slipped by on the right, bouncing heavily over a stone on the shoulder. The two MSVs set off in hot pursuit, almost colliding in the process.


  Buzz turned right at the first crossroad and then made a quick left, hoping to be out of sight of his pursuers, and in fact he traveled several minutes before spotting one of them on the main road parallel to his lane. At the same time the other appeared in the mirror from around the last corner. By now they were beginning to climb the hills on the far side of the valley and Buzz pressed on for all he was worth, praying that the straining engine would stand up.


  He lost track of one MSV when the main road turned away, but could see the other one behind him on occasion. Climbing the old Monument Road, Buzz hoped to have time to get over the top and down the old dirt road to the right, which would be too narrow for his pursuers. Climbing, straining, the water temperature rising, using the entire road, flailing the shift lever back and forth from 3rd to 4th, not touching the brakes but scrubbing off the necessary speed in the corners, reaching the peak of the mountain where the lane to the old fire tower went off to the left . . . but coming up the other side of the hill was the second MSV he had lost track of! No time to get to his dirt road. He made a panicked turn left onto the fire tower road but spun on some loose gravel and struck a tree a glancing blow with his right fender. He came to a stop on the opposite side of the road. the engine stalled. Hurriedly he pushed the starter while the overheated engine slowly came back into life. He engaged 1st gear and sped off up the road, just as the first MSV turned the corner. Dazed though he was, Buzz had the advantage of a very narrow road lined on both sides with trees, and he made the most of it. The road twisted constantly and he stayed in 2nd with the engine between 5000 and 5500. The crash hadn’t seemed to hurt anything and he was pulling away from the MSV. But to where? It hit him suddenly that the road dead-ended at the fire tower, no place to go but back . . .


  Still he pushed on and at the top of the hill drove quickly to the far end of the clearing, turned the MG around and waited. The first MSV came flying into the clearing and aimed itself at the sitting MG. Buzz grabbed reverse gear, backed up slightly to feint, stopped, and then backed up at full speed. The MSV, expecting the MG to change direction, veered the wrong way and slid to a stop up against a tree. Buzz was off again, down the fire tower road, and the undamaged MSV set off in pursuit. Buzz’s predicament was unenviable. He was going full tilt down the twisting blacktop with a solid MSV coming up at him. and an equally solid MSV coming down after him. On he went, however, braking hard before each turn and then accelerating back up to 45 in between. Coming down to a particularly tight turn, he saw the MSV coming around it from the other direction and stood on the brakes.


  The sudden extreme pressure in the brake lines was too much for the rear brake line which had been twisted somewhat in his spin, and it broke, robbing Buzz of his brakes. In sheer desperation he pulled the handbrake as tightly as it would go and rammed the gear lever into 1st, popping the clutch as he did so. The back end locked solid and broke away, spinning him off the side of the road and miraculously into some bushes, which brought the car to a halt. As he was collecting his senses, Buzz saw the two MSVs, unable to stop in time, ram each other head on at over 40 mph.


  It was a long time before Buzz had the MG rebuilt to its original pristine condition of before the chase. It was an even longer time before he went back into the valley for a drive.


  Now it was only in the very early hours of the day when most people were still sleeping off the effects of the good life. And when he saw in the papers that the government would soon be requiring cars to be capable of withstanding 75-mph head-on collisions, he stopped driving the MG altogether.


  [*] This is the short story that inspired the classic rock song, Red Barchetta by the Canadian rock-band Rush.


  ARENA


  Fredric Brown


  Carson opened his eyes, and found himself looking upward into a flickering blue dimness.


  It was hot, and he was lying on sand, and a sharp rock embedded in the sand was hurting his back. He rolled over to his side, off the rock, and then pushed himself up to a sitting position.


  “I’m crazy,” he thought. “Crazy—or dead—or something.” The sand was blue, bright blue. And there wasn’t any such thing as bright blue sand on Earth or any of the planets.


  Blue sand.


  Blue sand under a blue dome that wasn’t the sky nor yet’ a room, but a circumscribed area—somehow he knew it was circumscribed and finite even though he couldn’t see to the top of it.


  He picked up some of the sand in his hand and let it run through his fingers. It trickled down onto his bare leg. Bare?


  Naked. He was stark naked, and already his body was dripping perspiration from the enervating heat, coated blue with sand wherever sand had touched it.


  But elsewhere his body was white.


  He thought: Then this sand is really blue. If it seemed blue only because of the blue light, then I’d be blue also. But I’m white, so the sand is blue. Blue sand. There isn’t any blue sand. There isn’t any place like this place I’m in.


  Sweat was running down in his eyes.


  It was hot, hotter than Hades. Only Hades—the Hades of the ancients—was supposed to be red and not blue.


  But if this place wasn’t Hades, what was it? Only Mercury, among the planets, had heat like this and this wasn’t Mercury. And Mercury was some four billion miles from—


  It came back to him then, where he’d been. In the little one-man scouter, outside the orbit of Pluto, scouting a scant million miles to one side of the Earth Armada drawn up in battle array there to intercept the Outsiders.


  That sudden strident nerve-shattering ringing of the alarm bell when the rival scouter—the Outsider ship—had come within range of his detectors—


  No one knew who the Outsiders were, what they looked like, from what far galaxy they came, other than that it was in the general direction of the Pleiades.


  First, sporadic raids on Earth colonies and outposts. Isolated battles between Earth patrols and small groups of Outsider spaceships; battles sometimes won and sometimes lost, but never to date resulting in the capture of an alien vessel. Nor had any member of a raided colony ever survived to describe the Outsiders who had left the ships, if indeed they had left them.


  Not a too-serious menace, at first, for the raids had not been too numerous or destructive. And individually, the ships had proved slightly inferior in armament to the best of Earth’s fighters, although somewhat superior in speed and maneuverability. A sufficient edge in speed, in fact, to give the Outsiders their choice of running or fighting, unless surrounded.


  Nevertheless, Earth had prepared for serious trouble, for a showdown, building the mightiest armada of all time. It had been waiting now, that armada, for a long time. But now the showdown was coming.


  Scouts twenty billion miles out had detected the approach of a mighty fleet—a showdown fleet—of the Outsiders. Those scouts had never come back, but their radiotronic messages had. And now Earth’s armada, all ten thousand ships and half-million fighting spacemen, was out there, outside Pluto’s orbit, waiting to intercept and battle to the death.


  And an even battle it was going to be, judging by the advance reports of the men of the far picket line who had given their lives to report—before they had died—on the size and strength of the alien fleet.


  Anybody’s battle, with the mastery of the solar system hanging in the balance, on an even chance. A last and only chance, for Earth and all her colonies lay at the utter mercy of the Outsiders if they ran that gauntlet—


  Oh yes. Bob Carson remembered now.


  Not that it explained blue sand and flickering blueness. But that strident alarming of the bell and his leap for the control panel. His frenzied fumbling as he strapped himself into the seat. The dot in the visiplate that grew larger.


  The dryness of his mouth. The awful knowledge that this was it. For him, at least, although the main fleets were still out of range of one another.


  This, his first taste of battle. Within three seconds or less he’d be victorious, or a charred cinder. Dead.


  Three seconds—that’s how long a space-battle lasted. Time enough to count to three, slowly, and then you’d won or you were dead. One hit completely took care of a lightly armed and armored little one-man craft like a scouter.


  Frantically—as, unconsciously, his dry lips shaped the word “One”—he worked at the controls to keep that growing dot centered on the crossed spiderwebs of the visiplate. His hands doing that, while his right foot hovered over the pedal that would fire the bolt. The single bolt of concentrated hell that had to hit—or else. There wouldn’t be time for any second shot.


  “Two.” He didn’t know he’d said that, either. The dot in the visiplate wasn’t a dot now. Only a few thousand miles away, it showed up in the magnification of the plate as though it were only a few hundred yards off. It was a sleek, fast little scouter, about the size of his.


  And an alien ship, all right.


  “Thr—” His foot touched the bolt-release pedal—


  And then the Outsider had swerved suddenly and was off the cross-hairs. Carson punched keys frantically, to follow.


  For a tenth of a second, it was out of the visiplate entirely, and then as the nose of his scouter swung after it, he saw it again, diving straight toward the ground.


  The ground?


  It was an optical illusion of some sort. It had to be, that planet—or whatever it was—that now covered the visiplate. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be there. Couldn’t possibly. There wasn’t any planet nearer than Neptune three billion miles away—with Pluto around on the opposite side of the distant pinpoint sun.


  His detectors! They hadn’t shown any object of planetary dimensions, even of asteroid dimensions. They still didn’t.


  So it couldn’t be there, that whatever-it-was he was diving into, only a few hundred miles below him.


  And in his sudden anxiety to keep from crashing, he forgot even the Outsider ship. He fired the front braking rockets, and even as the sudden change of speed slammed him forward against the seat straps, he fired full right for an emergency turn. Pushed them down and held them down, knowing that he needed everything the ship had to keep from crashing and that a turn that sudden would black him out for a moment.


  It did black him out.


  And that was all. Now he was sitting in hot blue sand, stark naked but otherwise unhurt. No sign of his spaceship and—for that matter—no sign of space. That curve overhead wasn’t a sky, whatever else it was.


  He scrambled to his feet.


  Gravity seemed a little more than Earth-normal. Not much more.


  Flat sand stretching away, a few scrawny bushes in clumps here and there. The bushes were blue, too, but in varying shades, some lighter than the blue of the sand, some darker.


  Out from under the nearest bush ran a little thing that was like a lizard, except that it had more than four legs. It was blue, too. Bright blue. It saw him and ran back again under the bush.


  He looked up again, trying to decide what was overhead. It wasn’t exactly a roof, but it was dome-shaped. It flickered and was hard to look at. But definitely, it curved down to the ground, to the blue sand, all around him.


  He wasn’t far from being under the center of the dome. At a guess, it was a hundred yards to the nearest wall, if it was a wall. It was as though a blue hemisphere of something, about two hundred and fifty yards in circumference, was inverted over the flat expanse of the sand.


  And everything blue, except one object. Over near a far curving wall there was a red object. Roughly spherical, it seemed to be about a yard in diameter. Too far for him to see clearly through the flickering blueness. But, unaccountably, he shuddered.


  He wiped sweat from his forehead, or tried to, with the back of his hand.


  Was this a dream, a nightmare? This heat, this sand, that vague feeling of horror he felt when he looked toward the red thing?


  A dream? No, one didn’t go to sleep and dream in the midst of a battle in space.


  Death? No, never. If there were immortality, it wouldn’t be a senseless thing like this, a thing of blue heat and blue sand and a red horror.


  Then he heard the voice—


  Inside his head he heard it, not with his ears. It came from nowhere or everywhere.


  “Through spaces and dimensions wandering,” rang the words in his mind, “and in this space and this time I find two peoples about to wage a war that would exterminate one and so weaken the other that it would retrogress and never fulfill its destiny, but decay and return to mindless dust whence it came. And I say this must not happen.”


  “Who . . . what are you?” Carson didn’t say it aloud, but the question formed itself in his brain.


  “You would not understand completely. I am—” There was a pause as though the voice sought—in Carson’s brain—for a word that wasn’t there, a word he didn’t know. “I am the end of evolution of a race so old the time can not be expressed in words that have meaning to your mind. A race fused into a single entity, eternal—


  “An entity such as your primitive race might become“—again the groping for a word—“time from now. So might the race you call, in your mind, the Outsiders. So I intervene in the battle to come, the battle between fleets so evenly matched that destruction of both races will result. One must survive. One must progress and evolve.”


  “One?” thought Carson. “Mine, or—?”


  “It is in my power-to stop the war, to send the Outsiders back to their galaxy. But they would return, or your race would sooner or later follow them there. Only by remaining in this space and time to intervene constantly could I prevent them from destroying one another, and I cannot remain.


  “So I shall intervene now. I shall destroy one fleet completely without loss to the other. One civilization shall thus survive.”


  Nightmare. This had to be nightmare, Carson thought. But he knew it wasn’t.


  It was too mad, too impossible, to be anything but real.


  He didn’t dare ask the question—which? But his thoughts asked it for him.


  “The stronger shall survive,” said the voice. “That I can not—and would not—change. I merely intervene to make it a complete victory, not”—groping again—“not Pyrrhic victory to a broken race.


  “From the outskirts of the not-yet battle I plucked two individuals, you and an Outsider. I see from your mind that in your early history of nationalisms battles between champions, to decide issues between races, were not unknown.


  “You and your opponent are here pitted against one another, naked and unarmed, under conditions equally unfamiliar to you both, equally unpleasant to you both. There is no time limit, for here there is no time. The survivor is the champion of his race. That race survives.”


  “But—” Carson’s protest was too inarticulate for expression, but the voice answered it.


  “It is fair. The conditions are such that the accident of physical strength will not completely decide the issue. There is a barrier. You will understand. Brain-power and courage will be more important than strength. Most especially courage, which is the will to survive.”


  “But while this goes on, the fleets will—”


  “No, you are in another space, another time. For as long as you are here, time stands still in the universe you know. I see you wonder whether this place is real. It is, and it is not. As I—to your limited understanding—am and am not real. My existence is mental and not physical. You saw me as a planet; it could have been as a dustmote or a sun.


  “But to you this place is now real. What you suffer here will be real. And if you die here, your death will be real. If you die, your failure will be the end of your race. That is enough for you to know.”


  And then the voice was gone.


  Again he was alone, but not alone. For as Carson looked up, he saw that the red thing, the red sphere of horror which he now knew was the Outsider, was rolling toward him.


  Rolling.


  It seemed to have no legs or arms that he could see, no features. It rolled across the blue sand with the fluid quickness of a drop of mercury. And before it, in some manner he could not understand, came a paralyzing wave of nauseating, retching, horrid hatred.


  Carson looked about him frantically. A stone, lying in the sand a few feet away, was the nearest thing to a weapon. It wasn’t large, but it had sharp edges, like a slab of flint. It looked a bit like blue flint.


  He picked it up, and crouched to receive the attack. It was coming faster, faster that he could run.


  No time to think out how he was going to fight it, and how anyway could he plan to battle a creature whose strength, whose characteristics, whose method of fighting he did not know? Rolling so fast, it looked more than ever like a perfect sphere.


  Ten yards away. Five. And then it stopped.


  Rather, it was stopped. Abruptly the near side of it flattened as though it had run up against an invisible wall. It bounced, actually bounced back.


  Then it rolled forward again, but more slowly, more cautiously. It stopped again, at the same place. It tried again, a few yards to one side.


  There was a barrier there of some sort. It clicked, then, in Carson’s mind. That thought projected into his mind by the Entity who had brought them there: “—accident of physical strength will not completely decide the issue. There is a barrier.”


  A force-field, of course. Not the Netzian Field, known to Earth science, for that glowed and emitted a crackling sound. This one was invisible, silent.


  It was a wall that ran from side to side of the inverted hemisphere; Carson didn’t have to verify that himself. The Roller was doing that; rolling sideways along the barrier, seeking a break in it that wasn’t there.


  Carson took half a dozen steps forward, his left hand groping out before him, and then his hand touched the barrier. It felt smooth, yielding, like a sheet of rubber rather than like glass. Warm to his touch, but no warmer than the sand underfoot. And it was completely invisible, even at close range.


  He dropped the stone and put both hands against it, pushing. It seemed to yield just a trifle. But no farther than that trifle, even when he pushed with all his weight. It felt like a sheet of rubber backed up by steel. Limited resiliency, and then firm strength.


  He stood on tiptoe and reached as high as he could and the barrier was still there.


  He saw the Roller coming back, having reached one side of the arena. That feeling of nausea hit Carson again, and he stepped back from the barrier as it went by. It didn’t stop.


  But did the barrier stop at ground level? Carson knelt down and burrowed in the sand. It was soft, light, easy to dig in. At two feet down the barrier was still there.


  The Roller was coming back again. Obviously, it couldn’t find a way through at either side.


  There must be a way through, Carson thought. Some way we can get at each other, else this duel is meaningless.


  But no hurry now, in finding that out. There was something to try first, the Roller was back now, and it stopped just across the barrier, only six feet away. It seemed to be studying him, although for the life of him, Carson couldn’t find external evidence of sense organs on the thing. Nothing that looked like eyes or ears or even a mouth. There was though, he saw now, a series of grooves—perhaps a dozen of them altogether, and he saw two tentacles suddenly push out from two of the grooves and dip into the sand as though testing its consistency. Tentacles about an inch in diameter and perhaps a foot and a half long.


  But the tentacles were retractable into the grooves and were kept there except when in use. They were retracted when the thing rolled and seemed to have nothing to do with its method of locomotion. That, as far as Carson could judge, seemed to be accomplished by some shifting—just how he couldn’t even imagine—of its center of gravity.


  He shuddered as he looked at the thing. It was alien, utterly alien, horribly different from anything on Earth or any of the life forms found on the other solar planets. Instinctively, somehow, he knew its mind was as alien as its body.


  But he had to try. If it had no telepathic powers at all, the attempt was foredoomed to failure, yet he thought it had such powers. There had, at any rate, been a projection of something that was not physical at the time a few minutes ago when it had first started for him. An almost tangible wave of hatred.


  If it could project that perhaps it could read his mind as well, sufficiently for his purpose.


  Deliberately, Carson picked up the rock that had been his only weapon, then tossed it down again in a gesture of relinquishment and raised his empty hands palms up, before him.


  He spoke aloud, knowing that although the words would be meaningless to the creature before him, speaking them would focus his own thoughts more completely upon the message.


  “Can we not have peace between us?” he said, his voice sounding strange in the utter stillness. “The Entity who brought us here has told us what must happen if our races fight—extinction of one and weakening and retrogession of the other. The battle between them, said the Entity, depends upon what we do here. Why can not we agree to an external peace—your race to its galaxy, we to ours?”


  Carson blanked out his mind to receive a reply.


  It came, and it staggered him back, physically. He actually recoiled several steps in sheer horror at the depth and intensity of the hatred and lust-to-kill of the red images that had been projected at him. Not as articulate words—as had come to him the thoughts of the Entity—but as wave upon wave of fierce emotion.


  For a moment that seemed an eternity he had to struggle against the mental impact of that hatred, fight to clear his mind of it and drive out the alien thoughts to which he had given admittance by blanking his own thoughts. He wanted to retch.


  Slowly his mind cleared as, slowly, the mind of a man wakening from nightmare clears away the fear-fabric of which the dream was woven. He was breathing hard and he felt weaker, but he could think.


  He stood studying the Roller. It had been motionless during the mental duel it had so nearly won. Now it rolled a few feet to one side, to the nearest of the blue bushes. Three tentacles whipped out of their grooves and began to investigate the bush.


  “O.K.,” Carson said, “so it’s war then.” He managed a wry grin. “If I got your answer straight, peace doesn’t appeal to you.” And, because he was, after all, a quiet young man and couldn’t resist the impulse to be dramatic, he added, “To the death!”


  But his voice, in the utter silence, sounded very silly, even to himself. It came to him, then, that this was to the death. Not only his own death or that of the red spherical thing which he now thought of as the Roller, but death to the entire race of one or the other of them. The end of the human race, if he failed.


  It made him suddenly very humble and very afraid to think that. More than to think it, to know it. Somehow, with a knowledge that was above even faith, he knew that the Entity who had arranged this duel had told the truth about its intentions and its powers. It wasn’t kidding.


  The future of humanity depended upon him. It was an awful thing to realize, and he wrenched his mind away from it. He had to concentrate on the situation at hand.


  There had to be some way of getting through the barrier, or of killing through the barrier.


  Mentally? He hoped that wasn’t all, for the Roller obviously had stronger telepathic powers than the primitive, undeveloped ones of the human race. Or did it?


  He had been able to drive the thoughts of the Roller out of his own mind; could it drive out his? If its ability to project were stronger, might not its receptive mechanism be more vulnerable?


  He stared at it and endeavored to concentrate and focus all his thoughts upon it.


  “Die,” he thought. “You are going to die. You are dying. You are—”


  He tried variations on it, and mental pictures. Sweat stood out on his forehead and he found himself trembling with the intensity of the effort. But the Roller went ahead with its investigation of the bush, as utterly unaffected as though Carson had been reciting the multiplication table.


  So that was no good.


  He felt a bit weak and dizzy from the heat and his strenuous effort at concentration. He sat down on the blue sand to rest and gave his full attention to watching and studying the Roller. By close study, perhaps, he could judge its strength and detect its weaknesses, learn things that would be valuable to know when and if they should come to grips.


  It was breaking off twigs. Carson watched carefully, trying to judge just how hard it worked to do that. Later, he thought, he could find a similar bush on his own side, break off twigs of equal thickness himself, and gain a comparison of physical strength between his own arms and hands and those tentacles.


  The twigs broke off hard; the Roller was having to struggle with each one, he saw. Each tentacle, he saw, bifurcated at the tip into two fingers, each tipped by a nail or claw. The claws didn’t seem to be particularly long or dangerous. No more so than his own fingernails, if they were let to grow a bit.


  No, on the whole, it didn’t look too tough to handle physically. Unless, of course, that bush was made of pretty tough stuff. Carson looked around him and, yes, right within reach was another bush of identically the same type.


  He reached over and snapped off a twig. It was brittle, easy to break. Of course, the Roller might have been faking deliberately but he didn’t think so.


  On the other hand, where was it vulnerable? Just how would he go about killing it, if he got the chance? He went back to studying it. The outer hide looked pretty tough. He’d need a sharp weapon of some sort. He picked up the piece of rock again. It was about twelve inches long, narrow, and fairly sharp on one end. If it chipped like flint, he could make a serviceable knife out of it.


  The Roller was continuing its investigations of the bushes. It rolled again, to the nearest one of another type. A little blue lizard, many-legged like the one Carson had seen on his side of the barrier, darted out from under the bush.


  A tentacle of the Roller lashed out and caught it, picked it up. Another tentacle whipped over and began to pull legs off the lizard, as coldly and calmly as it had pulled twigs off the bush. The creature struggled frantically and emitted a shrill squealing sound that was the first sound Carson had heard here other than the sound of his own voice.


  Carson shuddered and wanted to turn his eyes away. But he made himself continue to watch; anything he could learn about his opponent might prove valuable. Even this knowledge of its unnecessary cruelty. Particularly, he thought with a sudden vicious surge of emotion, this knowledge of its unnecessary cruelty. It would make it a pleasure to kill the thing, if and when the chance came.


  He steeled himself to watch the dismembering of the lizard, for that very reason.


  But he felt glad when, with half its legs gone, the lizard quit squealing and struggling and lay limp and dead in the Roller’s grasp.


  It didn’t continue with the rest of the legs. Contemptuously it tossed the dead lizard away from it, in Carson’s direction.


  It arched through the air between them and landed at his feet.


  It had come through the barrier! The barrier wasn’t there any more!


  Carson was on his feet in a flash, the knife gripped tightly in his hand, and leaped forward. He’d settle this thing here and now! With the barrier gone—


  But it wasn’t gone. He found that out the hard way, running head on into it and nearly knocking himself silly. He bounced back, and fell.


  And as he sat up, shaking his head to clear it, he saw something coming through the air toward him, and to duck it, he threw himself flat again on the sand, and to one side. He got his body out of the way, but there was a sudden sharp pain in the calf of his left leg.


  He rolled backward, ignoring the pain, and scrambled to his feet. It was a rock, he saw now, that had struck him. And the Roller was picking up another one now, swinging it back gripped between two tentacles, getting ready to throw again.


  It sailed through the air toward him, but he was easily able to step out of its way. The Roller, apparently, could throw straight, but not hard nor far. The first rock had struck him only because he had been sitting down and had not seen it coming until it was almost upon him.


  Even as he stepped aside from that weak second throw, Carson drew back his right arm and let fly with the rock that was still in his hand. If missiles, he thought with sudden elation, can cross the barrier, then two can play at the game of throwing them. And the good right arm of an Earthman—


  He couldn’t miss a three-foot sphere at only four-yard range, and he didn’t miss. The rock whizzed straight, and with a speed several times that of the missiles the Roller had thrown. It hit dead center, but it hit flat, unfortunately, instead of point first.


  But it hit with a resounding thump, and obviously it hurt. The Roller had been reaching for another rock, but it changed its mind and got out of there instead. By the time Carson could pick up and throw another rock, the Roller was forty yards back from the barrier and going strong.


  His second throw missed by feet, and his third throw was short. The Roller was back out of range—at least out of range of a missile heavy enough to be damaging.


  Carson grinned. That round had been his. Except—


  He quit grinning as he bent over to examine the calf of his leg. A jagged edge of the stone had made a pretty deep cut, several inches long. It was bleeding pretty freely, but he didn’t think it had gone deep enough to hit an artery. If it stopped bleeding of its own accord, well and good. If not, he was in for trouble.


  Finding out one thing, though, took precedence over that cut. The nature of the barrier.


  He went forward to it again, this time groping with his hands before him. He found it; then holding one hand against it, he tossed a handful of sand at it with the other hand. The sand went right through. His hand didn’t.


  Organic matter versus inorganic? No, because the dead lizard had gone through it, and a lizard, alive or dead, was certainly organic. Plant life? He broke off a twig and poked it at the barrier. The twig went through, with no resistance, but when his fingers gripping the twig came to the barrier, they were stopped.


  He couldn’t get through it, nor could the Roller. But rocks and sand and a dead lizard—


  How about a live lizard? He went hunting, under bushes, until he found one, and caught it. He tossed it gently against the barrier and it bounced back and scurried away across the blue sand.


  That gave him the answer, in so far as he could determine it now. The screen was a barrier to living things. Dead or inorganic matter could cross it.


  That off his mind, Carson looked at his injured leg again. The bleeding was lessening, which meant he wouldn’t need to worry about making a tourniquet. But he should find some water, if any was available, to clean the wound.


  Water—the thought of it made him realize that he was getting awfully thirsty. He’d have to find water, in case this contest turned out to be a protracted one.


  Limping slightly now, he started off to make a full circuit of his half of the arena. Guiding himself with one hand along the barrier, he walked to his right until he came to the curving sidewall. It was visible, a dull blue-gray at close range, and the surface of it felt just like the central barrier.


  He experimented by tossing a handful of sand at it, and the sand reached the wall and disappeared as it went through.


  The hemispherical shell was a force-field, too. But an opaque one, instead of transparent like the barrier.


  He followed it around until he came back to the barrier, and walked back along the barrier to the point from which he’d started.


  No sign of water.


  Worried now, he started a series of zigzags back and forth between the barrier and the wall, covering the intervening space thoroughly.


  No water. Blue sand, blue bushes, and intolerable heat. Nothing else.


  It must be his imagination, he told himself angrily, that he was suffering that much from thirst. How long had he been here? Of course, no time at all, according to his own spacetime frame. The Entity had told him time stood still out there, while he was here. But his body processes went on here, just the same. And according to his body’s reckoning, how long had he been here? Three or four hours, perhaps. Certainly not long enough to be suffering seriously from thirst.


  But he was suffering from it; his throat dry and parched. Probably the intense heat was the cause. It was hot! A hundred and thirty Fahrenheit, at a guess. A dry, still heat without the slightest movement of air.


  He was limping rather badly, and utterly fagged out when he’d finished the futile exploration of his domain.


  He stared across at the motionless Roller and hoped it was as miserable as he was. And quite possibly it wasn’t enjoying this, either. The Entity had said the conditions here were equally unfamiliar and equally uncomfortable for both of them. Maybe the Roller came from a planet where two- hundred degree heat was the norm. Maybe it was freezing while he was roasting.


  Maybe the air was as much too thick for it as it was too thin for him. For the exertion of his explorations had left him panting. The atmosphere here, he realized now, was not much thicker than that on Mars.


  No water.


  That meant a deadline, for him at any rate. Unless he could find a way to cross that barrier or to kill his enemy from this side of it, thirst would kill him, eventually.


  It gave him a feeling of desperate urgency. He must hurry.


  But he made himself sit down a moment to rest, to think.


  What was there to do? Nothing, and yet so many things. The several varieties of bushes, for example. They didn’t look promising, but he’d have to examine them for possibilities. And his leg—he’d have to do something about that, even without water to clean it. Gather ammunition in the form of rocks. Find a rock that would make a good knife.


  His leg hurt rather badly now, and he decided that came first. One type of bush had leaves—or things rather similar to leaves. He pulled off a handful of them and decided, after examination, to take a chance on them. He used them to clean off the sand and dirt and caked blood, then made a pad of fresh leaves and tied it over the wound with tendrils from the same bush.


  The tendrils proved unexpectedly tough and strong. They were slender, and soft and pliable, yet he couldn’t break them at all. He had to saw them off the bush with the sharp edge of a piece of the blue flint. Some of the thicker ones were over a foot long, and he filed away in his memory, for future reference, the fact that a bunch of the thick ones, tied together, would make a pretty serviceable rope. Maybe he’d be able to think of a use for rope.


  Next, he made himself a knife. The blue flint did chip. From a foot-long splinter of it, he fashioned himself a crude but lethal weapon. And of tendrils from the bush, he made himself a rope-belt through which he could thrust the flint knife, to keep it with him all the time and yet have his hands free.


  He went back to studying the bushes. There were three other types. One was leafless, dry, brittle, rather like a dried tumbleweed. Another was of soft, crumbly wood, almost like punk. It looked and felt as though it would make excellent tinder for a fire. The third type was the most nearly woodlike. It had fragile leaves that wilted at a touch, but the stalks, although short, were straight and strong.


  It was horribly, unbearably hot.


  He limped up to the barrier, felt to make sure that it was still there. It was.


  He stood watching the Roller for a while. It was keeping a safe distance back from the barrier, out of effective stone- throwing range. It was moving around back there, doing something. He couldn’t tell what it was doing.


  Once it stopped moving, came a little closer, and seemed to concentrate its attention on him. Again Carson had to fight off a wave of nausea. He threw a stone at it and the Roller retreated and went back to whatever it had been doing before.


  At least he could make it keep its distance.


  And, he thought bitterly, a devil of a lot of good that did him. Just the same, he spent the next hour or two gathering stones of suitable size for throwing, and making several neat piles of them, near his side of the barrier.


  His throat burned now. It was difficult for him to think about anything except water.


  But he had to think about other things. About getting through that barrier, under or over it, getting at that red sphere and killing it before this place of heat and thirst killed him first.


  The barrier went to the wall upon either side, but how high and how far under the sand?


  For just a moment, Carson’s mind was too fuzzy to think out how he could find out either of those things. Idly, sitting there in the hot sand—and he didn’t remember sitting down—he watched a blue lizard crawl from the shelter of one bush to the shelter of another.


  From under the second bush, it looked out at him.


  Carson grinned at it. Maybe he was getting a bit punch- drunk, because he remembered suddenly the old story of the desert-colonists on Mars, taken from an older desert story of Earth—“Pretty soon you get so lonesome you find yourself talking to the lizards, and then not so long after that you find the lizards talking back to you—”


  He should have been concentrating, of course, on how to kill the Roller, but instead he grinned at the lizard and said, “Hello, there.”


  The lizard took a few steps toward him. “Hello,” it said.


  Carson was stunned for a moment, and then he put back his head and roared with laughter. It didn’t hurt his throat to do so, either; he hadn’t been that thirsty.


  Why not? Why should the Entity who thought up this nightmare of a place not have a sense of humor, along with the other powers he had? Talking lizards, equipped to talk back in my own language, if I talk to them—It’s a nice touch.


  He grinned at the lizard and said, “Come on over.” But the lizard turned and ran away, scurrying from bush to bush until it was out of sight.


  He was thirsty again.


  And he had to do something. He couldn’t win this contest by sitting here sweating and feeling miserable. He had to do something. But what?


  Get through the barrier. But he couldn’t get through it, or over it. But was he certain he couldn’t get under it? And come to think of it, didn’t one sometimes find water by digging? Two birds with one stone—


  Painfully now, Carson limped up to the barrier and started digging, scooping up sand a double handful at a time. It was slow, hard work because the sand ran in at the edges and the deeper he got the bigger in diameter the hole had to be. How many hours it took him, he didn’t know, but he hit bedrock four feet down. Dry bedrock; no sign of water.


  And the force-field of the barrier went down clear to the bedrock. No dice. No water. Nothing.


  He crawled out of the hole and lay there panting, and then raised his head to look across and see what the Roller was doing. It must be doing something back there.


  It was. It was making something out of wood from the bushes, tied together with tendrils. A queerly shaped framework about four feet high and roughly square. To see it better, Carson climbed up onto the mound of sand he had excavated from the hole, and stood there staring.


  There were two long levers sticking out of the back of it, one with a cup-shaped affair on the end of it. Seemed to be some sort of a catapult, Carson thought.


  Sure enough, the Roller was lifting a sizable rock into the cup-shaped outfit. One of his tentacles moved the other lever up and down for a while, and then he turned the machine slightly as though aiming it and the lever with the stone flew up and forward.


  The stone arced several yards over Carson’s head, so far away that he didn’t have to duck, but he judged the distance it had traveled, and whistled softly. He couldn’t throw a rock that weight more than half that distance. And even retreating to the rear of his domain wouldn’t put him out of range of that machine, if the Roller shoved it forward almost to the barrier.


  Another rock whizzed over. Not quite so far away this time.


  That thing could be dangerous, he decided. Maybe he’d better do something about it.


  Moving from side to side along the barrier, so the catapult couldn’t bracket him, he whaled a dozen rocks at it. But that wasn’t going to be any good, he saw. They had to be light rocks, or he couldn’t throw them that far. If they hit the framework, they bounced off harmlessly. And the Roller had no difficulty, at that distance, in moving aside from those that came near it.


  Besides, his arm was tiring badly. He ached all over from sheer weariness. If he could only rest awhile without having to duck rocks from that catapult at regular intervals of maybe thirty seconds each—


  He stumbled back to the rear of the arena. Then he saw even that wasn’t any good. The rocks reached back there, too, only there were longer intervals between them, as though it took longer to wind up the mechanism, whatever it was, of the catapult.


  Wearily he dragged himself back to the barrier again. Several times he fell and could barely rise to his feet to go on. He was, he knew, near the limit of his endurance. Yet he didn’t dare stop moving now, until and unless he could put that catapult out of action. If he fell asleep, he’d never wake up.


  One of the stones from it gave him the first glimmer of an idea. It struck upon one of the piles of stones he’d gathered together near the barrier to use as ammunition, and it struck sparks.


  Sparks. Fire. Primitive man had made fire by striking sparks, and with some of those dry crumbly bushes as tinder—


  Luckily, a bush of that type was near him. He broke it off, took it over to the pile of stones, then patiently hit one stone against another until a spark touched the punklike wood of the bush. It went up in flames so fast that it singed his eyebrows and was burned to an ash within seconds.


  But he had the idea now, and within minutes he had a little fire going in the lee of the mound of sand he’d made digging the hole an hour or two ago. Tender bushes had started it, and other bushes which burned, but more slowly, kept it a steady flame.


  The tough wirelike tendrils didn’t bum readily; that made the fire-bombs easy to make and throw. A bundle of faggots tied about a small stone to give it weight and a loop of the tendril to swing it by.


  He made half a dozen of them before he lighted and threw the first. It went wide, and the Roller started a quick retreat, pulling the catapult after him. But Carson had the others ready and threw them in rapid succession. The fourth wedged in the catapult’s framework, and did the trick. The Roller tried desperately to put out the spreading blaze by throwing sand, but its clawed tentacles would take only a spoonful at a time and his efforts were ineffectual. The catapult burned.


  The Roller moved safely away from the fire and seemed to concentrate its attention on Carson and again he felt that wave of hatred and nausea. But more weakly; either the Roller itself was weakening or Carson had learned how to protect himself against the mental attack.


  He thumbed his nose at it and then sent it scuttling back to safety by throwing a stone. The Roller went clear to the back of its half of the arena and started pulling up bushes again. Probably it was going to make another catapult.


  Carson verified—for the hundredth time—that the barrier was still operating, and then found himself sitting in the sand beside it because he was suddenly too weak to stand up.


  His leg throbbed steadily now and the pangs of thirst were severe. But those things paled beside the utter physical exhaustion that gripped his entire body.


  And the heat.


  Hell must be like this, he thought. The hell that the ancients had believed in. He fought to stay awake, and yet staying awake seemed futile, for there was nothing he could do. Nothing, while the barrier remained impregnable and the Roller stayed back out of range.


  But there must be something. He tried to remember things he had read in books of archaeology about the methods of fighting used back in the days before metal and plastic. The stone missile, that had come first, he thought. Well, that he already had.


  The only improvement on it would be a catapult, such as the Roller had made. But he’d never be able to make one, with the tiny bits of wood available from the bushes—no single piece longer than a foot or so. Certainly he could figure out a mechanism for one, but he didn’t have the endurance left for a task that would take days.


  Days? But the Roller had made one. Had they been here days already? Then he remembered that the Roller had many tentacles to work with and undoubtedly could do such work faster that he.


  And besides, a catapult wouldn’t decide the issue. He had to do better than that.


  Bow and arrow? No; he had tried archery once and knew his own ineptness with a bow. Even with a modern sportsman’s durasteel weapon, made for accuracy. With such a crude, pieced-together outfit as he could make here, he doubted if he could shoot as far as he could throw a rock, and knew he couldn’t shoot as straight.


  Spear? Well, he could make that. It would be useless as a throwing weapon at any distance, but could be a handy thing at close range, if he ever got to close range.


  And making one would give him something to do. Help keep his mind from wandering, as it was beginning to do. Sometimes now, he had to concentrate awhile before he could remember why he was here, why he had to kill the Roller.


  Luckily he was still beside one of the piles of stones. He sorted through it until he found one shaped roughly like a spearhead. With a smaller stone he began to chip it into shape, fashioning sharp shoulders on the sides so that if it penetrated it would not pull out again.


  Like a harpoon? There was something in that idea, he thought. A harpoon was better than a spear, maybe, for this crazy contest. If he could once get it into the Roller, and had a rope on it, he could pull the Roller up against the barrier and the stone blade of his knife would reach through that barrier, even if his hands wouldn’t.


  The shaft was harder to make than the head. But by splitting and joining the main stems of four of the bushes, and wrapping the joints with the tough but thin tendrils, he got a strong shaft about four feet long, and tied the stone head in a notch cut in the end.


  It was crude, but strong.


  And the rope. With the thin tough tendrils he made himself twenty feet of line. It was light and didn’t look strong, but he knew it would hold his weight and to spare. He tied one end of it to the shaft of the harpoon and the other end about his right wrist. At least, if he threw his harpoon across the barrier, he’d be able to pull it back if he missed.


  Then when he had tied the last knot and there was nothing more he could do, the heat and the weariness and the pain in his leg and the dreadful thirst were suddenly a thousand times worse than they had been before.


  He tried to stand up, to see what the Roller was doing now, and found he couldn’t get to his feet. On the third try, he got as far as his knees and then fell flat again.


  “I’ve got to sleep,” he thought. “If a showdown came now, I’d be helpless. He could come up here and kill me, if he knew. I’ve got to regain some strength.”


  Slowly, painfully, he crawled back away from the barrier. Ten yards, twenty—


  The jar of something thudding against the sand near him waked him from a confused and horrible dream to a more confused and more horrible reality, and he opened his eyes again to blue radiance over blue sand.


  How long had he slept? A minute? A day?


  Another stone thudded nearer and threw sand on him. He got his arms under him and sat up. He turned around and saw the Roller twenty yards away, at the barrier.


  It rolled away hastily as he sat up, not stopping until it was as far away as it could get.


  He’d fallen asleep too soon, he realized, while he was still in range of the Roller’s throwing ability. Seeing him lying motionless, it had dared come up to the barrier to throw at him. Luckily, it didn’t realize how weak he was, or it could have stayed there and kept on throwing stones.


  Had he slept long? He didn’t think so, because he felt just as he had before. Not rested at all, no thirstier, no different. Probably he’d been there only a few minutes.


  He started crawling again, this time forcing himself to keep going until he was as far as he could go, until the colorless, opaque wall of the arena’s outer shell was only a yard away.


  Then things slipped away again—


  When he awoke, nothing about him was changed, but this time he knew that he had slept a long time.


  The first thing he became aware of was the inside of his mouth; it was dry, caked. His tongue was swollen.


  Something was wrong, he knew, as he returned slowly to full awareness. He felt less tired, the stage of utter exhaustion had passed. The sleep had taken care of that.


  But that was pain, agonizing pain. It wasn’t until he tried to move that he knew that it came from his leg.


  He raised his head and looked down at it. It was swollen terribly below the knee and the swelling showed even halfway up his thigh. The plant tendrils he had used to tie on the protective pad of leaves now cut deeply into the swollen flesh.


  To get his knife under that imbedded lashing would have been impossible. Fortunately, the final knot was over the shin bone, in front where the vine cut in less deeply than elsewhere. He was able, after an agonizing effort, to untie the knot.


  A look under the pad of leaves told him the worst. Infection and blood poisoning both pretty bad and getting worse.


  And without drugs, without cloth, without even water, there wasn’t a thing he could do about it.


  Not a thing, except die, when the poison had spread through his system.


  He knew it was hopeless, then, and that he’d lost.


  And with him humanity. When he died here, out there in the universe he knew, all his friends, everybody, would die too. And Earth and the colonized planets would be the home of the red, rolling, alien Outsiders. Creatures out of nightmare, things without a human attribute, who picked lizards apart for the fun of it.


  It was the thought of that which gave him courage to start crawling, almost blindly in pain, toward the barrier again. Not crawling on hands and knees this time, but pulling himself along only by his arms and hands.


  A chance in a million, that maybe he’d have strength left, when he got there, to throw his harpoon-spear just once, and with deadly effect, if—on another chance in a million—the Roller would come up to the barrier. Or if the barrier was gone, now.


  It took him years, it seemed, to get there.


  The barrier wasn’t gone. It was as impassable as when he’d first felt it.


  And the Roller wasn’t at the barrier. By raising up on his elbows, he could see it at the back of its part of the arena, working on a wooden framework that was a half-completed duplicate of the catapult he’d destroyed.


  It was moving slowly now. Undoubtedly it had weakened, too.


  But Carson doubted that it would ever need that second catapult. He’d be dead, he thought, before it was finished.


  If he could attract it to the barrier, now, while he was still alive—He waved an arm and tried to shout, but his parched throat would make no sound.


  Or if he could get through the barrier—


  His mind must have slipped for a moment, for he found himself beating his fists against the barrier in futile rage, and made himself stop.


  He closed his eyes, tried to make himself calm.


  “Hello,” said the voice.


  It was a small, thin voice. It sounded like—


  He opened his eyes and turned his head. It was a lizard.


  “Go away,” Carson wanted to say. “Go away; you’re not really there, or you’re there but not really talking. I’m imagining things again.”


  But he couldn’t talk; his throat and tongue were past all speech with the dryness. He closed his eyes again.


  “Hurt,” said the voice. “Kill. Hurt—kill. Come.”


  He opened his eyes again. The blue ten-legged lizard was still there. It ran a little way along the barrier, came back, started off again, and came back.


  “Hurt,” it said. “Kill. Come.”


  Again it started off, and came back. Obviously it wanted Carson to follow it along the barrier.


  He closed his eyes again. The voice kept on. The same three meaningless words. Each time he opened his eyes, it ran off and came back.


  “Hurt. Kill. Come.”


  Carson groaned. There would be no peace unless he followed the blasted thing. Like it wanted him to.


  He followed it, crawling. Another sound, a high-pitched squealing, came to his ears and grew louder.


  There was something lying in the sand, writhing, squealing. Something small, blue, that looked like a lizard and yet didn’t—


  Then he saw what it was—the lizard whose legs the Roller had pulled off, so long ago. But it wasn’t dead; it had come back to life and was wriggling and screaming in agony.


  “Hurt,” said the other lizard. “Hurt. Kill. Kill.”


  Carson understood. He took the flint knife from his belt and killed the tortured creature. The live lizard scurried off quickly.


  Carson turned back to the barrier. He leaned his hands and head against it and watched the Roller, far back, working on the new catapult.


  “I could get that far,” he thought, “if I could get through. If I could get through, I might win yet. It looks weak, too. I might—”


  And then there was another reaction of black hopelessness, when pain snapped his will and he wished that he were dead. He envied the lizard he’d just killed. It didn’t have to live on and suffer. And he did. It would be hours, it might be days, before the blood poisoning killed him.


  If only he could use that knife on himself—


  But he knew he wouldn’t. As long as he was alive, there was the millionth chance—


  He was straining, pushing on the barrier with the flat of his hands, and he noticed his arms, how thin and scrawny they were now. He must really have been here a long time, for days, to get as thin as that.


  How much longer now, before he died? How much more heat and thirst and pain could flesh stand?


  For a little while he was almost hysterical again, and then came a time of deep calm, and a thought that was startling.


  The lizard he had just killed. It had crossed the barrier, still alive. It had come from the Roller’s side; the Roller had pulled off its legs and then tossed it contemptuously at him and it had come through the barrier. He’d thought, because the lizard was dead.


  But it hadn’t been dead; it had been unconscious.


  A live lizard couldn’t go through the barrier, but an unconscious one could. The barrier was not a barrier, then, to living flesh, but to conscious flesh. It was a mental projection, a mental hazard.


  And with that thought, Carson started crawling along the barrier to make his last desperate gamble. A hope so forlorn that only a dying man would have dared try it.


  No use weighing the odds of success. Not when, if he didn’t try it, those odds were infinitely to zero.


  He crawled along the barrier to the dune of sand, about four feet high, which he’d scooped out in trying—how many days ago?—to dig under the barrier or to reach water.


  That mound was right at the barrier, its farther slope half on one side of the barrier, half on the other.


  Taking with him a rock from the pile nearby, he climbed up to the top of the dune and over the top, and lay there against the barrier his weight leaning against it so that if the barrier were taken away he’d roll on down the short slope, into the enemy territory.


  He checked to be sure that the knife was safely in his rope belt, that the harpoon was in the crook of his left arm and that the twenty-foot rope fastened to it and to his wrist.


  Then with his right hand he raised the rock with which he would hit himself on the head. Luck would have to be with him on that blow; it would have to be hard enough to knock him out, but not hard enough to knock him out for long.


  He had a hunch that the Roller was watching him, and would see him roll down through the barrier, and come to investigate. It would think he was dead, he hoped—he thought it had probably drawn the same deduction about the nature of the barrier that he had drawn. But it would come cautiously. He would have a little time—


  He struck.


  Pain brought him back to consciousness. A sudden, sharp pain in his hip that was different from the throbbing pain in his head and the throbbing pain in his leg.


  But he had, thinking things out before he had struck himself, anticipated that very pain, even hoped for it, and had steeled himself against awakening with a sudden movement.


  He lay still, but opened his eyes just a slit, and saw that he had guessed rightly. The Roller was coming closer. It was twenty feet away and the pain that had awakened him was the stone it had tossed to see whether he was alive or dead.


  He lay still. It came closer, fifteen feet away, and stopped again. Carson scarcely breathed.


  As nearly as possible, he was keeping his mind a blank, lest its telepathic ability detect consciousness in him. And with his mind blanked out that way, the impact of its thoughts upon his mind was nearly soul-shattering.


  He felt sheer horror at the utter alienness, the differentness of those thoughts. Things that he felt but could not understand and could never express, because no terrestrial language had words, no terrestrial mind had images to fit them. The mind of a spider, he thought, or the mind of a praying mantis or a Martian sand-serpent, raised to intelligence and put in telepathic rapport with human minds, would be a homely familiar thing, compared to this.


  He understood now that the Entity had been right: Man or Roller, and the universe was not a place that could hold them both. Farther apart than god and devil, there could never be even a balance between them.


  Closer. Carson waited until it was only feet away, until its clawed tentacles reached out—


  Oblivious to agony now, he sat up, raised and flung the harpoon with all the strength that remained to him. Or he thought it was all; sudden final strength flooded through him, along with a sudden forgetfulness of pain as definite as a nerve block.


  As the Roller, deeply stabbed by the harpoon, rolled away, Carson tried to get to his feet to run after it. He couldn’t do that; he fell, but kept crawling.


  It reached the end of the rope, and he was jerked forward by the pull of his wrist. It dragged him a few feet and then stopped. Carson kept on going, pulling himself toward it hand over hand along the rope.


  It stopped there, writhing tentacles trying in vain to pull out the harpoon. It seemed to shudder and quiver, and then it must have realized that it couldn’t get away, for it rolled back toward him, clawed tentacles reaching out.


  Stone knife in hand, he met it. He stabbed, again and again, while those horrid claws ripped skin and flesh and muscle from his body.


  He stabbed and slashed, and at last it was still.


  A bell was ringing, and it took him a while after he’d opened his eyes to tell where he was and what it was. He was strapped into the seat of his scouter, and the visiplate before him showed only empty space. No Outsider ship and no impossible planet.


  The bell was the communications plate signal; someone wanted him to switch power into the receiver. Purely reflex action enabled him to reach forward and throw the lever.


  The face of Brander, captain of the Magellan, mother-ship of his group of scouters, flashed into the screen. His face was pale and his black eyes glowed with excitement.


  “Magellan to Carson,” he snapped. “Come on in. The fight’s over. We’ve won!”


  The screen went blank; Brander would be signaling the other scouters of his command.


  Slowly, Carson set the controls for the return. Slowly, unbelievingly, he unstrapped himself from the seat and went back to get a drink at the cold-water tank. For some reason, he was unbelievably thirsty. He drank six glasses.


  He leaned there against the wall, trying to think.


  Had it happened? He was in good health, sound, uninjured. His thirst had been mental rather than physical; his throat hadn’t been dry. His leg—


  He pulled up his trouser leg and looked at the calf. There was a long white scar there, but a perfectly healed scar. It hadn’t been there before. He zipped open the front of his shirt and saw that his chest and abdomen were criss-crossed with tiny, almost unnoticeable, perfectly healed scars.


  It had happened.


  The scouter, under automatic control, was already entering the hatch of the mother-ship. The grapples palled it into its individual lock, and a moment later a buzzer indicated that the lock was air-filled. Carson opened the hatch and stepped outside, went through the double door of the lock.


  He went right to Brander’s office, went in, and saluted.


  Brander still looked dizzily dazed. “Hi, Carson,” he paid. “What you missed! What a show!”


  “What happened, sir?”


  “Don’t know, exactly. We fired one salvo, and their whole fleet went up in dust! Whatever it was jumped from ship to ship in a flash, even the ones we hadn’t aimed at and that were out of range! The whole fleet disintegrated before our eyes, and we didn’t get the paint of a single ship scratched!


  “We can’t even claim credit for it. Must have been some unstable component in the metal they used, and our sighting shot just set it off. Man, oh man, too bad you missed all the excitement.”


  Carson managed to grin. It was a sickly ghost of a grin, for it would be days before he’d be over the mental impact of his experience, but the captain wasn’t watching, and didn’t notice.


  “Yes, sir,” he said. Common sense, more than modesty, told him he’d be branded forever as the worst liar in space if he ever said any more than that. “Yes, sir, too bad I missed all the excitement.”


  INSTINCT


  Lester del Rey


  Senthree waved aside the slowing scooter and lengthened his stride down the sidewalk; he had walked all the way from the rocket port, and there was no point to a taxi now that he was only a few blocks from the bio-labs. Besides, it was too fine a morning to waste in riding. He sniffed at the crisp, clean fumes of gasoline appreciatively and listened to the music of his hard heels slapping against the concrete.


  It was good to have a new body again. He hadn’t appreciated what life was like for the last hundred years or so. He let his eyes rove across the street toward the blue flame of a welding torch and realized how long it had been since his eyes had really appreciated the delicate beauty of such a flame. The wise old brain in his chest even seemed to think better now.


  It was worth every stinking minute he’d spent on Venus. At times like this, one could realize how good it was to be alive and to be a robot.


  Then he sobered as he came to the old bio-labs. Once there had been plans for a fine new building instead of the old factory in which he had started it all four hundred years ago. But somehow, there’d never been time for that. It had taken almost a century before they could master the technique of building up genes and chromosomes into the zygote of a simple fish that would breed with the natural ones. Another century had gone by before they produced Oscar, the first artificially made pig. And there they ‘seemed to have stuck. Sometimes it seemed to Senthree that they were no nearer recreating Man than they had been when they started.


  He dilated the door and went down the long hall, studying his reflection in the polished walls absently. It was a good body. The black enamel was perfect and every joint of the metal case spelled new techniques and luxurious fitting. But the old worries were beginning to settle. He grunted at Oscar LXXII, the lab mascot, and received an answering grunt. The pig came over to root at his feet, but he had no time for that. He turned into the main lab room, already taking on the worries of his job.


  It wasn’t hard to worry as he saw the other robots. They were clustered about some object on a table, dejection on every gleaming back. Senthree shoved Ceofor and Beswun aside and moved up. One look was enough. The female of the eleventh couple lay there in the strange stiffness of protoplasm that had died, a horrible grimace on her face.


  “How long—and what happened to the male?” Senthree asked.


  Ceofor swung to face him quickly. “Hi, boss. You’re late. Hey, new body!”


  Senthree nodded, as they came grouping around, but his words were automatic as he explained about falling in the alkali pool on Venus and ruining his worn body completely. “Had to wait for a new one. And then the ship got held up while we waited for the Arcturus superlight ship to land. They’d found half a dozen new planets to colonize, and had to spread the word before they’d set down. Now, what about the creatures?”


  “We finished educating about three days ago,” Ceofor told him. Ceofor was the first robot trained hi Sen-three’s technique of gene-building and the senior assistant. “Expected you back then, boss. But . . . well, see for yourself. The man is still alive, but he won’t be long.”


  Senthree followed them back to another room and looked through the window. He looked away quickly. It had been another failure. The man was crawling about the floor on hands and knees, falling half the time to his stomach, and drooling. His garbled mouthing made no sense.


  “Keep the news robots out,” he ordered. It would never do to let the public see this. There was already too much of a cry against homovivifying, and the crowds were beginning to mutter something about it being unwise to mess with vanished life forms. They seemed actually afraid of the legendary figure of Man.


  “What luck on Venus?” one of them asked, as they began the job of carefully dissecting the body of the female failure to look for the reason behind the lack of success.


  “None. Just another rumor. I don’t think Man ever established self-sufficient colonies. If he did, they didn’t survive. But I found something else—something the museum would give a fortune for. Did my stuff arrive?”


  “You mean that box of tar? Sure, it’s over there hi the corner.”


  Senthree let the yielding plastic of his mouth smile at them as he strode toward it. They had already ripped off the packing, and now he reached up for a few fine wires in the tar. It came off as he pulled, loosely repacked over a thin layer of wax. At that, he’d been lucky to sneak it past customs. This was the oldest, crudest, and biggest robot discovered so far—perhaps one of the fabulous Original Models. It stood there rigidly, staring out of its pitted, expressionless face. But the plate on its chest had been scraped carefully clean, and Senthree pointed it out to them:


  MAKEPEACE ROBOT, SER. 324MD2991.


  SURGEON.


  “A mechanic for Man bodies,” Beswun translated. “But that means . . .”


  “Exactly.” Senthree put it into words. “It must know how Man’s body was built—if it has retained any memory. I found it in a tarpit by sheer accident, and it seems to be fairly well preserved. No telling whether there were any magnetic fields to erode memories, of course, and it’s all matted inside. But if we can get it to working . . .”


  Beswun took over. He had been trained as a physicist before the mysterious lure of the bio-lab had drawn him here. Now he began wheeling the crude robot away. If he could get it into operation, the museum could wait. The recreation of Man came first!


  Senthree pulled x-ray lenses out of a pouch and replaced the normal ones in his eyes before going over to join the robots who were beginning dissection. Then he switched them for the neutrino detector lenses that had made this work possible. The neutrino was the only particle that could penetrate the delicate protoplasmic cells without ruining them and yet permit the necessary millions of tunes magnification. It was a fuzzy image, since the neutrino spin made such an insignificant field for the atomic nuclei to work on that few were deflected. But through them, he could see the vague outlines of the pattern within the cells. It was as they had designed the original cell—there had been no reshuffling of genes in handling. He switched to his micromike hands and began the delicate work of tracing down the neuron connections. There was only an occasional mutter as one of the robots beside him switched to some new investigation.


  The female should have lived! But somewhere, in spite of all their care, she had died. And now the male was dying. Eleven couples—eleven failures. Senthree was no nearer finding the creators of his race than he had been centuries before.


  Then the radio in his head buzzed its warning and he let it cut in, straightening from his work. “Senthree.”


  “The Director is in your office. Will you report at once?”


  “Damn!” The word had no meaning, but it was strangely satisfying at times. What did old Emptinine want . . . or wait again, there’d been a selection while he was on Venus investigating the rumors of Man. Some young administrator—Arpeten—had the job now.


  Ceofor looked up guiltily, obviously having tuned in.


  “I should have warned you. We got word three days ago he was coming, but forgot it in reviving the couple. Trouble?”


  Senthree shrugged, screwing his normal lenses back in and trading to the regular hands. They couldn’t have found out about the antique robot. They had been seen by nobody else. It was probably just sheer curiosity over some rumor that they were reviving the couple. If his appropriation hadn’t been about exhausted, Senthree would have told him where to go; but now was hardly the time, with a failure on one hand and a low credit balance on the other. He polished his new head quickly with the aid of one of the walls for a mirror and headed toward his office.


  But Arpeten was smiling. He got to his feet as the bio-lab chief entered, holding out a well-polished hand. “Dr. Senthree. Delighted. And you’ve got an interesting place here. I’ve already seen most of it. And that pig—they tell me it’s a descendant of a boar out of your test tubes.”


  “Incubation wombs. But you’re right—the seventy-second generation.”


  “Fascinating.” Arpeten must have been reading too much of that book Proven Points to Popularity they’d dug up in the ruins of Hudson ten years before, but it had worked. He was the Director. “But tell me. Just what good are pigs?”


  Senthree grinned, in spite of himself. “Nobody knows. Men apparently kept a lot of them, but so far as I can see they are completely useless. They’re clever, in a way. But I don’t think they were pets. Just another mystery.”


  “Umm. Like men. Maybe you can tell me what good Man will be. I’ve been curious about that since I saw your appropriations. But nobody can answer.”


  “It’s in the records,” Senthree told him sharply. Then he modified his voice carefully. “How well do you know your history? I mean about the beginning.”


  “Well . . .”


  He probably knew some of it, Senthree thought. They all got part of it as legends. He leaned back in his seat now, though, as the biochemist began the old tale of the beginning as they knew it. They knew that there had been Man a million years before them. And somebody—Asimov or Asenion, the record wasn’t quite clear—had apparently created the first robot. They had improved it up to about the present level. Then there had been some kind of a contest in which violent forces had ruined the factories, most of the robots, and nearly all of the Men. It was believed from the fragmentary records that a biological weapon had killed the rest of man, leaving only the robots.


  Those first robots, as they were now known, had had to start on a ruined world from scratch—a world where mines were exhausted, and factories were gone. They’d learned to get metals from the seas, and had spent years and centuries slowly rebuilding the machines to build new robots. There had been only two of them when the task was finished, and they had barely time enough to run one new robot off and educate him sketchily. Then they had discharged finally, and he had taken up rebuilding the race. It was almost like beginning with no history and no science. Twenty millennia had passed before they began to rebuild a civilization of their own.


  “But why did Man die?” Senthree asked. “That’s part of the question. And are we going to do the same? We know we are similar to Man. Did he change himself in some way that ruined him? Can we change ourselves safely? You know that there are a thousand ways we could improve ourselves. We could add anti-gravity, and get rid of our cumbersome vehicles. We could add more arms. We could eliminate our useless mouths and talk by radio. We could add new circuits to our brains. But we don’t dare. One school says that nobody can build a better race than itself, so Man must have been better than we are—and if he made us this way, there was a reason. Even if the psychologists can’t understand some of the circuits in our brains, they don’t dare touch them.


  “We’re expanding through the universe—but we can’t even change ourselves to fit the new planets. And until we can find the reasons for Man’s disappearance, that makes good sense. We know he was planning to change himself. We have bits of evidence. And he’s dead. To make it worse, we have whole reels of education tape that probably contain all the answers—but information is keyed to Man’s brain, and we can’t respond to it. Give us a viable Man, and he can interpret that. Or we can find out by comparison what we can and cannot do. I maintain we can do a lot.”


  Arpeten shook his head doubtfully. “I suppose you think you know why he died!”


  “I think so, yes. Instinct! That’s a built-in reaction, an unlearned thought. Man had it. If a man heard a rattlesnake, he left the place in a hurry, even though he’d never heard it before. Response to that sound was built into him. No tape impressed it, and no experience was needed. We know the instincts of some of the animals, too—and one of them is to struggle and kill—like the ants who kill each other off. I think Man did just that. He couldn’t get rid of his instincts when they were no longer needed, and they killed him. He should have changed—and we can change. But I can’t tell that from animals. I need intelligent life, to see whether instinct or intelligence will dominate. And robots don’t have instincts—I’ve looked for even one sign of something not learned individually, and can’t find it. It’s the one basic difference between us. Don’t you see, Man is the whole key to our problem of whether we can change or not without risking extermination?”


  “Umm.” The director sounded noncommittal. “Interesting theory. But how are you going to know you have Man?”


  Senthree stared at the robot with more respect. He tried to explain, but he had never been as sure of that himself as he might. Theoretically, they had bones and bits of preserved tissue. They had examined the gene pattern of these, having learned that the cells of the individual contain the same pattern as that of the zygote. And they had other guides—man’s achievements, bits of his literature. From these, some working theories could be made. But he couldn’t be quite sure—they’d never really known whether man’s pigment was dark brown, pinkish orange, white, or what; the records they had seemed to disagree on this.


  “We’ll know when we get an intelligent animal with instinct,” he said at last. “It won’t matter exactly whether he is completely like Man or not. At least it will give us a check on things we must know. Until then, we’ll have to go on trying. You might as well know that the last experiment failed, though it was closer. But in another hundred years . . .”


  “So.” Arpeten’s face became bland, but he avoided the look of Senthree. “I’m afraid not. At least for a while. That’s what I came about, you know. We’ve just had word of several new planets around Arcturus, and it will take the major allocation of our funds to colonize these. New robots must be built, new ships—oh, you know. And we’re retrenching a bit on other things. Of course, if you’d succeeded . . . but perhaps it’s better you failed. You know how the sentiment against reviving Man has grown.”


  Senthree growled bitterly. He’d seen how it was carefully nurtured—though he had to admit it seemed to be easy to create. Apparently most of the robots were afraid of Man—felt he would again take over, or something. Superstitious fools.


  “How much longer?” he asked.


  “Oh, we won’t cut back what you have, Dr. Senthree. But I’m afraid we simply can’t allocate more funds. When this is finished, I was hoping to make you biological investigator, incidentally, on one of the planets. There’ll be work enough . . . Well, it was a pleasure.” He shook hands again, and walked out, his back a gleaming ramrod of efficiency and effectiveness.


  Senthree turned back, his new body no longer moving easily. It could already feel the harsh sands and unknown chemical poisons of investigating a new planet—the futile, empty carding of new life that could have no real purpose to the robots. No more appropriations! And they had barely enough funds to meet the current bills.


  Four hundred years—and a ship to Arcturus had ended it in three months. Instinct, he thought again—given life with intelligence and instinct together for one year, and he could settle half the problems of his race, perhaps. But robots could not have instincts. Fifty years of study had proven that.


  Beswun threw up a hand in greeting as he returned, and he saw that the dissection was nearly complete, while the antique robot was activated. A hinge on its ludicrous jaw was moving, and rough, grating words were coming out. Senthree turned to the dissecting bench, and then swung back as he heard them.


  “Wrong . . . wrong,” it was muttering. “Can not live. Is not good brain. No pineal. Medulla good, but not good cerebrum. Fissures wrong. Maybe pituitary disfunction? No. How can be?” It probed doubtfully and set the brain aside. “Mutation maybe. Very bad. Need Milliken mike. See nucleus of cells. Maybe just freak, maybe new disease.”


  Senthree’s fingers were taut and stiff as he fished into his bag and came out with a set of lenses. Beswun shook his head and made a waiting sign. He went out at a run, to come back shortly with a few bits of metal and the shavings from machining still on his hands. “Won’t fit—but these adapters should do it. There, 324MD2991. Now come over here where you can look at it over this table—that’s where the—uh, rays are.”


  He turned back, and Senthree saw that a fine wire ran from one adapter. “He doesn’t speak our bio-terminology, Senthree. We’ll have to see the same things he does. There—we can watch it on the screen. Now, 324MD2991, you tell us what is wrong and point it out. Are your hands steady enough for that?”


  “Hands one-billionth inch accurate,” the robot creaked; it was a meaningless noise, though they had found the unit of measure mentioned. But whatever it meant, the hands were steady enough. The microprobe began touching shadowy bunches of atoms, droning and grating. “Freak. Very bad freak. How he lived? Would stop tropoblast, not attach to uterus. Ketone—no ketone there. Not understand. How he live?”


  Ceofor dashed for their chromosome blanks and began lettering in the complex symbols they used. For a second, Senthree hesitated. Then he caught fire and began making notes along with his assistant. It seemed to take hours; it probably did. The old robot had his memory intact, but there were no quick ways for him to communicate. And at last, the antique grunted in disgust and turned his back on them. Beswun pulled a switch.


  “He expects to be discharged when not in use. Crazy, isn’t it?” the physicist explained. “Look, boss, am I wrong, or isn’t that close to what we did on the eleventh couple?”


  “Only a few genes different in three chromosomes. We were close. But—umm, that’s ridiculous. Look at all the brain tissue he’d have—and a lot of it unconnected. And here—that would put an extra piece on where big and little intestines join—a perfect focal point for infection. It isn’t efficient biological engineering. And yet—umm—most animals do have just that kind of engineering. I think the old robot was right—this would be Man!” He looked at their excited faces, and his shoulders sank. “But there isn’t time. Not even time to make a zygote and see what it would look like. Our appropriations won’t come through.”


  It should have been a bombshell, but he saw at once that they had already guessed it. Ceofor stood up slowly.


  “We can take a look, boss. We’ve got the sperm from the male that failed—all we have to do is modify those three, instead of making up a whole cell. We might as well have some fun before we go out looking for sand fleas that secrete hydrofluoric acid and menace our colonies. Come on, even in your new body I’ll beat you to a finished cell!”


  Senthree grinned ruefully, but he moved toward the creation booth. His hands snapped on the little time field out of pure habit as he found a perfect cell. The little field would slow time almost to zero within its limits, and keep any damage from occurring while he worked. It made his own work difficult, since he had to force the probe against that, but it was insulated to some extent by other fields.


  Then his hands took over. For a time he worked and thought, but the feeling of the protoplasm came into them, and his hands were almost one with the life stuff, sensing its tiny responses, inserting another link onto a chain, supplanting an atom of hydrogen with one of the hydroxyl radicals, wielding all the delicate chemical manipulation. He removed the defective genes and gently inserted the correct ones. Four hundred years of this work lay behind him—work he had loved, work which had meant the possible evolution of his race into all it might be.


  It had become instinct to him—instinct in only a colloquial sense, however; this was learned response, and real instinct lay deeper than that, so deep that no reason could overcome it and that it was automatic even the first time. Only Man had had instinct and intelligence—stored somehow in this tiny cell that lay within the time field.


  He stepped out, just as Ceofor was drawing back in a dead heat. But the younger robot inspected Senthree’s cell, and nodded. “Less disturbance and a neater job on the nucleus—I can’t see where you pierced the wall. Well, if we had thirty years—even twenty—we could have Man again—or a race. Yours is male and mine female. But there’s no time . . . Shall I leave the time field on?”


  Senthree started to nod.


  Then he swung to Beswun. “The time field. Can it be reversed?”


  “You mean to speed time up within it? No, not with that model. Take a bigger one. I could build you one in half an hour. But who’d want to speed up tune with all the troubles you’d get? How much?”


  “Ten thousand—or at least seven thousand times! The period is up tomorrow when disbursements have to be made. I want twenty years in a day.”


  Beswun shook his head. “No. That’s what I was afraid of. Figure it this way: you speed things up ten thousand times and that means the molecules in there speed up just that much, literally. Now 273° times ten thousand—and you have more than two million degrees of temperature. And those molecules have energy! They come busting out of there. No, can’t be done.”


  “How much can you do?” Senthree demanded.


  Beswun considered. “Ten times—maybe no more than nine. That gives you all the refractories would handle, if we set it up down in the old pit under the building—you know, where they had the annealing oven.”


  It wasn’t enough; it would still take two years. Senthree dropped onto a seat, vagrantly wondering again how this queer brain of his that the psychologists studied futilely could make him feel tired when his body could have no fatigue. It was probably one of those odd circuits they didn’t dare touch.


  “Of course, you can use four fields,” Beswun stated slowly. “Big one outside, smaller one, still smaller, and smallest inside that. Fourth power of nine is about sixty-six hundred. That’s close—raise that nine a little and you’d have your twenty years in a day. By the time it leaked from field to field, it wouldn’t matter. Take a couple of hours.”


  “Not if you get your materials together and build each shell inside the other—you’ll be operating faster each step then,” Ceofor shouted. “Somebody‘11 have to go in and stay there a couple of our minutes toward the end to attach the educator tapes—and to revive the couple!”


  “Take power,” Beswun warned.


  Senthree shrugged. Let it. If the funds they had wouldn’t cover it, the Directorate would have to make it up, once it was used. Besides, once Man was created, they couldn’t fold up the bio-labs. “I’ll go in,” he suggested.


  “My job,” Ceofor told him flatly. “You won the contest in putting the cells right.”


  Senthree gave in reluctantly, largely because the younger robot had more experience at reviving than he did. He watched Beswun assemble the complicated net of wires and become a blur as he seemed to toss the second net together almost instantly. The biochemist couldn’t see the third go up—it was suddenly there, and Beswun was coming out as it flashed into existence. He held up four fingers, indicating all nets were working.


  Ceofor dashed in with the precious cells for the prepared incubators that would nurture the bodies until maturity, when they would be ready for the educators. His body seemed to blur, jerk, and disappear. And almost at once he was back.


  Senthree stood watching for a moment more, but there was nothing to see. He hesitated again, then turned and moved out of the building. Across the street lay his little lodging place, where he could relax with his precious two books—almost complete—that had once been printed by Man. Tonight he would study that strange bit of Man’s history entitled Gather, Darkness, with its odd indications of a science that Man had once had which had surpassed even that of the robots now. It was pleasanter than the incomprehensibility of the mysteriously titled Mein Kampf. He’d let his power idle, and mull over it, and consider again the odd behavior of male and female who made such a complicated business of mating. That was probably more instinct—Man, it seemed, was filled with instincts.


  For a long time, though, he sat quietly with the book on his lap, wondering what it would be like to have instincts. There must be many unpleasant things about it. But there were also suggestions that it could be pleasant. Well, he’d soon know by observation, even though he could never experience it. Man should have implanted one instinct in a robot’s brain, at least, just to show what it was like.


  He called the lab once, and Ceofor reported that all was doing nicely, and that both children were looking quite well. Outside the window, Senthree heard a group go by, discussing the latest bits of news on the Arcturus expedition. At least in that, Man had failed to equal the robots. He had somehow died before he could find the trick of using identity exchange to overcome the limitation imposed by the speed of light.


  Finally he fell to making up a speech that he could deliver to the Director, Arpenten, when success was in his hands. It must be very short—something that would stick in the robot’s mind for weeks, but carrying everything a scientist could feel on proving that those who opposed him were wrong. Let’s see . . .


  The buzzer on the telescreen cut through his thoughts, and he flipped it on to see Ceofor’s face looking out. Senthree’s spirits dropped abruptly as he stared at the younger robot.


  “Failure? No!”


  The other shook his head. “No. At least, I don’t know. I couldn’t give them full education. Maybe the tape was uncomfortable. They took a lot of it, but the male tore his helmet off and took the girl’s off. Now they just sit there, rubbing their heads and staring around.”


  He paused, and the little darkened ridges of plastic over his eyes tensed. “The time speed-up is off. But I didn’t know what to do.”


  “Let them alone until I get there. If it hurts them, we can give them the rest of it later. How are they otherwise?”


  “I don’t know. They look all right, boss.” Ceofor hesitated, and his voice dropped. “Boss, I don’t like it. There’s something wrong here. I can’t quite figure out what it is, but it isn’t the way I expected. Hey, the male just pushed the female off her seat. Do you think their destructive instinct . . .? No, she’s sitting down on the floor now, with her head against him, and holding one of his hands. Wasn’t that part of the mating ritual in one of the books?”


  Senthree started to agree, a bit of a smile coming onto his face. It looked as if instinct were already in operation.


  But a strange voice cut him off. “Hey, you robots, when do we eat around here?”


  They could talk! It must have been the male. And if it wasn’t the polite thanks and gratitude Senthree had expected, that didn’t matter. There had been all kinds of Men in the books, and some were polite while others were crude. Perhaps forced education from the tapes without fuller social experience was responsible for that. But it would all adjust in time.


  He started to turn back to Ceofor, but the younger robot was no longer there, and the screen looked out on a blank wall. Senthree could hear the loud voice crying out again, rough and harsh, and there was a shrill, whining sound that might be the female. The two voices blended with the vague mutter of robot voices until he could not make out the words.


  He wasted no time in trying. He was already rushing down to the street and heading toward the labs. Instinct—the male had already shown instinct, and the female had responded. They would have to be slow with the couple at first, of course—but the whole answer to the robot problems lay at hand. It would only take a little time and patience now. Let Arpeten sneer, and let the world dote on the Arcturus explorers. Today, biochemistry had been, crowned king with the magic of intelligence combined with instinct as its power.


  Ceofor came out of the lab at a run with another robot behind him. The young robot looked dazed, and there was another emotion Senthree could not place. The older biochemist nodded, and the younger one waved quickly. “Can’t stop now. They’re hungry.” He was gone at full speed.


  Senthree realized suddenly that no adequate supply of fruit and vegetables had been provided, and he hadn’t even known how often Man had to eat. Or exactly what. Luckily, Ceofor was taking care of that.


  He went down the hall, hearing a tumult of voices, with robots apparently spread about on various kinds of hasty business. The main lab where the couple was seemed quiet. Senthree hesitated at the door, wondering how to address them. There must be no questioning now. Today he would not force himself on them, nor expect them to understand his purposes. He must welcome them and make them feel at ease in this world, so strange to them with their prehistoric tape education. It would be hard at first to adjust to a world of only robots, with no other Man people. The matter of instinct that had taken so long could wait a few days more.


  The door dilated in front of him and he stepped into the lab, his eyes turning to the low table where they sat. They looked healthy, and there was no sign of misery or uncertainty that he could see, though he could not be sure of that until he knew them better. He could not even be sure it was a scowl on the male’s face as the Man turned and looked at him.


  “Another one, eh? Okay, come up here. What you want?”


  Then Senthree no longer wondered how to address the Man. He bowed low as he approached them, and instinct made his voice soft and apologetic as he answered.


  “Nothing, Master. Only to serve you.”


  A SCIENTIST RISES


  D.W. Hall


  “The face of the giant was indeed that of a god . . .”


  On that summer day the sky over New York was unflecked by clouds, and the air hung motionless, the waves of heat undisturbed. The city was a vast oven where even the sounds of the coiling traffic in its streets seemed heavy and weary under the press of heat that poured down from above. In Washington Square, the urchins of the neighborhood splashed in the fountain, and the usual midday assortment of mothers, tramps and out-of-works lounged listlessly on the hot park benches.


  As a bowl, the Square was filled by the torrid sun, and the trees and grass drooped like the people on its walks. In the surrounding city, men worked in sweltering offices and the streets rumbled with the never-ceasing tide of business—but Washington Square rested.


  And then a man walked out of one of the houses lining the square, and all this was changed.


  He came with a calm, steady stride down the steps of a house on the north side, and those who happened to see him gazed with surprised interest. For he was a giant in size. He measured at least eleven feet in height, and his body was well-formed and in perfect proportion. He crossed the street and stepped over the railing into the nearest patch of grass, and there stood with arms folded and legs a little apart. The expression on his face was preoccupied and strangely apart, nor did it change when, almost immediately from the park bench nearest him, a woman’s excited voice cried:


  “Look! Look! Oh, look!”


  The people around her craned their necks and stared, and from them grew a startled murmur. Others from farther away came to see who had cried out, and remained to gaze fascinated at the man on the grass. Quickly the murmur spread across the Square, and from its every part men and women and children streamed towards the center of interest—and then, when they saw, backed away slowly and fearfully, with staring eyes, from where the lone figure stood.


  There was about that figure something uncanny and terrible. There, in the hot midday hush, something was happening to it which men would say could not happen; and men, seeing it, backed away in alarm. Quickly they dispersed. Soon there were only white, frightened faces peering from behind buildings and trees.


  Before their very eyes the giant was growing.


  When he had first emerged, he had been around eleven feet tall, and now, within three minutes, he had risen close to sixteen feet.


  His great body maintained its perfect proportions. It was that of an elderly man clad simply in a gray business suit. The face was kind, its clear-chiselled features indicating fine spiritual strength; on the white forehead beneath the sparse gray hair were deep-sunken lines which spoke of years of concentrated work.


  No thought of malevolence could come from that head with its gentle blue eyes that showed the peace within, but fear struck ever stronger into those who watched him, and in one place a woman fainted; for the great body continued to grow, and grow ever faster, until it was twenty feet high, then swiftly twenty-five, and the feet, still separated, were as long as the body of a normal boy. Clothes and body grew effortlessly, the latter apparently without pain, as if the terrifying process were wholly natural.


  The cars coming into Washington Square had stopped as their drivers sighted what was rising there, and by now the bordering streets were tangled with traffic. A distant crowd of milling people heightened the turmoil. The northern edge was deserted, but in a large semicircle was spread a fear-struck, panicky mob. A single policeman, his face white and his eyes wide, tried to straighten out the tangle of vehicles, but it was infinitely beyond him and he sent in a riot call; and as the giant with the kind, dignified face loomed silently higher than the trees in the Square, and ever higher, a dozen blue-coated figures appeared, and saw, and knew fear too, and hung back awe-stricken, at a loss what to do. For by now the rapidly mounting body had risen to the height of forty feet.


  An excited voice raised itself above the general hubbub.


  “Why, I know him! I know him! It’s Edgar Wesley! Doctor Edgar Wesley!”


  A police sergeant turned to the man who had spoken.


  “And it—he knows you? Then go closer to him, and—and—ask him what it means.”


  But the man looked fearfully at the giant and hung back. Even as they talked, his gigantic body had grown as high as the four-storied buildings lining the Square, and his feet were becoming too large for the place where they had first been put. And now a faint smile could be seen on the giant’s face, an enigmatic smile, with something ironic and bitter in it.


  “Then shout to him from here,” pressed the sergeant nervously. “We’ve got to find out something! This is crazy—impossible! My God! Higher yet—and faster!”


  Summoning his courage, the other man cupped his hands about his mouth and shouted:


  “Dr. Wesley! Can you speak and tell us? Can we help you stop it?”


  The ring of people looked up breathless at the towering figure, and a wave of fear passed over them and several hysterical shrieks rose up as, very slowly, the huge head shook from side to side. But the smile on its lips became stronger, and kinder, and the bitterness seemed to leave it.


  There was fear at that motion of the enormous head, but a roar of panic sounded from the watchers when, with marked caution, the growing giant moved one foot from the grass into the street behind and the other into the nearby base of Fifth Avenue, just above the Arch. Fearing harm, they were gripped by terror, and they fought back while the trembling policemen tried vainly to control them; but the panic soon ended when they saw that the leviathan’s arms remained crossed and his smile kinder yet. By now he dwarfed the houses, his body looming a hundred and fifty feet into the sky. At this moment a woman back of the semicircle slumped to her knees and prayed hysterically.


  “Someone’s coming out of his house!” shouted one of the closest onlookers.


  The door of the house from which the giant had first appeared had opened, and the figure of a middle-aged, normal-sized man emerged. For a second he crouched on the steps, gaping up at the monstrous shape in the sky, and then he scurried down and made at a desperate run for the nearest group of policemen.


  He gripped the sergeant and cried frantically:


  “That’s Dr. Wesley! Why don’t you do something? Why don’t—”


  “Who are you?” the officer asked, with some return of an authoritative manner.


  “I work for him. I’m his janitor. But—can’t you do anything? Look at him! Look!”


  The crowd pressed closer. “What do you know about this?” went on the sergeant.


  The man gulped and stared around wildly. “He’s been working on something—many years—I don’t know what, for he kept it a close secret. All I knew is that an hour ago I was in my room upstairs, when I heard some disturbance in his laboratory, on the ground floor. I came down and knocked on the door, and he answered from inside and said that everything was all right—”


  “You didn’t go in?”


  “No. I went back up, and everything was quiet for a long time. Then I heard a lot of noise down below—a smashing—as if things were being broken. But I thought he was just destroying something he didn’t need, and I didn’t investigate: he hated to be disturbed. And then, a little later, I heard them shouting out here in the Square, and I looked out and saw. I saw him—just as I knew him—but a giant! Look at his face! Why, he has the face of—of a god! He’s—as if he were looking down on us—and—pitying us . . .”


  For a moment all were silent as they gazed, transfixed, at the vast form that towered two hundred feet above them. Almost as awe-inspiring as the astounding growth was the fine, dignified calmness of the face. The sergeant broke in:


  “The explanation of this must be in his laboratory. We’ve got to have a look. You lead us there.”


  The other man nodded; but just then the giant moved again, and they waited and watched.


  With the utmost caution the titanic shape changed position. Gradually, one great foot, over thirty feet in length, soared up from the street and lowered farther away, and then the other distant foot changed its position; and the leviathan came gently to rest against the tallest building bordering the Square, and once more folded his arms and stood quiet. The enormous body appeared to waver slightly as a breath of wind washed against it: obviously it was not gaining weight as it grew. Almost, now, it appeared to float in the air. Swiftly it grew another twenty-five feet, and the gray expanse of its clothes shimmered strangely as a ripple ran over its colossal bulk.


  A change of feeling came gradually over the watching multitude. The face of the giant was indeed that of a god in the noble, irony-tinged serenity of his calm features. It was if a further world had opened, and one of divinity had stepped down; a further world of kindness and fellow-love, where were none of the discords that bring conflicts and slaughterings to the weary people of Earth. Spiritual peace radiated from the enormous face under the silvery hair, peace with an undertone of sadness, as if the giant knew of the sorrows of the swarm of dwarfs beneath him, and pitied them.


  From all the roofs and the towers of the city, for miles and miles around, men saw the mammoth shape and the kindly smile grow more and more tenuous against the clear blue sky. The figure remained quietly in the same position, his feet filling two empty streets, and under the spell of his smile all fear seemed to leave the nearer watchers, and they became more quiet and controlled.


  The group of policemen and the janitor made a dash for the house from which the giant had come. They ascended the steps, went in, and found the door of the laboratory locked. They broke the door down. The sergeant looked in.


  “Anyone in here?” he cried. Nothing disturbed the silence, and he entered, the others following.


  A long, wide, dimly-lit room met their eyes, and in its middle the remains of a great mass of apparatus that had dominated it.


  The apparatus was now completely destroyed. Its dozen rows of tubes were shattered, its intricate coils of wire and machinery hopelessly smashed. Fragments lay scattered all over the floor. No longer was there the least shape of meaning to anything in the room; there remained merely a litter of glass and stone and scrap metal.


  Conspicuous on the floor was a large hammer. The sergeant walked over to pick it up, but, instead, paused and stared at what lay beyond it.


  “A body!” he said.


  A sprawled out dead man lay on the floor, his dark face twisted up, his sightless eyes staring at the ceiling, his temple crushed as with a hammer. Clutched tight in one stiff hand was an automatic. On his chest was a sheet of paper.


  The captain reached down and grasped the paper. He read what was written on it, and then he read it to the others:


  
    There was a fool who dreamed the high dream of the pure scientist, and who lived only to ferret out the secrets of nature, and harness them for his fellow men. He studied and worked and thought, and in time came to concentrate on the manipulation of the atom, especially the possibility of contracting and expanding it—a thing of greatest potential value. For nine years he worked along this line, hoping to succeed and give new power, new happiness, a new horizon to mankind. Hermetically sealed in his laboratory, self-exiled from human contacts, he labored hard.


    There came a day when the device into which the fool had poured his life stood completed and a success. And on that very day an agent for a certain government entered his laboratory to steal the device. And in that moment the fool realized what he had done: that, from the apparatus he had invented, not happiness and new freedom would come to his fellow men, but instead slaughter and carnage and drunken power increased a hundredfold. He realized, suddenly, that men had not yet learned to use fruitfully the precious, powerful things given to them, but as yet could only play with them like greedy children—and kill as they played. Already his invention had brought death. And he realized—even on this day of his triumph—that it and its secret must be destroyed, and with them he who had fashioned so blindly.


    For the scientist was old, his whole life was the invention, and with its going there would be nothing more.


    And so he used the device’s great powers on his own body; and then, with those powers working on him, he destroyed the device and all the papers that held its secrets.


    Was the fool also mad? Perhaps. But I do not think so. Into his lonely laboratory, with this marauder, had come the wisdom that men must wait, that the time is not yet for such power as he was about to offer. A gesture, his strange death, which you who read this have seen? Yes, but a useful one, for with it he and his invention and its hurtful secrets go from you; and a fitting one, for he dies through his achievement, through his very life.


    But, in a better sense, he will not die, for the power of his achievement will dissolve his very body among you infinitely; you will breathe him in your air; and in you he will live incarnate until that later time when another will give you the knowledge he now destroys, and he will see it used as he wished it used.


    —E. W.

  


  The sergeant’s voice ceased, and wordlessly the men in the laboratory looked at each other. No comment was needed. They went out.


  They watched from the steps of Edgar Wesley’s house. At first sight of the figure in the sky, a new awe struck them, for now the shape of the giant towered a full five hundred feet into the sun, and it seemed almost a mirage, for definite outline was gone from it. It shimmered and wavered against the bright blue like a mist, and the blue shone through it, for it was quite transparent. And yet still they imagined they could discern the slight ironic smile on the face, and the peaceful, understanding light in the serene eyes; and their hearts swelled at the knowledge of the spirit, of the courage, of the fine, far-seeing mind of that outflung titanic martyr to the happiness of men.


  The end came quickly. The great misty body rose; it floated over the city like a wraith, and then it swiftly dispersed, even as steam dissolves in the air. They felt a silence over the thousands of watching people in the Square, a hush broken at last by a deep, low murmur of awe and wonderment as the final misty fragments of the vast sky-held figure wavered and melted imperceptibly—melted and were gone from sight in the air that was breathed by the men whom Edgar Wesley loved.


  THE TWONKY


  Lewis Padgett


  The turnover at Mideastern Radio was so great that Mickey Lloyd couldn’t keep track of his men. It wasn’t only the draft; employees kept quitting and going elsewhere, at a higher salary. So when the big-headed little man in overalls wandered vaguely out of a storeroom, Lloyd took one look at the brown dungaree suit—company provided—and said mildly, “The whistle blew half an hour ago. Hop to work.”


  “Work-k-k?” The man seemed to have trouble with the word.


  Drunk? Lloyd, in his capacity as foreman, couldn’t permit that. He flipped away his cigarette, walked forward, and sniffed. No, it wasn’t liquor. He peered at the badge on the man’s overalls.


  “Two-oh-four, m-mm. Are you new here?”


  “New. Huh?” The man rubbed a rising bump on his forehead. He was an odd-looking little chap, bald as a vacuum tube, with a pinched, pallid face and tiny eyes that held dazed wonder.


  “Come on, Joe. Wake up!” Lloyd was beginning to sound impatient. “You work here, don’t you?”


  “Joe,” said the man thoughtfully. “Work. Yes, I work. I make them.” His words ran together oddly, as though he had a cleft palate.


  With another glance at the badge, Lloyd gripped Joe’s arm and ran him through the assembly room. “Here’s your place. Hop to it. Know what to do?”


  The other drew his scrawny body erect. “I am—expert,” he remarked. “Make them better than Ponthwank.”


  “O.K.,” Lloyd said. “Make ‘em, then.” And he went away.


  The man called Joe hesitated, nursing the bruise on his head. The overalls caught his attention, and he examined them wonderingly. Where—oh, yes. They had been hanging in the room from which he had first emerged. His own garments had, naturally, dissipated during the trip—what trip?


  Amnesia, he thought. He had fallen from the . . . the something . . . when it slowed down and stopped. How odd this huge, machine-filled barn looked. It struck no chord of remembrance.


  Amnesia, that was it. He was a worker. He made things. As for the unfamiliarity of his surroundings, that meant nothing. He was still dazed. The clouds would lift from his mind presently. They were beginning to do that already.


  Work. Joe scuttled around the room, trying to goad his faulty memory. Men in overalls were doing things. Simple,, obvious things. But how childish—how elemental! Perhaps this was a kindergarten.


  After a while Joe went out into a stock room and examined some finished models of combination radio-phonographs. So that was it. Awkward and clumsy, but it wasn’t his place to say so. No. His job was to make Twonkies.


  Twonkies? The name jolted his memory again. Of course he knew how to make Twonkies. He’d made them all his life—had been specially trained for the job. Now they were using a different model of Twonky, but what the hell! Child’s play for a clever workman.


  Joe went back into the shop and found a vacant bench. He began to build a Twonky. Occasionally he slipped off and stole the material he needed. Once, when he couldn’t locate any tungsten, he hastily built a small gadget and made it.


  His bench was in a distant corner, badly lighted, though it seemed quite bright to Joe’s eyes. Nobody noticed the console that was swiftly growing to completion there. Joe worked very, very fast. He ignored the noon whistle, and, at quitting time, his task was finished. It could, perhaps, stand another coat of paint—it lacked the Shimmertone of a standard Twonky. But none of the others had Shimmertone. Joe sighed, crawled under the bench, looked in vain for a relaxopad, and went to sleep on the floor.


  A few hours later he woke up. The factory was empty. Odd! Maybe the working hours had changed. Maybe—Joe’s mind felt funny. Sleep had cleared away the mists of amnesia, if such it had been, but he still felt dazed.


  Muttering under his breath, he sent the Twonky into the stock room and compared it with the others. Superficially it was identical with a console radio-phonograph combination of the latest model. Following the pattern of the others, Joe had camouflaged and disguised the various organs and reactors.


  He went back into the shop. Then the last of the mists cleared from his mind. Joe’s shoulders jerked convulsively.


  “Great Snell!” he gasped. “So that was it! I ran into a temporal snag!”


  With a startled glance around, he fled to the storeroom from which he had first emerged. The overalls he took off and returned to their hook. After that, Joe went over to a corner, felt around in the air, nodded with satisfaction, and seated himself on nothing, three feet above the floor. Then Joe vanished.


  “Time,” said Kerry WTesterfield, “is curved. Eventually it gets back to the same place where it started. That’s duplication.” He put his feet up on a conveniently outjutting rock of the chimney and stretched luxuriously. From the kitchen Martha made clinking noises with bottles and glasses.


  “Yesterday at this time I had a Martini,” Kerry said. “The time curve indicates that I should have another one now. Are you listening, angel?”


  “I’m pouring,” said the angel distantly.


  “You get my point, then. Here’s another. Time describes a spiral instead of a circle. If you call the first cycle a, the second one’s a plus 1—see? Which means a double Martini tonight.”


  “I know where that would end,” Martha remarked, coming into the spacious, oak-raftered living room. She was a small, dark-haired woman with a singularly pretty face and a figure to match. Her tiny gingham apron looked slightly absurd in combination with slacks and silk blouse. “And they don’t make infinity-proof gin. Here’s your Martini.” She did things with the shaker and manipulated glasses.


  “Stir slowly,” Kerry cautioned. “Never shake. Ah—that’s it.” He accepted the drink and eyed it appreciatively. Black hair, sprinkled with gray, gleamed in the lamplight as he sipped the Martini. “Good. Very good.”


  Martha drank slowly and eyed her husband. A nice guy, Kerry Westerfield. He was forty-odd, pleasantly ugly, with a wide mouth and an occasional sardonic gleam in his gray eyes as he contemplated life. They had been married for twelve years, and liked it.


  From outside, the late faint glow of sunset came through the windows, picking out the console cabinet that stood against the wall by the door. Kerry peered at it with appreciation.


  “A pretty penny,” he remarked. “Still—”


  “What? Oh. The men had a tough time getting it up the ‘stairs. Why don’t you try it, Kerry?”


  “Didn’t you?”


  “The old one was complicated enough,” Martha said, in a baffled manner. “Gadgets. They confuse me. I was brought up on an Edison. You wound it up with a crank, and strange noises came out of a horn. That I could understand. But now—you push a button, and extraordinary things happen. Electric eyes, tone selections, records that get played on both sides, to the accompaniment of weird groanings and clickings from inside the console—probably you understand those things. I don’t even want to. Whenever I play a Crosby record in a superdooper like that, Bing seems embarrassed.”


  Keny ate his olive. “I’m going to play some Sibelius.” He nodded toward a table. “There’s a new Crosby record for you. The latest.”


  Martha wriggled happily. “Can I, maybe, huh?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “But you’ll have to show me how.”


  “Simple enough,” said Kerry, beaming at the console. “Those babies are pretty good, you know. They do everything but think.”


  “I wish it’d wash dishes,” Martha remarked. She set down her glass, got up, and vanished into the kitchen.


  Kerry snapped on a lamp nearby and went over to examine the new radio, Mideastern’s latest model, with all the new improvements. It had been expensive—but what the hell? He could afford it. And the old one had been pretty well shot.


  It was not, he saw, plugged in. Nor were there any wires in evidence—not even a ground. Something new, perhaps. Built in antenna and ground. Kerry crouched down, looked for a socket, and plugged the cord into it.


  That done, he opened the doors and eyed the dials with every appearance of satisfaction. A beam of bluish light shot out and hit him in the eyes. From the depths of the console a faint, thoughtful clicking proceeded. Abruptly it stopped. Kerry blinked, fiddled with dials and switches, and bit at a fingernail.


  The radio said, in a distant voice, “Psychology pattern checked and recorded.”


  “Eh?” Kerry twirled a dial. “Wonder what that was? Amateur station—no, they’re off the air. Hm-m-m.” He shrugged and went over to a chair beside the shelves of albums. His gaze ran swiftly over the titles and composers’ names. Where was the “Swan of Tuonela”? There it was, next to “Finlandia.” Kerry took down the album and opened it in his lap. With his free hand he extracted a cigarette from his pocket, put it between his lips, and fumbled for the matches on the table beside him. The first match he lit went out.


  He tossed it into the fireplace and was about to reach for another when a faint noise caught his attention. The radio was walking across the room toward him. A whiplike tendril flicked out from somewhere, picked up a match, scratched it beneath the table top—as Kerry had done—and held the flame to the man’s cigarette.


  Automatic reflexes took over. Kerry sucked in his breath, and exploded in smoky, racking coughs. He bent double, gasping and momentarily blind.


  When he could see again, the radio was back in its accustomed place.


  Kerry caught his lower lip between his teeth. “Martha,” he called.


  “Soup’s on,” her voice said.


  Kerry didn’t answer. He stood up, went over to the radio, and looked at it hesitantly. The electric cord had been pulled out of its socket. Kerry gingerly replaced it.


  He crouched to examine the console’s legs. They looked like finely finished wood. His exploratory hand told him nothing. Wood—hard and brittle.


  How in hell—“Dinner!” Martha called.


  Kerry threw his cigarette into the fireplace and slowly walked out of the room. His wife, setting a gravy boat in place, stared at him.


  “How many Martinis did you have?”


  “Just one,” Kerry said in a vague way. “I must have dozed off for a minute. Yeah. I must have.”


  “Well, fall to,” Martha commanded. “This is the last chance you’ll have to make a pig of yourself on my dumplings, for a week, anyway.”


  Kerry absently felt for his wallet, took out an envelope, and tossed it toward his wife. “Here’s your ticket, angel. Don’t lose it.”


  “Oh? I rate a compartment!” Martha thrust the pasteboard back into its envelope and gurgled happily. “You’re a pal. Sure you can get along without me?”


  “Huh? Hm-m-m—I think so.” Kerry salted his avocado. He shook himself and seemed to come out of a slight daze. “Sure, I’ll be all right. You trot off to Denver and help Carol have her baby. It’s all in the family.”


  “We-ell, my only sister—” Martha grinned. “You know how she and Bill are. Quite nuts. They’ll need a steadying hand just now.”


  There was no reply. Kerry was brooding over a forkful of avocado. He muttered something about the Venerable Bede.


  “What about him?”


  “Lecture tomorrow. Every term we bog down on the Bede, for some strange reason. Ah, well.”


  “Got your lecture ready?”


  Kerry nodded. “Sure.” For eight years he had taught at the University, and he certainly should know the schedule by this time!


  Later, over coffee and cigarettes, Martha glanced at her wrist watch. “Nearly train time. I’d better finish packing. The dishes—”


  “I’ll do ‘em.” Kerry wandered after his wife into the bedroom and made motions of futile helpfulness. After a while, he carried the bags down to the car. Martha joined him, and they headed for the depot.


  The train was on time. Half an hour after it had pulled out, Kerry drove the car back into the garage, let himself into the house and yawned mightily. He was tired. Well, the dishes, and then beer and a book in bed.


  With a puzzled look at the radio, he entered the kitchen and did things with water and soap chips. The hall phone rang. Kerry wiped his hands on a dish towel and answered it.


  It was Mike Fitzgerald, who taught psychology at the University.


  “Hiya, Fitz.”


  “Hiya. Martha gone?”


  “Yeah. I just drove her to the train.”


  “Feel like talking, then? I’ve got some pretty good Scotch. Why not run over and gab a while?”


  “Like to,” Kerry said, yawning again, “but I’m dead. Tomorrow’s a big day. Rain check?”


  “Sure. I just finished correcting papers, and felt the need of sharpening my mind. What’s the matter?”


  “Nothing. Wait a minute.” Kerry put down the phone and looked over his shoulder, scowling. Noises were coming from the kitchen. What the hell!


  He went along the hall and stopped in the doorway, motionless and staring. The radio was washing the dishes.


  After a while he returned to the phone. Fitzgerald said, “Something?”


  “My new radio,” Kerry told him carefully. “It’s washing the dishes.”


  Fitz didn’t answer for a moment. His laugh was a bit hesitant. “Oh?”


  “I’ll call you back,” Kerry said, and hung up. He stood motionless for a while, chewing his lip. Then he walked back to the kitchen and paused to watch.


  The radio’s back was toward him. Several limber tentacles were manipulating the dishes, expertly sousing them in hot, soapy water, scrubbing them with the little mop, dipping them into the rinse water, and then stacking them neatly in the metal rack. Those whip-lashes were the only sign of unusual activity. The legs were apparently solid.


  “Hey!” Kerry said.


  There was no response.


  He sidled around till he could examine the radio more closely. The tentacles emerged from a slot under one of the dials. The electric cord was dangling. No juice, then. But what—Kerry stepped back and fumbled out a cigarette. Instantly the radio turned, took a match from its container on the stove, and walked forward. Kerry blinked, studying the legs. They couldn’t be wood. They were bending as the . . . the thing moved, elastic as rubber. The radio had a peculiar sidling motion unlike anything else on earth.


  It lit Kerry’s cigarette and went back to the sink, where it resumed the dishwashing.


  Kerry phoned Fitzgerald again. “I wasn’t kidding. I’m having hallucinations or something. That damned radio just lit a cigarette for me.”


  “Wait a minute—” Fitzgerald’s voice sounded undecided. “This is a gag—eh?”


  “No. And I don’t think it’s a hallucination, either. It’s up your alley. Can you run over and test my knee-jerks?”


  “All right,” Fitz said. “Give me ten minutes. Have a drink ready.”


  He hung up, and Kerry, laying the phone back into its cradle, turned to see the radio walking out of the kitchen toward the living room. Its square, boxlike contour was subtly horrifying, like some bizarre sort of hobgoblin. Kerry shivered.


  He followed the radio, to find it in its former place, motionless and impassive. He opened the doors, examining the turntable, the phonograph arm, and the other buttons and gadgets. There was nothing apparently unusual. Again he touched the legs. They were not wood, after all. Some plastic, which seemed quite hard. Or—maybe they were wood, after all. It was difficult to make certain, without damaging the finish. Kerry felt a natural reluctance to use a knife on his new console.


  He tried the radio, getting local stations without trouble. The tone was good—unusually good, he thought. The phonograph—He picked up Halvorsen’s “Entrance of the Boyards” at random and slipped it into place, closing the lid. No sound emerged. Investigation proved that the needle was moving rhythmically along the groove, but without audible result. Well?


  Kerry removed the record as the doorbell rang. It was Fitzgerald, a gangling, saturnine man with a leathery, wrinkled face and a tousled mop of dull-gray hair. He extended a large, bony hand.


  “Where’s my drink?”


  “ ‘Lo, Fitz. Come ill the kitchen. I’ll mix. Highball?”


  “Highball.”


  “O.K.” Kerry led the way. “Don’t drink it just yet, though. I want to show you my new combination.”


  “The one that washes dishes?” Fitzgerald asked. “What else does it do?”


  Kerry gave the other a glass. “It won’t play records.”


  “Oh, well. A minor matter, if it’ll do the housework. Let’s take a look at it.” Fitzgerald went into the living room, selected “Afternoon of a Faun,” and approached the radio. “It isn’t plugged in.”


  “That doesn’t matter a bit,” Kerry said wildly.


  “Batteries?” Fitzgerald slipped the record in place and adjusted the switches. “Now we’ll see.” He beamed triumphantly at Kerry. “Well? It’s playing now.”


  It was.


  Kerry said, “Try that Halvorsen piece. Here.” He handed the disk to Fitzgerald, who pushed the reject switch and watched the lever arm lift.


  But this time the phonograph refused to play. It didn’t like “Entrance of the Boyards.”


  “That’s funny,” Fitzgerald grunted. “Probably the trouble’s with the record. Let’s try another.”


  There was no trouble with “Daphnis and Chloe.” But the radio silently rejected the composer’s “Bolero.”


  Kerry sat down and pointed to a near-by chair. “That doesn’t prove anything. Come over here and watch. Don’t drink anything yet. You, uh, you feel perfectly normal?”


  “Sure. Well?”


  Kerry took out a cigarette. The console walked across the room, picking up a match book on the way, and politely held the flame. Then it went back to its place against the wall.


  Fitzgerald didn’t say anything. After a while he took a cigarette from his pocket and waited. Nothing happened.


  “So?” Kerry asked.


  “A robot. That’s the only possible answer. Where in the name of Petrarch did you get it?”


  “You don’t seem much surprised.”


  “I am, though. But I’ve seen robots before—Westinghouse tried it, you know. Only this—” Fitzgerald tapped his teeth with a nail. “Who made it?”


  “How the devil should I know?” Kerry demanded. “The radio people, I suppose.”


  Fitzgerald narrowed his eyes. “Wait a minute. I don’t quite understand—”


  “There’s nothing to understand. I bought this combination a few days ago. Turned in the old one. It was delivered this afternoon, and—” Kerry explained what had happened.


  “You mean you didn’t know it was a robot?”


  “Exactly. I bought it as a radio. And . . . and . . . the damn thing seems almost alive to me.”


  “Nope.” Fitzgerald shook his head, rose, and inspected the console carefully. “It’s a new kind of robot. At least—” he hesitated. “What else is there to think? I suggest you get in touch with the Mideastern people tomorrow and checkup.”


  “Let’s open the cabinet and look inside,” Kerry suggested.


  Fitzgerald was willing, but the experiment proved impossible. The presumably wooden panels weren’t screwed into place, and there was no apparent way of opening the console. Keny found a screwdriver and applied it, gingerly at first, then with a sort of repressed fury. He could neither pry free a panel nor even scratch the dark, smooth finish of the cabinet.


  “Damn!” he saidlinally. “Well, your guess is as good as mine. It’s a robot. Only I didn’t know they could make ‘em like this. And why in a radio?”


  “Don’t ask me,” Fitzgerald shrugged. “Check up tomorrow. That’s the first step. Naturally I’m pretty baffled. If a new sort of specialized robot has been invented, why put it in a console? And what makes those legs move? There aren’t any casters.”


  “I’ve been wondering about that, too.”


  “When it moves, the legs look—rubbery. But they’re not. They’re hard as . . . as hardwood. Or plastic.”


  “I’m afraid of the thing,” Kerry said.


  “Want to stay at my place tonight?”


  “N-no. No. I guess not. The—robot—can’t hurt me.”


  “I don’t think it wants to. It’s been helping you, hasn’t it?”


  “Yeah,” Kerry said, and went off to mix another drink.


  The rest of the conversation was inconclusive. Fitzgerald, several hours later, went home rather worried. He wasn’t as casual as he had pretended, for the sake of Kerry’s nerves. The impingement of something so entirely unexpected on normal life was subtly frightening. And yet, as he had said, the robot didn’t seem menacing—Kerry went to bed, with a new detective mystery. The radio followed him into the bedroom and gently took the book out of his hand. Kerry instinctively snatched for it.


  “Hey!” he said. “What the devil—”


  The radio went back into the living room. Kerry followed, in time to see the book replaced on the shelf. After a bit Kerry retreated, locking his door, and slept uneasily till dawn.


  In dressing gown and slippers, he stumbled out to stare at the console. It was back in its former place, looking as though it had never moved. Kerry, rather white around the gills, made breakfast.


  He was allowed only one cup of coffee. The radio appeared, reprovingly took the second cup from his hand, and emptied it into the sink.


  That was quite enough for Keny Westerfield. He found his hat and topcoat and almost ran out of the house. He had a horrid feeling that the radio might follow him, but it didn’t, luckily for his sanity. He was beginning to be worried.


  During the morning he found time to telephone Mideastern. The salesman knew nothing. It was a standard model combination—the latest. If it wasn’t giving satisfaction, of course, he’d be glad to—“It’s O.K.,” Kerry said. “But who made the thing? That’s what I want to find out.”


  “One moment, sir.” There was a delay. “It came from Mr. Lloyd’s department. One of our foremen.”


  “Let me speak to him, please.”


  But Lloyd wasn’t very helpful. After much thought, he remembered that the combination had been placed in the stock room without a serial number. It had been added later.


  “But who made it?”


  “I just don’t know. I can find out for you, I guess. Suppose I ring you back.”


  “Don’t forget,” Kerry said, and went back to his class. The lecture on the Venerable Bede wasn’t too successful.


  At lunch he saw Fitzgerald, who seemed relieved when Kerry came over to his table. “Find out any more about your pet robot?” the psychology professor demanded.


  No one else was within hearing. With a sigh Kerry sat down and lit a cigarette. “Not a thing. It’s a pleasure to be able to do this myself.” He drew smoke into his lungs. “I phoned the company.”


  “And?”


  “They don’t know anything. Except that it didn’t have a serial number.”


  “That may be significant,” Fitzgerald said.


  Kerry told the other about the incidents of the book and the coffee, and Fitzgerald squinted thoughtfully at his milk. “I’ve given you some psych tests. Too much stimulation isn’t good for you.”


  “A detective yarn!”


  “Carrying it a bit to extremes, I’ll admit. But I can understand why the robot acted that way—though I dunno how it managed it.” He hesitated. “Without intelligence, that is.”


  “Intelligence?” Kerry licked his lips. “I’m not so sure that it’s just a machine. And I’m not crazy.”


  “No, you’re not. But you say the robot was in the front room. How could it tell what you were reading?”


  “Short of X-ray vision and superfast scanning and assimilative powers, I can’t imagine. Perhaps it doesn’t want me to read anything.”


  “You’ve said something,” Fitzgerald grunted. “Know much about theoretical—machines—of that type?”


  “Robots?”


  “Purely theoretical. Your brain’s a colloid, you know. Compact, complicated—but slow. Suppose you work out a gadget with a multi-million radioatom iinit embedded in an insulating material—the result is a brain, Kerry. A brain with a tremendous number of units interacting at light-velocity speeds. A radio tube adjusts current flow when it’s operating at forty million separate signals a second. And—theoretically—a radloatomic brain of the type I’ve mentioned could include perception, recognition, consideration, reaction and adjustment in a hundred-thousandth of a second.”


  “Theory.”


  “I’ve thought so. But I’d like to find out where your radio came from.”


  A page came over. “Telephone call for Mr. Westerfield.”


  Kerry excused himself and left. When he returned, there was a puzzled frown knitting his dark brows. Fitzgerald looked at him inquiringly.


  “Guy named Lloyd, at the Mideastern plant. I was talking to him about the radio.”


  “Any luck?”


  Kerry shook his head. “No. Well, not much. He didn’t know who had built the thing.”


  “But it was built in the plant?”


  “Yes. About two weeks ago—but there’s no record of who worked on it. Lloyd seemed to think that was very, very funny. If a radio’s built in the plant, they know who put it together.”


  “So?”


  “So nothing. I asked him how to open the cabinet, and he said it was easy. Just unscrew the panel in back.”


  “There aren’t any screws,” Fitzgerald said.


  “I know.”


  They looked at one another.


  Fitzgerald said, “I’d give fifty bucks to find out whether that robot was really built only two weeks ago.”


  “Why?”


  “Because a radioatomic brain would need training. Even in such matters as the lighting of a cigarette.”


  “It saw me light one.”


  “And followed the example. The dish-washing—hm-m-m. Induction, I suppose. If that gadget has been trained, it’s a robot. If it hasn’t—” Fitzgerald stopped.


  Kerry blinked. “Yes?”


  “I don’t know what the devil it is. It bears the same relation to a robot that we bear to eohippus. One thing I do know, Kerry; it’s very probable that no scientist today has the knowledge it would take to make a . . . a thing like that.”


  “You’re arguing in circles,” Kerry said. “It was made.”


  “Uh-huh. But how—when—and by whom? That’s what’s got me worried.”


  “Well, I’ve a class in five minutes. Why not come over tonight?”


  “Can’t. I’m lecturing at the Hall. I’ll phone you after, though.”


  With a nod Kerry went out, trying to dismiss the matter from his mind. He succeeded pretty well. But dining alone in a restaurant that night, he began to feel a general unwillingness to go home. A hobgoblin was waiting for him.


  “Brandy,” he told the waiter. “Make it double.”


  Two hours later a taxi let Kerry out at his door. He was remarkably drunk. Things swam before his eyes. He walked unsteadily toward the porch, mounted the steps with exaggerated care, and let himself into the house.


  He switched on a lamp.


  The radio came forward to meet him. Tentacles, thin, but strong as metal, coiled gently around his body, holding him motionless. A pang of violent fear struck through Kerry. He struggled desperately and tried to yell, but his throat was dry.


  From the radio panel a beam of yellow light shot out, blinding the man. It swung down, aimed at his chest. Abruptly a queer taste was perceptible under Kerry’s tongue.


  After a minute or so, the ray clicked out, the tentacles flashed back out of sight, and the console returned to its corner. Kerry staggered weakly to a chair and relaxed, gulping.


  He was sober. Which was quite impossible. Fourteen brandies infiltrate a definite amount of alcohol into the system. One can’t wave a magic wand and instantly reach a state of sobriety. Yet that was exactly what had happened.


  The—robot—was trying to be helpful. Only Kerry would have preferred to remain drunk.


  He got up gingerly and sidled past the radio to the bookshelf. One eye on the combination, he took down the detective novel he had tried to read on the preceding night. As he had expected, the radio took it from his hand and replaced it on the shelf. Kerry, remembering Fitzgerald’s words, glanced at his watch. Reaction time, four seconds.


  He took down a Chaucer and waited, but the radio didn’t stir. However, when Kerry found a history volume, it was gently removed from his fingers. Reaction time, six seconds.


  Kerry located a history twice as thick.


  Reaction time, ten seconds.


  Uh-huh. So the robot did read the books. That meant X-ray vision and superswift reactions. Jumping Jehoshaphat!


  Keny tested more books, wondering what the criterion was. “Alice in Wonderland” was snatched from his hand; Millay’s poems were not. He made a list, with two columns, for future reference.


  The robot, then, was not merely a servant. It was a censor. But what was the standard of comparison?


  After a while he remembered his lecture tomorrow, and thumbed through his notes. Several points needed verification. Rather hesitantly he located the necessary reference book—and the robot took it away from him.


  “Wait a minute,” Kerry said. “I need that.” He tried to pull the volume out of the tentacle’s grasp, without success. The console paid no attention. It calmly replaced the book on its shelf.


  Kerry stood biting his lip. This was a bit too much. The damned robot was a monitor. He sidled toward the book, snatched it, and was out in the hall before the radio could move.


  The thing was coming after him. He could hear the soft padding of its . . . its feet. Kerry scurried into the bedroom and locked the door. He waited, heart thumping, as the knob was tried gently.


  A wire-thin cilia crept through the crack of the door and fumbled with the key. Kerry suddenly jumped forward and shoved the auxiliary bolt into position. But that didn’t help, either. The robot’s precision tools—the specialized antenna—slid it back; and then the console opened the door, walked into the room, and came toward Kerry.


  He felt a touch of panic. With a little gasp he threw the book at the thing, and it caught it deftly. Apparently that was all that was wanted, for the radio turned and went out, rocking awkwardly on its rubbery legs, carrying the forbidden volume. Kerry cursed quietly.


  The phone rang. It was Fitzgerald.


  “Well? How’d you make out?”


  “Have you got a copy of Cassen’s ‘Social Literature of the Ages’ ?”


  “I don’t think so—no. Why?”


  “I’ll get it in the University library tomorrow, then.” Kerry explained what had happened. Fitzgerald whistled softly.


  “Interfering, is it? Hm-m-m. I wonder—”


  “I’m afraid of the thing.”


  “I don’t think it means you any harm. You say it sobered you up?”


  “Yeah. With a light ray. That isn’t very logical.”


  “It might be. The vibrationary equivalent of thiamin chloride.”


  “Light?”


  “There’s vitamin content in sunlight, you know. That isn’t the important point. It’s censoring your reading—and apparently it reads the books, with superfast reactions. That gadget, whatever it is, isn’t merely a robot.”


  “You’re telling me,” Kerry said grimly. “It’s a Hitler.”


  Fitzgerald didn’t laugh. Rather soberly, he suggested, “Suppose you spend the night at my place?”


  “No,” Kerry said, his voice stubborn. “No so-and-so radio’s going to chase me out of my house. I’ll take an ax to the thing first.”


  “We-ell—you know what you’re doing, I suppose. Phone me if anything happens.”


  “O.K.,” Kerry said, and hung up. He went into the living room and eyed the radio coldly. What the devil was it—and what was it trying to do? Certainly it wasn’t merely a robot. Equally certainly, it wasn’t alive, in the sense that a colloid brain is alive.


  Lips thinned, he went over and fiddled with the dials and switches. A swing band’s throbbing erratic tempo came from the console. He tried the short-wave band—nothing unusual there. So?


  So nothing. There was no answer.


  After a while he went to bed.


  At luncheon the next day he brought Cassen’s “Social Literature” to show Fitzgerald.


  “What about it?”


  “Look here,” Kerry flipped the pages and indicated a passage. “Does this mean anything to you?”


  Fitzgerald read it. “Yeah. The point seems to be that individualism is necessary for the production of literature. Right?”


  Kerry looked at him. “I don’t know.”


  “My mind goes funny.”


  Fitzgerald rumpled his gray hair, narrowing his eyes and watching the other man intently. “Come again. I don’t quite—”


  With angry patience, Kerry said, “This morning I went into the library and looked at this reference. I read it all right. But it didn’t mean anything to me. Just words. Know how it is when you’re fagged out and have been reading a lot? You’ll run into a sentence with a lot of subjunctive clauses, and it doesn’t percolate. Well, it was like that.”


  “Read it now,” Fitzgerald said quietly, thrusting the book across the table.


  Kerry obeyed, looking up with a wry smile. “No good.”


  “Read it aloud. I’ll go over it with you, step by step.”


  But that didn’t help. Kerry seemed utterly unable to assimilate the sense of the passage.


  “Semantic block, maybe,” Fitzgerald said, scratching his ear. “Is this the first time it’s happened?”


  “Yes . . . no. I don’t know.”


  “Got any classes this afternoon? Good. Let’s run over to your place.”


  Kerry thrust away his plate. “All right. I’m not hungry. Whenever you’re ready—”


  Half an hour later they were looking at the radio. It seemed quite harmless. Fitzgerald wasted some time trying to pry the panel off, but finally gave it up as a bad job. He found pencil and paper, seated himself opposite Kerry, and began to ask questions.


  At one point he paused. “You didn’t mention that before.”


  “Forgot it, I guess.”


  Fitzgerald tapped his teeth with the pencil. “Hm-m-m. The first time the radio acted up—”


  “It hit me in the eye with a blue light—”


  “Not that. I mean—what it said.”


  Kerry blinked. “What it said?” He hesitated. “ ‘Psychology pattern checked and noted,’ or something like that. I thought I’d tuned in on some station and got part of a quiz program or something. You mean—”


  “Were the words easy to understand? Good English?”


  “No, now that I remember it,” Kerry scowled. “They were slurred quite a lot. Vowels stressed.”


  “Uh-huh. Well, let’s get on.” They tried a word-association test.


  Finally Fitzgerald leaned back, frowning. “I want to check this stuff with the last tests I gave you a few months ago. It looks funny to me—damned funny. I’d feel a lot better if I knew exactly what memory was. We’ve done considerable work on mnemonics—artificial memory. Still, it may not be that at all.”


  “Eh?”


  “That—machine. Either it’s got an artificial memory, has been highly trained, or else it’s adjusted to a different milieu and culture. It has affected you—quite a lot.”


  Kerry licked dry lips. “How?”


  “Implanted blocks in your mind. I haven’t correlated them yet. When I do, we may be able to figure out some sort of answer. No, that thing isn’t a robot. It’s a lot more than that.”


  Kerry took out a cigarette; the console walked across the room and lit it for him. The two men watched with a faint shrinking horror.


  “You’d better stay with me tonight,” Fitzgerald suggested.


  “No,” Kerry said. He shivered.


  The next day Fitzgerald looked for Kerry at lunch, but the younger man did not appear. He telephoned the house, and Martha answered the call.


  “Hello! When did you get back?”


  “Hello, Fitz. About an hour ago. My sister went ahead and had her baby without me—so I came back.” She stopped, and Fitzgerald was alarmed at her tone.


  “Where’s Kerry?”


  “He’s here. Can you come over, Fitz? I’m worried.”


  “What’s the matter with him?”


  “I . . . I don’t know. Come right away.”


  “O.K.,” Fitzgerald said, and hung up, biting his lips. He was worried. When, a short while later, he rang the Westerfield bell, he discovered that his nerves were badly out of control. But sight of Martha reassured him.


  He followed her into the living room. Fitzgerald’s glance went at once to the console, which was unchanged; and then to Kerry, seated motionless by a window. Keny’s face had a blank, dazed look. His pupils were dilated, and he seemed to recognize Fitzgerald only slowly.


  “Hello, Fitz,” he said.


  “How do you feel?”


  Martha broke in. “Fitz, what’s wrong? Is he sick? Shall I call the doctor?”


  Fitzgerald sat down. “Have you noticed anything funny about that radio?”


  “No. Why?”


  “Then listen.” He told the whole story, watching incredulity struggle with reluctant belief on Martha’s face. Presently she said, “I can’t quite—”


  “If Kerry takes out a cigarette, the thing will light it for him. Want to see how it works?”


  “N-no. Yes. I suppose so.” Martha’s eyes were wide.


  Fitzgerald gave Kerry a cigarette. The expected happened.


  Martha didn’t say a word. When the console had returned to its place, she shivered and went over to Kerry. He looked at her vaguely.


  “He needs a doctor, Fitz.”


  “Yes.” Fitzgerald didn’t mention that a doctor might be quite useless.


  “What is that thing?”


  “It’s more than a robot. And it’s been readjusting Kerry. I told you what’s happened. When I checked Kerry’s psychology patterns, I found that they’d altered. He’s lost most of his initiative.”


  “Nobody on earth could have made that—”


  Fitzgerald scowled. “I thought of that. It seems to be the product of a well-developed culture, quite different from ours. Martian, perhaps. It’s such a specialized thing that it naturally fits into a complicated culture. But I do not understand why it looks exactly like a Mideastern console radio.”


  Martha touched Kerry’s hand. “Camouflage?”


  “But why? You were one of my best pupils in psych, Martha. Look at this logically. Imagine a civilization where a gadget like that has its place. Use inductive reasoning.”


  “I’m trying to. I can’t think very well. Fitz, I’m worried about Kerry.”


  “I’m all right,” Kerry said.


  Fitzgerald put his fingertips together. “It isn’t a radio so much as a monitor. In this other civilization, perhaps every man has one, or maybe only a few—the ones who need it. It keeps them in line.”


  “By destroying initiative?”


  Fitzgerald made a helpless gesture. “I don’t know! It worked that way in Kerry’s case. In others—I don’t know.”


  Martha stood up. “I don’t think we should talk any more. Kerry needs a doctor. After that we can decide upon that.” She pointed to the console.


  Fitzgerald said, “It’d be rather a shame to wreck it, but—” His look was significant.


  The console moved. It came out from its corner with a sidling, rocking gait and walked toward Fitzgerald. As he sprang up, the whip-like tentacles flashed out and seized him. A pale ray shone into the man’s eyes.


  Almost instantly it vanished; the tentacles withdrew, and the radio returned to its place. Fitzgerald stood motionless. Martha was on her feet, one hand at her mouth.


  “Fitz!” Her voice shook.


  He hesitated. “Yes? What’s the matter?”


  “Are you hurt? What did it do to you?”


  Fitzgerald frowned a little. “Eh? Hurt? I don’t—”


  “The radio. What did it do?”


  He looked toward the console. “Something wrong with it? Afraid I’m not much of a repair man, Martha.”


  “Fitz.” She came forward and gripped his arm. “Listen to me.” Quick words spilled from her mouth. The radio. Kerry. Their discussion—Fitzgerald looked at her blankly, as though he didn’t quite understand. “I guess I’m stupid today. I can’t quite understand what you’re talking about.”


  “The radio-you know! You said it changed Kerry—” Martha paused, staring at the man.


  Fitzgerald was definitely puzzled. Martha was acting strangely. Queer! He’d always considered her a pretty level-headed girl. But now she was talking nonsense. At least, he couldn’t figure out the meaning of her words—there was no sense to them.


  And why was she talking about the radio? Wasn’t it satisfactory? Kerry had said it was a good buy, with a fine tone and the latest gadgets in it. Fitzgerald wondered, for a fleeting second, if Martha had gone crazy.


  In any case, he was late for his class. He said so. Martha didn’t by to stop him when he went out. She was pale as chalk.


  Kerry took out a cigarette. The radio walked over and held a match.


  “Kerry!”


  “Yes, Martha?” His voice was dead.


  She stared at the . . . the radio. Mars? Another world—another civilization? What was it? What did it want? What was it trying to do?


  Martha let herself out of the house and went to the garage. When she returned, a small hatchet was gripped tightly in her hand.


  Kerry watched. He saw Martha walk over to the radio and lift the hatchet. Then a beam of light shot out, and Martha vanished. A little dust floated up in the afternoon sunlight.


  “Destruction of life-form threatening attack,” the radio said, slurring the words together.


  Kerry’s brain turned over. He felt sick, dazed and horribly empty. Martha—His mind—churned. Instinct and emotion fought with something that smothered them. Abruptly the dams crumbled, and the blocks were gone, the barriers down. Kerry cried out hoarsely, inarticulately, and sprang to his feet.


  “Martha!, he yelled.


  She was gone. Kerry looked around. Where—What had happened? He couldn’t remember.


  He sat down in the chair again, rubbing his forehead. His free hand brought up a cigarette, an automatic reaction that brought instant response. The radio walked forward and held a lighted match ready.


  Kerry made a choking, sick sound and flung himself out of the chair. He remembered now. He picked up the hatchet and sprang toward the console, teeth bared in a mirthless rictus.


  Again the light beam flashed out.


  Kerry vanished. The hatchet thudded onto the carpet.


  The radio walked back to its place and stood motionless once more. A faint clicking proceeded from its radioatomic brain.


  “Subject basically unsuitable,” it said, after a moment. “Elimination has been necessary.” Click! “Preparation for next subject completed.”


  Click.


  “We’ll take it,” the boy said.


  “You won’t be making a mistake,” smiled the rental agent. “It’s quiet, isolated, and the price is quite reasonable.”


  “Not so very,” the girl put in. “But it is just what we’ve been looking for.”


  The agent shrugged. “Of course an unfurnished place would run less. But—”


  “We haven’t been married long enough to get any furniture,” the boy grinned. He put an arm around his wife. “Like it, hon?”


  “Hm-m-m. Who lived here before?”


  The agent scratched his cheek. “Let’s see. Some people named Westerfield, I think. It was given to me for listing just about a week ago. Nice place. If I didn’t own my own house, I’d jump at it myself.”


  “Nice radio,” the boy said. “Late model, isn’t it?” He went over to examine the console.


  “Come along,” the girl urged. “Let’s look at the kitchen again.”


  “O.K., hon.”


  They went out of the room. From the hail came the sound of the agent’s smooth voice, growing fainter. Warm afternoon sunlight slanted through the windows.


  For a moment there was silence. Then—Click!


  THE HUNTERS


  Joseph Samachson


  To all who didn’t know him, Curt George was a mighty hunter and actor. But this time he was up against others who could really act, and whose business was the hunting of whole worlds.


  There were thirty or more of the little girls, their ages ranging apparently from nine to eleven, all of them chirping away like a flock of chicks as they followed the old mother hen past the line of cages. “Now, now, girls,” called Miss Burton cheerily. “Don’t scatter. I can’t keep my eye on you if you get too far away from me. You, Hilda, give me that water pistol. No, don’t fill it up first at that fountain. And Frances, stop bouncing your ball. You’ll lose it through the bars, and a polar bear may get it and not want to give it back.”


  Frances giggled. “Oh, Miss Burton, do you think the polar bear would want to play catch?”


  The two men who were looking on wore pleased smiles. “Charming,” said Manto. “But somewhat unpredictable, despite all our experiences, muy amigo.”


  “No attempts at Spanish, Manto, not here. It calls attention to us. And you are not sure of the grammar anyway. You may find yourself saying things you do not intend.”


  “Sorry, Palit. It wasn’t an attempt to show my skill, I assure you. It’s that by now I have a tendency to confuse one language with another.”


  “I know. You were never a linguist. But about these interesting creatures—”


  “I suggest that they could stand investigation. It would be good to know how they think.”


  “Whatever you say, Manto. If you wish, we shall join the little ladies.”


  “We must have our story prepared first.”


  Palit nodded, and the two men stepped under the shade of a tree whose long, drooping, leaf-covered branches formed a convenient screen. For a moment, the tree hid silence. Then there came from beneath the branches the chatter of girlish voices, and two little girls skipped merrily away. Miss Burton did not at first notice that now she had an additional two children in her charge.


  “Do you think you will be able to keep your English straight?” asked one of the new little girls.


  The other one smiled with amusement and at first did not answer. Then she began to skip around her companion and chant, “I know a secret, I know a secret.”


  There was no better way to make herself inconspicuous. For some time, Miss Burton did not notice her.


  The polar bears, the grizzlies, the penguins, the reptiles, all were left behind. At times the children scattered, but Miss Burton knew how to get them together again, and not one was lost.


  “Here, children, is the building where the kangaroos live. Who knows where kangaroos come from?”


  “Australia!” clanged the shrill chorus.


  “That’s right. And what other animals come from Australia?”


  “I know, Miss Burton!” cried Frances, a dark-haired nine-year-old with a pair of glittering eyes that stared like a pair of critics from a small heart-shaped face. “I’ve been here before. Wallabies and wombats!”


  “Very good, Frances.”


  Frances smirked at the approbation. “I’ve been to the zoo lots of times,” she said to the girl next to her. “My father takes me.”


  “I wish my father would take me too,” replied the other little girl, with an air of wistfulness.


  “Why don’t you ask him to?” Before the other little girl could answer, Frances paused, cocked her head slightly, and demanded, “Who are you? You aren’t in our class.”


  “I’m in Miss Hassel’s class.”


  “Miss Hassel? Who is she? Is she in our school?”


  “I don’t know,” said the other little girl uncertainly. “I go to P. S. 77—”


  “Oh, Miss Burton,” screamed Frances. “Here’s a girl who isn’t in our class! She got lost from her own class!”


  “Really?” Miss Burton seemed rather pleased at the idea that some other teacher had been so careless as to lose one of her charges. “What’s your name, child?”


  “I’m Carolyn.”


  “Carolyn what?”


  “Carolyn Manto. Please, Miss Burton, I had to go to the bathroom, and then when I came out—”


  “Yes, yes, I know.”


  A shrill cry came from another section of her class. “Oh, Miss Burton, here’s another one who’s lost!”


  The other little girl was pushed forward. “Now, who are you?” Miss Burton asked.


  “I’m Doris Palit. I went with Carolyn to the bathroom—”


  Miss Burton made a sound of annoyance. Imagine losing two children and not noticing it right away. The other teacher must be frantic by now, and serve her right for being so careless.


  “All right, you may stay with us until we find a policeman—” She interrupted herself. “Frances, what are you giggling at now?”


  “It’s Carolyn. She’s making faces just like you!”


  “Really, Carolyn, that isn’t at all nice!”


  Carolyn’s face altered itself in a hurry, so as to lose any resemblance to Miss Burton’s. “I’m sorry, Miss Burton, I didn’t really mean to do anything wrong.”


  “Well, I’d like to know how you were brought up, if you don’t know that it’s wrong to mimic people to their faces. A big girl like you, too. How old are you, Carolyn?”


  Carolyn shrank, she hoped imperceptibly, by an inch. “I’m two—”


  An outburst of shrill laughter. “She’s two years old, she’s two years old!”


  “I was going to say, I’m twelve. Almost, anyway.”


  “Eleven years old,” said Miss Burton. “Old enough to know better.”


  “I’m sorry, Miss Burton. And honest, Miss Burton, I didn’t mean anything, but I’m studying to be an actress, and I imitate people, like the actors you see on television—”


  “Oh, Miss Burton, please don’t make her go home with a policeman. If she’s going to be an actress, I’ll bet she’d love to see Curt George!”


  “Well, after the way she’s behaved, I don’t know whether I should let her. I really don’t.”


  “Please, Miss Burton, it was an accident. I won’t do it again.”


  “All right, if you’re good, and cause no trouble. But we still have plenty of time before seeing Mr. George. It’s only two now, and we’re not supposed to go to the lecture hall until four.”


  “Miss Burton,” called Barbara Willman, “do you think he’d give us his autograph?”


  “Now, children, I’ve warned you about that. You mustn’t annoy him. Mr. George is a famous movie actor, and his time is valuable. It’s very kind of him to offer to speak to us, especially when so many grown-up people are anxious to hear him, but we mustn’t take advantage of his kindness.”


  “But he likes children, Miss Burton! My big sister read in a movie magazine where it said he’s just crazy about them.”


  “I know, but—he’s not in good health, children. They say he got jungle fever in Africa, where he was shooting all those lions, and rhinoceroses, and elephants for his new picture. That’s why you mustn’t bother him too much.”


  “But he looks so big and strong, Miss Burton. It wouldn’t hurt him to sign an autograph!”


  “Oh, yes, it would,” asserted one little girl. “He shakes. When he has an attack of fever, his hand shakes.”


  “Yes, Africa is a dangerous continent, and one never knows how the dangers will strike one,” said Miss Burton complacently. “So we must all remember how bravely Mr. George is fighting his misfortune, and do our best not to tire him out.”


  In the bright light that flooded the afternoon breakfast table, Curt George’s handsome, manly face wore an expression of distress. He groaned dismally, and muttered, “What a head I’ve got, what a head. How do you expect me to face that gang of kids without a drink to pick me up?”


  “You’ve had your drink,” said Carol. She was slim, attractive, and efficient. At the moment she was being more efficient than attractive, and she could sense his resentment. “That’s all you get. Now, lay off, and try to be reasonably sober, for a change.”


  “But those kids! They’ll squeal and giggle—”


  “They’re about the only audience in the world that won’t spot you as a drunk. God knows where I could find any one else who’d believe that your hand shakes because of fever.”


  “I know that you’re looking out for my best interests, Carol. But one more drink wouldn’t hurt me.”


  She said wearily, but firmly, “I don’t argue with drunks, Curt. I just go ahead and protect them from themselves. No drinks.”


  “Afterwards?”


  “I can’t watch you the way a mother watches a child.”


  The contemptuous reply sent his mind off on a new tack. “You could if we were married.”


  “I’ve never believed in marrying weak characters to reform them.”


  “But if I proved to you that I could change—”


  “Prove it first, and I’ll consider your proposal afterwards.”


  “You certainly are a cold-blooded creature, Carol. But I suppose that in your profession you have to be.”


  “Cold, suspicious, nasty—and reliable. It’s inevitable when I must deal with such warm-hearted, trusting, and unreliable clients.”


  He watched her move about the room, clearing away the dishes from his meager breakfast. “What are you humming, Carol?”


  “Was I humming?”


  “I thought I recognized it—“All of Me, Why Not Take All of Me”? That’s it! Your subconscious gives you away. You really want to marry me!”


  “A mistake,” she said coolly. “My subconscious doesn’t know what it’s talking about. All I want of you is the usual ten per cent.”


  “Can’t you forget for a moment that you’re an agent, and remember that you’re a woman, too?”


  “No. Not unless you forget that you’re a drunk, and remember that you’re a man. Not unless you make me forget that you drank your way through Africa—”


  “Because you weren’t there with me!”


  “—with hardly enough energy to let them dress you in that hunter’s outfit and photograph you as if you were shooting lions.”


  “You’re so unforgiving, Carol. You don’t have much use for me, do you—consciously, that is?”


  “Frankly, Curt, no. I don’t have much use for useless people.”


  “I’m not entirely useless. I earn you that ten per cent—”


  “I’d gladly forego that to see you sober.”


  “But it’s your contempt for me that drives me to drink. And when I think of having to face those dear little kiddies with nothing inside me—”


  “There should be happiness inside you at the thought of your doing a good deed. Not a drop, George, not a drop.”


  The two little girls drew apart from the others and began to whisper into each other’s ears. The whispers were punctuated by giggles which made the entire childish conversation seem quite normal. But Palit was in no laughing mood. He said, in his own language, “You’re getting careless, Manto. You had no business imitating her expression.”


  “I’m sorry, Palit, but it was so suggestive. And I’m a very suggestible person.”


  “So am I. But I control myself.”


  “Still, if the temptation were great enough, I don’t think you’d be able to resist either.”


  “The issues are important enough to make me resist.”


  “Still, I thought I saw your own face taking on a bit of her expression too.”


  “You are imagining things, Manto. Another thing, that mistake in starting to say you were two hundred years old—”


  “They would have thought it a joke. And I think I got out of that rather neatly.”


  “You like to skate on thin ice, don’t you, Manto? Just as you did when you changed your height. You had no business shrinking right out in public like that.”


  “I did it skillfully. Not a single person noticed.”


  “I noticed.”


  “Don’t quibble.”


  “I don’t intend to. Some of these children have very sharp eyes. You’d be surprised at what they see.”


  Manto said tolerantly, “You’re getting jittery, Palit. We’ve been away from home too long.”


  “I am not jittery in the least. But I believe in taking due care.”


  “What could possibly happen to us? If we were to announce to the children and the teacher, and to every one in this zoo, for that matter, exactly who and what we were, they wouldn’t believe us. And even if they did, they wouldn’t be able to act rapidly enough to harm us.”


  “You never can tell about such things. Wise—people—simply don’t take unnecessary chances.”


  “I’ll grant that you’re my superior in such wisdom.”


  “You needn’t be sarcastic, Manto, I know I’m superior. I realize what a godsend this planet is—you don’t. It has the right gravity, a suitable atmosphere, the proper chemical composition—everything.”


  “Including a population that will be helpless before us.”


  “And you would take chances of losing all this.”


  “Don’t be silly, Palit. What chances am I taking?”


  “The chance of being discovered. Here we stumble on this place quite by accident. No one at home knows about it, no one so much as suspects that it exists. We must get back and report—and you do all sorts of silly things which may reveal what we are, and lead these people to suspect their danger.”


  This time, Manto’s giggle was no longer mere camouflage, but expressed to a certain degree how he felt. “They cannot possibly suspect. We have been all over the world, we have taken many forms and adapted ourselves to many customs, and no one has suspected. And even if danger really threatened, it would be easy to escape. I could take the form of the school teacher herself, of a policeman, of any one in authority. However, at present there is not the slightest shadow of danger. So, Palit, you had better stop being fearful.”


  Palit said firmly, “Be careful, and I won’t be fearful. That’s all there is to it.”


  “I’ll be careful. After all, I shouldn’t want us to lose these children. They’re so exactly the kind we need. Look how inquiring they are, how unafraid, how quick to adapt to any circumstances—”


  Miss Burton’s voice said, “Good gracious, children, what language are you using? Greek?”


  They had been speaking too loud, they had been overheard. Palit and Manto stared at each other, and giggled coyly. Then, after a second to think, Palit said, “Onay, Issmay Urtonbay!”


  “What?”


  Frances shrilled triumphantly, “It isn’t Greek, Miss Burton, it’s Latin—Pig-Latin. She said, ‘No, Miss Burton.’ ”


  “Good heavens, what is Pig-Latin?”


  “It’s a kind of way of talking where you talk kind of backwards. Like, you don’t say, Me, you say, Emay.”


  “You don’t say, Yes, you say Esyay,” added another little girl.


  “You don’t say, You, you say, Ouyay. You don’t say—”


  “All right, all right, I get the idea.”


  “You don’t say—”


  “That’ll do,” said Miss Burton firmly. “Now, let’s get along to the lion house. And please, children, do not make faces at the lions. How would you like to be in a cage and have people make faces at you? Always remember to be considerate to others.”


  “Even lions, Miss Burton?”


  “Even lions.”


  “But Mr. George shot lots of lions. Was he considerate of them too?”


  “There is no time for silly questions,” said Miss Burton, with the same firmness. “Come along.”


  They all trouped after her, Palit and Manto bringing up the rear. Manto giggled, and whispered with amusement, “That Pig-Latin business was quick thinking, Palit. But in fact, quite unnecessary. The things that you do to avoid being suspected!”


  “It never hurts to take precautions. And I think that now it is time to leave.”


  “No, not yet. You are always anxious to learn details before reporting. Why not learn a few more details now?”


  “Because they are not necessary. We already have a good understanding of human customs and psychology.”


  “But not of the psychology of children. And they, if you remember, are the ones who will have to adapt. We shall be asked about them. It would be nice if we could report that they are fit for all-purpose service, on a wide range of planets. Let us stay awhile longer.”


  “All right,” conceded Palit, grudgingly.


  So they stayed, and out of some twigs and leaves they shaped the necessary coins with which to buy peanuts, and popcorn, and ice cream, and other delicacies favored by the young. Manto wanted to win easy popularity by treating a few of the other children, but Palit put his girlish foot down. No use arousing suspicion. Even as it was—


  “Gee, your father gives you an awful lot of spending money,” said Frances enviously. “Is he rich?”


  “We get as much as we want,” replied Manto carelessly.


  “Gosh, I wish I did.”


  Miss Burton collected her brood. “Come together, children, I have something to say to you. Soon it will be time to go in and hear Mr. George. Now, if Mr. George is so kind as to entertain us, don’t you think that it’s only proper for us to entertain him?”


  “We could put on our class play!” yelled Barbara.


  “Barbara’s a fine one to talk,” said Frances. “She doesn’t even remember her lines.”


  “No, children, we mustn’t do anything we can’t do well. That wouldn’t make a good impression. And besides, there is no time for a play. Perhaps Barbara will sing—”


  “I can sing a ‘Thank You’ song,” interrupted Frances.


  “That would be nice.”


  “I can recite,” added another little girl.


  “Fine. How about you, Carolyn? You and your little friend, Doris. Can she act too?”


  Carolyn giggled. “Oh, yes, she can act very well. I can act like people. She can act like animals.” The laughing, girlish eyes evaded a dirty look from the little friend. “She can act like any kind of animal.”


  “She’s certainly a talented child. But she seems so shy!”


  “Oh, no,” said Carolyn. “She likes to be coaxed.”


  “She shouldn’t be like that. Perhaps, Carolyn, you and Doris can do something together. And perhaps, too, Mr. George will be pleased to see that your teacher also has talent.”


  “You, Miss Burton?”


  Miss Burton coughed modestly. “Yes, children, I never told you, but I was once ambitious to be an actress too. I studied dramatics, and really, I was quite good at it. I was told that if I persevered I might actually be famous. Just think, your teacher might actually have been a famous actress! However, in my day, there were many coarse people on the stage, and the life of the theater was not attractive—but perhaps we’d better not speak of that. At any rate, I know the principles of the dramatic art very well.”


  “God knows what I’ll have to go through,” said Curt. “And I don’t see how I can take it sober.”


  “I don’t see how they can take you drunk,” replied Carol.


  “Why go through with it at all? Why not call the whole thing quits?”


  “Because people are depending on you. You always want to call quits whenever you run into something you don’t like. You may as well call quits to your contract if that’s the way you feel.”


  “And to your ten per cent, darling.”


  “You think I’d mind that. I work for my ten per cent, Curt, sweetheart. I work too damn hard for that ten per cent.”


  “You can marry me and take it easy. Honest, Carol, if you treated me better, if you showed me I meant something to you, I’d give up drinking.”


  She made a face. “Don’t talk nonsense. Take your outfit, and let’s get ready to go. Unless you want to change here, and walk around dressed as a lion hunter.”


  “Why not? I’ve walked around dressed as worse. A drunk.”


  “Drunks don’t attract attention. They’re too ordinary.”


  “But a drunken lion hunter—that’s something special.” He went into the next room and began to change. “Carol,” he called. “Do you like me?”


  “At times.”


  “Would you say that you liked me very much?”


  “When you’re sober. Rarely.”


  “Love me?”


  “Once in a blue moon.”


  “What would I have to do for you to want to marry me?”


  “Amount to something.”


  “I like that. Don’t you think I amount to something now? Women swoon at the sight of my face on the screen, and come to life again at the sound of my voice.”


  “The women who swoon at you will swoon at anybody. Besides, I don’t consider that making nitwits swoon is a useful occupation for a real man.”


  “How can I be useful, Carol? No one ever taught me how.”


  “Some people manage without being taught.”


  “I suppose I could think how if I had a drink inside me.”


  “Then you’ll have to do without thinking.”


  He came into the room again, powerful, manly, determined-looking. There was an expression in his eye which indicated courage without end, a courage that would enable him to brave the wrath of man, beast, or devil.


  “How do I look?”


  “Your noble self, of course. A poor woman’s edition of Rudolph Valentino.”


  “I feel terrified. I don’t know how I’m going to face those kids. If they were boys it wouldn’t be so bad, but a bunch of little girls!”


  “They’ll grow up to be your fans, if you’re still alive five years from now. Meanwhile, into each life some rain must fall.”


  “You would talk of water, when you know how I feel.”


  “Sorry. Come on, let’s go.”


  The lecture hall resounded with giggles. And beneath the giggles was a steady undercurrent of whispers, of girlish confidences exchanged, of girlish hopes that would now be fulfilled. Miss Burton’s class was not the only one which had come to hear the famous actor-hunter describe his brave exploits. There were at least five others like it, and by some mistake, a class of boys, who also whispered to each other, in manly superiority, and pretended to find amusement in the presence of so many of the fairer sex.


  In this atmosphere of giggles and whispers, Manto and Palit could exchange confidences without being noticed. Palit said savagely, “Why did you tell her that I could act too?”


  “Why, because it’s the truth. You’re a very good animal performer. You make a wonderful dragon, for instance. Go on, Palit, show her what a fine dragon you can—”


  “Stop it, you fool, before you cause trouble!”


  “Very well, Palit. Did I tempt you?”


  “Did you tempt me! You and your sense of humor!”


  “You and your lack of it! But let’s not argue now, Palit. Here, I think, comes the lion-hunter. Let’s scream, and be as properly excited as every one else is.”


  My God, he thought, how can they keep their voices so high so long? My eardrums hurt already. How do they stand a lifetime of it? Even an hour?


  “Go ahead,” whispered Carol. “You’ve seen the script—go into your act. Tell them what a hero you are. You have the odds in your favor to start with.”


  “My lovely looks,” he said, with some bitterness.


  “Lovely is the word for you. But forget that. If you’re good—you’ll get a drink afterwards.”


  “Will it be one of those occasions when you love me?”


  “If the moon turns blue.”


  He strode to the front of the platform, an elephant gun swinging easily at his side, an easy grin radiating from his confident, rugged face. The cheers rose to a shrill fortissimo, but the grin did not vanish. What a great actor he really was, he told himself, to be able to pretend he liked this.


  An assistant curator of some collection in the zoo, a flustered old woman, was introducing him. There were a few laudatory references to his great talents as an actor, and he managed to look properly modest as he listened. The remarks about his knowledge of wild and ferocious beasts were a little harder to take, but he took them. Then the old woman stepped back, and he was facing his fate alone.


  “Children,” he began. A pause, a bashful grin. “Perhaps I should rather say, my friends. I’m not one to think of you as children. Some people think of me as a child myself, because I like to hunt, and have adventures. They think that such things are childish. But if they are, I’m glad to be a child. I’m glad to be one of you. Yes, I think I will call you my friends.


  “Perhaps you regard me, my friends, as a very lucky person. But when I recall some of the narrow escapes I have had, I don’t agree with you. I remember once, when we were on the trail of a rogue elephant—”


  He told the story of the rogue elephant, modestly granting a co-hero’s role to his guide. Then another story illustrating the strange ways of lions. The elephant gun figured in still another tale, this time of a vicious rhinoceros. His audience was quiet now, breathless with interest, and he welcomed the respite from shrillness he had won for his ears.


  “And now, my friends, it is time to say farewell.” He actually looked sad and regretful. “But it is my hope that I shall be able to see you again—”


  Screams of exultation, shrill as ever, small hands beating enthusiastically to indicate joy. Thank God that’s over with, he thought. Now for those drinks—and he didn’t mean drink, singular. Talk of being useful, he’d certainly been useful now. He’d made those kids happy. What more can any reasonable person want?


  But it wasn’t over with. Another old lady had stepped up on the platform.


  “Mr. George,” she said, in a strangely affected voice, like that of the first dramatic teacher he had ever had, the one who had almost ruined his acting career. “Mr. George, I can’t tell you how happy you have made us all, young and old. Hasn’t Mr. George made us happy, children?”


  “Yes, Miss Burton!” came the shrill scream.


  “And we feel that it would be no more than fair to repay you in some small measure for the pleasure you have given us. First, a ‘Thank You’ song by Frances Heller—”


  He hadn’t expected this, and he repressed a groan. Mercifully, the first song was short. He grinned the thanks he didn’t feel. To think that he could take this, while sober as a judge! What strength of character, what will-power!


  Next, Miss Burton introduced another kid, who recited. And then, Miss Burton stood upright and recited herself.


  That was the worst of all. He winced once, then bore up. You can get used even to torture, he told himself. An adult making a fool of herself is always more painful than a kid. And that affected elocutionist’s voice gave him the horrors. But he thanked her too. His good deed for the day. Maybe Carol would have him now, he thought.


  A voice shrilled, “Miss Burton?”


  “Yes, dear?”


  “Aren’t you going to call on Carolyn to act?”


  “Oh, yes, I was forgetting. Come up here, Carolyn, come up, Doris. Carolyn and Doris, Mr. George, are studying how to act. They act people and animals. Who knows? Some day they, too, may be in the movies, just as you are, Mr. George. Wouldn’t that be nice, children?”


  What the devil do you do in a case like that? You grin, of course—but what do you say, without handing over your soul to the devil? Agree how nice it would be to have those sly little brats with faces magnified on every screen all over the country? Like hell you do.


  “Now, what are we going to act, children?”


  “Please, Miss Burton,” said Doris. “I don’t know how to act. I can’t even imitate a puppy. Really I can’t, Miss Burton—”


  “Come, come, mustn’t be shy. Your friend says that you act very nicely indeed. Can’t want to go on the stage and still be shy. Now, do you know any movie scenes? Shirley Temple used to be a good little actress, I remember. Can you do any scenes that she does?”


  The silence was getting to be embarrassing. And Carol said he didn’t amount to anything, he never did anything useful. Why, if thanks to his being here this afternoon, those kids lost the ambition to go on the stage, the whole human race would have cause to be grateful to him. To him, and to Miss Burton. She’d kill ambition in anybody.


  Miss Burton had an idea. “I know what to do, children. If you can act animals—Mr. George has shown you what the hunter does; you show him what the lions do. Yes, Carolyn and Doris, you’re going to be lions. You are waiting in your lairs, ready to pounce on the unwary hunter. Crouch now, behind that chair. Closer and closer he comes—you act it out, Mr. George, please, that’s the way—ever closer, and now your muscles tighten for the spring, and you open your great, wide, red mouths in a great, great big roar—”


  A deep and tremendous roar, as of thunder, crashed through the auditorium. A roar—and then, from the audience, an outburst of terrified screaming such as he had never heard. The bristles rose at the back of his neck, and his heart froze.


  Facing him across the platform were two lions, tensed as if to leap. Where they had come from he didn’t know, but there they were, eyes glaring, manes ruffled, more terrifying than any he had seen in Africa. There they were, with the threat of death and destruction in their fierce eyes, and here he was, terror and helplessness on his handsome, manly, and bloodless face, heart unfrozen now and pounding fiercely, knees melting, hands—


  Hands clutching an elephant gun. The thought was like a director’s command. With calm efficiency, with all the precision of an actor playing a scene rehearsed a thousand times, the gun leaped to his shoulder, and now its own roar thundered out a challenge to the roaring of the wild beasts, shouted at them in its own accents of barking thunder.


  The shrill screaming continued long after the echoes of the gun’s speech had died away. Across the platform from him were two great bodies, the bodies of lions, and yet curiously unlike the beasts in some ways, now that they were dead and dissolving as if corroded by some invisible acid.


  Carol’s hand was on his arm, Carol’s thin and breathless voice shook as she said, “A drink—all the drinks you want.”


  “One will do. And you.”


  “And me. I guess you’re kind of—kind of useful after all.”


  THE HUNTING LODGE


  Randall Garrett


  “We’ll help all we can,” the Director said, “but if you’re caught, that’s all there is to it.”


  I nodded. It was the age-old warning: If you’re caught, we disown you. I wondered, fleetingly, how many men had heard that warning during the long centuries of human history, and I wondered how many of them had asked themselves the same question I was asking:


  Why am I risking my neck?


  And I wondered how many of them had had an answer.


  “Ready, then?” the Director asked, glancing at his watch. I nodded and looked at my own. The shadow hands pointed to 2250.


  “Here’s the gun.”


  I took it and checked its loading. “Untraceable, I suppose?”


  He shook his head. “It can be traced, all right, but it won’t lead to us. A gun which couldn’t be traced almost certainly would be associated with us. But the best thing to do would be to bring the gun back with you; that way, it’s in no danger of being traced.”


  The way he said it gave me a chill. He wanted me back alive, right enough, but only so there would be no evidence.


  “O.K.” I said. “Let’s go.”


  I put a nice, big, friendly grin on my face. After all, there was no use making him feel worse than necessary. I knew he didn’t like sending men out to be killed. I slipped the sleeve gun into its holster and then faced him.


  “Blaze away!”


  He looked me over, then touched the hypno controls. A light hit my eyes.


  I was walking along the street when I came out of it, heading toward a flitter stand. An empty flitter was sitting there waiting, so I climbed in and sat down.


  Senator Rowley’s number was ORdway 63-911. I dialed it and leaned back, just as though I had every right to go there.


  The flitter lifted perfectly and headed northwest, but I knew perfectly well that the scanners were going full blast, sorting through their information banks to find me.


  A mile or so out of the city, the flitter veered to the right, locked its controls, and began to go around in a tight circle.


  The viewphone lit up, but the screen stayed blank. A voice said: “Routine check. Identify yourself, please.”


  Routine! I knew better. But I just looked blank and stuck my right forearm into the checker. There was ashort hum while the ultrasonic scanners looked at the tantalum identity plate riveted to the bone.


  “Thank you, Mr. Gifford,” said the voice. The phone cut off, but the flitter was still going in circles.


  Then the phone lit again, and Senator Rowley’s face—thin, dark, and bright-eyed—came on the screen.


  “Gifford! Did you get it?”


  “I got it, sir,” I answered quietly.


  He nodded, pleased. “Good! I’ll be waiting for you.”


  Again the screen went dark, and this time the flitter straightened out and headed northwest once more.


  I tried not to feel too jittery, but I had to admit to myself that I was scared. The senator was dangerous. If he could get a finger into the robot central office of the flitters, there was no way of knowing how far his control went.


  He wasn’t supposed to be able to tap a flitter any more than he was supposed to be able to tap a phone. But neither one was safe now.


  Only a few miles ahead of me was the Lodge, probably the most tightly guarded home in the world.


  I knew I might not get in, of course. Senator Anthony Rowley was no fool, by a long shot. He placed his faith in robots. A machine might fail, but it would never be treacherous.


  I could see the walls of the Lodge ahead as the flitter began to lose altitude. I could almost feel the watching radar eyes that followed the craft down, and it made me nervous to realize that a set of high-cycle guns were following the instructions of those eyes.


  And, all alone in that big mansion—or fortress—sat Senator Rowley like a spider in the middle of an intangible web.


  The public flitter, with me in it, lit like a fly on the roof of the mansion. I took a deep breath and stepped out. The multiple eyes of the robot defenses watched me closely as I got into the waiting elevator.


  The hard plastic of the little sleeve gun was supposed to be transparent to X rays and sonics, but I kept praying anyway. Suddenly I felt a tingle in my arm. I knew what it was; a checker to see if the molecular structure of the tantalum identity plate was according to government specifications in every respect.


  Identity plates were furnished only by the Federal government, but they were also supposed to be the only ones with analyzers. Even the senator shouldn’t have had an unregistered job.


  To play safe, I rubbed at the arm absently. I didn’t know whether Gifford had ever felt that tingle before or not. If he had, he might ignore it, but he wouldn’t let it startle him. If he hadn’t, he might not be startled, but he wouldn’t ignore it. Rubbing seemed the safest course.


  The thing that kept running through my mind was—how much did Rowley trust psychoimpressing?


  He had last seen Gifford four days ago, and at that time, Gifford could no more have betrayed the senator than one of the robots could. Because, psychologically speaking, that’s exactly what Gifford had been—a robot. Theoretically, it is impossible to remove a competent psychoimpressing job in less than six weeks of steady therapy. It could be done in a little less time, but it didn’t leave the patient in an ambient condition. And it couldn’t, under any circumstances, be done in four days.


  If Senator Rowley was thoroughly convinced I was Gifford, and if he trusted psychoimpression, I was in easy.


  I looked at my watch again. 2250. Exactly an hour since I had left. The change in time zones had occurred while I was in the flitter, and the shadow hands had shifted back to accommodate.


  It seemed to be taking a long time for the elevator to drop; I could just barely feel the movement. The robots were giving me a very thorough going over.


  Finally, the door slid open and I stepped out into the lounge. For the first time in my life, I saw the living face of Senator Anthony Rowley.


  The filters built-into his phone pickup did a lot for him. They softened the fine wrinkles that made his face look like a piece of old leather. They added color to his grayish skin. They removed the yellowishness from his eyes. In short, the senator’s pickup filters took two centuries off his age.


  Longevity can’t do everything for you, I thought. But I could see what it could do, too, if you were smart and had plenty of time. And those who had plenty of time were automatically the smart ones.


  The senator extended a hand. “Give me the briefcase, Gifford.”


  “Yes, sir.” As I held out the small blue case, I glanced at my watch. 2255. And, as I watched, the last five became a six.


  Four minutes to go.


  “Sit down, Gifford.” The senator waved me to a chair. I sat and watched him while he leafed through the supposedly secret papers.


  Oh, they were real enough, all right, but they didn’t contain any information that would be of value to him. He would be too dead for that.


  He ignored me as he read. There was no need to watch Gifford. Even if Gifford had tried anything, the robotic brain in the basement of the house would have detected it with at least one of its numerous sensory devices and acted to prevent the senator’s death long before any mere human could complete any action.


  I knew that, and the senator knew it.


  We sat.


  2257.


  The senator frowned. “This is all, Gifford?”


  “I can’t be sure, of course, sir. But I will say that any further information on the subject is buried pretty deeply. So well hidden, in fact, that even the government couldn’t find it in time to use against you.”


  “Mmmmmm.”


  2258.


  The senator grinned. “This is it,” he said through his tight, thin, old lips. “We’ll be in complete control within a year, Gifford.”


  “That’s good, sir. Very good.”


  It doesn’t take much to play the part of a man who’s been psychoimpressed as thoroughly as Gifford had been.


  2259.


  The senator smiled softly and said nothing. I waited tensely, hoping that the darkness would be neither too long nor too short. I made no move toward the sleeve gun, but I was ready to grab it as soon as


  2300!


  The lights went out—and came on again.


  The senator had time to look both startled and frightened before I shot him through the heart.


  I didn’t waste any time. The power had been cut off from the Great Northwestern Reactor, which supplied all the juice for the whole area, but the senator had provided wisely for that. He had a reactor of his own built in for emergencies; it had cut in as soon as the Great Northwestern had gone out.


  But cutting off the power to a robot brain is the equivalent of hitting a man over the head with a black-jack; it takes time to recover. It was that time lapse which had permitted me to kill Rowley and which would, if I moved fast enough, permit me to escape before its deadly defenses could be rallied against me.


  I ran toward a door and almost collided with it before I realized that it wasn’t going to open for me. I had to push it aside. I kept on running, heading for an outside entrance. There was no way of knowing how long the robot would remain stunned.


  Rowley had figured he was being smart when he built a single centralized computer to take over all the defenses of the house instead of having a series of simple brains, one for each function. And, in a way, I guess he was right; the Lodge could act as a single unit that way.


  But Rowley had died because he insisted on that complication; the simpler the brain, the quicker the recovery.


  The outside door opened easily enough; the electrolocks were dead. I was still surrounded by walls; the nearest exit was nearly half a mile away. That didn’t bother me; I wasn’t going to have to use it. There was a high-speed flitter waiting for me above the clouds.


  I could hear it humming down toward me. Then I could see it, drifting down in a fast spiral.


  Whoom!


  I was startled for a timeless instant as I saw the flitter dissolve in a blossom of yellow-orange flame. The flare, marking the end of my escape craft, hung in the air for an endless second and then died slowly.


  I realized then that the heavy defenses of the Lodge had come to life.


  I didn’t even stop to think. The glowing red of the fading explosion was still lighting the ground as I turned and sprinted toward the garage. One thing I knew; the robot would not shoot down one of the senator’s own machines unless ordered to do so.


  The robot was still not fully awake. It had reacted to the approach of a big, fast-moving object, but it still couldn’t see a running man. Its scanners wouldn’t track yet.


  I shoved the garage doors open and looked inside. The bright lights disclosed ground vehicles and nothing more. The Hitters were all on the roof.


  I hadn’t any choice; I had to get out of there, and fast!


  The senator had placed a lot of faith in the machines that guarded the Lodge. The keys were in the lock of one big Ford-Studebaker. I shoved the control from auto to manual, turned the key and started the engines.


  As soon as they were humming, I started the car moving. And none too soon, either. The doors of the garage slammed after me like the jaws of a man trap. I gunned the car for the nearest gate, hoping that this one last effort would be successful. If I didn’t make it through the outer gate, I might as well give up.


  As I approached the heavy outer gates, I could see that they were functioning; I’d never get them open by hand. But the robot was still a little confused. It recognized the car and didn’t recognize me. The gates dropped, so I didn’t even slow the car. Pure luck again.


  And close luck, at that. The gates tried to come back up out of the ground even as the heavy vehicle went over them; there was a loud bump as the rear wheels hit the top of the rising gate. But again the robot was too late.


  I took a deep breath and aimed the car toward the city. So far, so good. A clean getaway.


  Another of the Immortals was dead. Senator Rowley’s political machine would never again force through a vote to give him another longevity treatment, because the senator’s political force had been cut off at the head, and the target was gone. Pardon the mixed metaphor.


  Longevity treatments are like a drug; the more you have, the more you want. I suppose it had been a good idea a few centuries ago to restrict their use to men who were of such use to the race that they deserved to live longer than the average. But the mistake was made in putting it up to the voting public who should get the treatments.


  Of course, they’d had a right to have a voice in it; at the beginning, the cost of a single treatment had been too high for any individual to pay for it. And, in addition, it had been a government monopoly, since the government had paid for the research. So, if the taxpayer’s money was to be spent, the taxpayer had a right to say who it was to be spent on.


  But if a man’s life hangs on his ability to control the public, what other out does he have?


  And the longer he lives, the greater his control. A man can become an institution if he lives long enough. And Senator Rowley had lived long enough; he—


  Something snickered on the instrument panel. I looked, but I couldn’t see anything. Then something moved under my foot. It was the accelerator. The car was slowing.


  I didn’t waste any time guessing; I knew what was happening. I opened the door just as the car stopped. Fortunately, the doors had only manual controls; simple mechanical locks.


  I jumped out of the car’s way and watched it as it backed up, turned around, and drove off in the direction of the Lodge. The robot was fully awake now; it had recalled the car. I hadn’t realized that the senator had set up the controls in his vehicles so that the master robot could take control away from a human being.


  I thanked various and sundry deities that I had not climbed into one of the Hitters. It’s hard to get out of an aircraft when it’s a few thousand feet above the earth.


  Well, there was nothing to do but walk. So I walked.


  It wasn’t more than ten minutes before I heard the buzzing behind me. Something was coming over the road at a good clip, but without headlights. In the darkness, I couldn’t see a thing, but I knew it wasn’t an ordinary car. Not coming from the Lodge.


  I ran for the nearest tree, a big monster at least three feet thick and fifty or sixty feet high. The lowest branch was a heavy one about seven feet from the ground. I grabbed it and swung myself up and kept on climbing until I was a good twenty feet off the ground. Then I waited.


  The whine stopped down the road about half a mile, about where I’d left the Ford-Studebaker. Whatever it was prowled around for a minute or two, then started coming on down the road.


  When it finally came close enough for me to see it in the moonlight, I recognized it for what it was. A patrol robot. It was looking for me.


  Then I heard another whine. But this one was different; it was a siren coming from the main highway.


  Overhead, I heard a flitter whistling through the sky. The police.


  The patrol robot buzzed around on its six wheels, turning its search-turret this way and that, trying to spot me.


  The siren grew louder, and I saw the headlights in the distance. In less than a minute, the lights struck the patrol robot, outlining every detail of the squat, ugly silhouette. It stopped, swiveling its turret toward the police car. The warning light on the turret came on, glowing a bright red.


  The cops slowed down and stopped. One of the men in the car called out, “Senator? Are you on the other end of that thing?”


  No answer from the robot.


  “I guess he’s really dead,” said another officer in a low, awed voice.


  “It don’t seem possible,” the first voice said. Then he called again to the patrol robot. “We’re police officers. Will you permit us to show our identification?”


  The patrol robot clicked a little as the information was relayed back to the Lodge and the answer given. The red warning light turned green, indicating that the guns were not going to fire.


  About that time, I decided that my only chance was to move around so that the trunk of the tree was between me and the road. I had to move slowly so they wouldn’t hear me, but I finally made it.


  I could hear the policeman saying, “According to the information we received, Senator Rowley was shot by his secretary, Edgar Gifford. This patrol job must be hunting him.”


  “Hey!” said another voice. “Here comes another one! He must be in the area somewhere!”


  I could hear the whining of a second patrol robot approaching from the Lodge. It was still about a mile away, judging from the sound.


  I couldn’t see what happened next, but I could hear the first robot moving, and it must have found me, even though I was out of sight. Directional heat detector, probably.


  “In the tree, eh?” said a cop.


  Another called: “All right, Gifford! Come on down!”


  Well, that was it. I was caught. But I wasn’t going to be taken alive. I eased out the sleeve gun and sneaked a peek around the tree. No use killing a cop, I thought, he’s just doing his job.


  So I fired at the car, which didn’t hurt a thing.


  “Look out!”


  “Duck!”


  “Get that blaster going!”


  Good. It was going to be a blaster. It would take off the treetop and me with it. I’d die quickly.


  There was a sudden flurry of shots, and then silence.


  I took another quick peek and got the shock of my life.


  The four police officers were crumpled on the ground, shot down by the patrol robot from the Lodge. One of them—the one holding the blaster—wasn’t quite dead yet. He gasped something obscene and fired the weapon just as two more slugs from the robot’s turret hit him in the chest.


  The turret exploded in a gout of fire.


  I didn’t get it, but I didn’t have time to wonder what was going on. I know a chance when I see one. I swung from the branch I was on and dropped to the ground, rolling over in a bed of old leaves to take up the shock. Then I made a beeline for the police car.


  On the way, I grabbed one of the helmets from a uniformed corpse, hoping that my own tunic was close enough to the same shade of scarlet to get me by. I climbed in and got the machine turned around just as the second patrol robot came into sight. It fired a couple of shots after me, but those patrol jobs don’t have enough armament to shoot down a police car; they’re strictly for hunting unarmed and unprotected pedestrians.


  Behind me there were a couple of flares in the sky that reminded me of my own exploding flitter, but I didn’t worry about what they could be.


  I was still puzzled about the robot’s shooting down the police. It didn’t make sense.


  Oh, well, it had saved my neck, and I wasn’t going to pinch a gift melon.


  The police car I was in had evidently been the only ground vehicle dispatched toward the Lodge—possibly because it happened to be nearby. It was a traffic-control car; the regular homicide squad was probably using Hitters.


  I turned off the private road and onto the highway, easing into the traffic-control pattern and letting the car drift along with the other vehicles. But I didn’t shove it into automatic. I didn’t like robots just then. Besides, if I let the main control panels take over the guiding of the car, someone at headquarters might wonder why car such-and-such wasn’t at the Lodge as ordered; they might wonder why it was going down the highway so unconcernedly.


  There was only one drawback. I wasn’t used to handling a car at a hundred and fifty to two hundred miles an hour. If something should happen to the traffic pattern, I’d have to depend on my own reflexes. And they might not be fast enough.


  I decided I’d have to ditch the police car as soon as I could. It was too much trouble and too easy to spot.


  I had an idea. I turned off the highway again at the next break, a few miles farther on. There wasn’t much side traffic at that time of night, so I had to wait several minutes before the pattern broke again and a private car pulled out and headed down the side road.


  I hit the siren and pulled him over to the side.


  He was an average-sized character with a belligerent attitude and a fat face.


  “What’s the matter, officer? There was nothing wrong with that break. I didn’t cut out of the pattern on manual, you know. I was—” He stopped when he realized that my tunic was not that of a policeman. “Why, you’re not—”


  By then, I’d already cut him down with a stun gun I’d found in the arms compartment of the police car. I hauled him out and changed tunics with him. His was a little loose, but not so much that it would be noticeable. Then I put the helmet on his head and strapped him into the front seat of the police vehicle with the safety belt.


  After being hit with a stun gun, he’d be out for a good hour. That would be plenty of time as far as I was concerned.


  I transferred as much of the police armory as I thought I’d need into the fat-faced fellow’s machine and then I climbed into the police car with him. I pulled the car around and headed back toward the highway.


  Just before we reached the control area, I set the instruments for the Coast and headed him west, back the way I had come.


  I jumped out and slammed the door behind me as the automatic controls took over and put him in the traffic pattern.


  Then I walked back to Fatty’s car, got in, and drove back to the highway. I figured I could trust the controls of a private vehicle, so I set them and headed east, toward the city. Once I was there, I’d have to get a flitter, somehow.


  I spent the next twenty minutes changing my face. I couldn’t do anything about the basic structure; that would have to wait until I got back. Nor could I do anything about the ID plate that was bolted on my left ulna; that, too, would have to wait.


  I changed the color of my hair, darkening it from Gifford’s gray to a mousy brown, and I took a patch of hair out above my forehead to give me a balding look. The mustache went, and the sides of the beard, giving me a goatee effect. I trimmed down the brows and the hair, and put a couple of tubes in my nostrils to widen my nose.


  I couldn’t do much about the eyes; my little pocket kit didn’t carry them. But, all in all, I looked a great deal less like Gifford than I had before.


  Then I proceeded to stow a few weapons on and about my person. I had taken the sleeve gun out of the scarlet tunic when I’d put it on the fat-faced man, but his own chartreuse tunic didn’t have a sleeve holster, so I had to put the gun in a hip pocket. But the tunic was a godsend in another way; it was loose enough to carry a few guns easily.


  The car speaker said: “Attention! You are now approaching Groverton, the last suburb before the city limits. Private automobiles may not be taken beyond this point. If you wish to bypass the city, please indicate. If not, please go to the free storage lot in Groverton.”


  I decided I’d do neither. I might as well make the car as hard to find as possible. I took it to an all-night repair technician in Groverton.


  “Something wrong with the turbos,” I told him. “Give her a complete overhaul.”


  He was very happy to do so. He’d be mighty unhappy when the cops took the car away without paying him for it, but he didn’t look as though he’d go broke from the loss. Besides, I thought it would be a good way to repay Fat-Face for borrowing his car.


  I had purposely kept the hood of my tunic up while I was talking to the auto technician so he wouldn’t remember my new face later, but I dropped the hood as soon as I got to the main street of Groverton. I didn’t want to attract too much attention.


  I looked at my watch. 0111. I’d passed back through the time-change again, so it had been an hour and ten minutes since I’d left the Lodge. I decided I needed something to eat.


  Groverton was one of those old-fashioned suburbs built during the latter half of the twentieth century—sponge-glass streets and sidewalks, aluminum siding on the houses, shiny chrome-and-lucite business buildings. Real quaint.


  I found an automat and went in. There were only a few people on the streets, but the automat wasn’t empty by a long shot. Most of the crowd seemed to be teenage kids getting looped up after a dance. One booth was empty, so I sat down in it, dialed for coffee and barn and eggs, and dropped in the indicated change.


  Shapeless little blobs of color were bouncing around in the tri-di tank in the wall, giving a surrealistic dance accompaniment to “Anna from Texarkana”:


  You should have seen the way she ate!


  Her appetite insatiate


  Was quite enough to break your pocketbook!


  But with a yeast-digamma steak,


  She never made a damn mistake


  What tasty snythefoods that gal could cook!


  Oh, my Anna! Her algae Manna


  Was tasty as a Manna-cake could be!


  Oh, my Anna—from Texarkana!


  Oh, Anna, baby, you’re the gal for me!


  I sipped coffee while the thing went through the third and fourth verses, trying to figure a way to get into the city without having to show the telltale ID plate in my arm.


  “Anna” was cut off in the middle of the fifth verse. The blobs changed color and coalesced into the face of Quinby Lester, news analyst.


  “Good morning, free citizens! We are interrupting this program to bring you an announcement of special importance.”


  He looked very serious, very concerned, and, I thought, just a little bit puzzled. “At approximately midnight last night, there was a disturbance at the Lodge. Four police officers who were summoned to the Lodge were shot and killed by Mr. Edgar Gifford, the creator of the disturbance. This man is now at large in the vicinity. Police are making an extensive search within a five-hundred-mile radius of the Lodge.


  “Have you seen this man?”


  A tri-di of Gifford appeared in place of Lester’s features.


  “This man is armed and dangerous. If you see him, report immediately to MONmouth 6-666-666. If your information leads to the capture of Edgar Gifford, you will receive a reward of ten thousand dollars. Look around you! He may be near you now!”


  Everybody in the automat looked apprehensively at everybody else. I joined them. I wasn’t much worried about being spotted. When everybody wears beards, it’s hard to spot a man under a handful of face foliage. I was willing to bet that within the next half hour the police would be deluged with calls from a thousand people who honestly thought they had seen Edgar Gifford.


  The cops knew that. They were simply trying to scare me into doing something foolish.


  They needn’t have done that; I was perfectly capable of doing something foolish without their help.


  I thought carefully about my position. I was about fifteen miles from safety. Question: Could I call for help? Answer: No. Because I didn’t know the number. I didn’t even know who was waiting for me. All that had been erased from my mind when the Director hypnoed me. I couldn’t even remember who I was working for or why!


  My only chance was to get to Fourteenth and Riverside Drive. They’d pick me up there.


  Oh, well, if I didn’t make it, I wasn’t fit to be an assassin, anyway.


  I polished off the breakfast and took another look at my watch. 0147. I might as well get started; I had fifteen miles to walk.


  Outside, the streets were fairly quiet. The old-fashioned streets hadn’t been built to clean themselves; a robot sweeper was prowling softly along the curb, sucking up the day’s debris, pausing at every cross street to funnel the stuff into the disposal drains to be carried to the processing plant.


  A few people were walking the streets. Ahead of me, a drunk was sitting on the curb sucking at a bottle that had collapsed long ago, hoping to get one last drop out of it.


  I decided the best way to get to my destination was to take Bradley to Macmillan, follow Macmillan to Fourteenth, then stay on Fourteenth until I got to Riverside Drive.


  But no free citizen would walk that far. I’d better not look like one. I walked up to the swiller.


  “Hey, Joe, how’d you like to make five?”


  He looked up at me, trying to focus. “Sure, Sid, sure. Whatta gotta do?”


  “Sell me your tunic.”


  He blinked. “Zissa gag? Ya get ‘em free.”


  “No gag. I want your tunic.”


  “Sure. Fine. Gimme that five.”


  He peeled off the charity brown tunic and I handed him the five note. If I had him doped out right, he’d be too drunk to remember what had happened to his tunic. He’d be even drunker when he started on that five note.


  I pulled the brown on over the chartreuse tunic. I might want to get into a first-class installation, and I couldn’t do it wearing charity brown.


  “LOOK OUT!”


  CLIK LIK LIK LIK LIK LIK LIK!


  I felt something grab my ankle and I turned fast. It was the street cleaner! It had reached out a retractable picker and was trying to lift me into its hopper!


  The drunk, who had done the yelling, tried to back away, but he stumbled and banged his head on the soft sidewalk. He stayed down—not out, but scared.


  Another claw came out of the cleaner and grabbed my shoulder. The two of them together lifted me off the ground and pulled me toward the open hopper. I managed to get my gun out. These cleaners weren’t armored; if I could only get in a good shot—


  I fired three times, blowing the pickup antenna off the control dome. When the claws opened, I dropped to the sidewalk and ran. Behind me, the robot, no longer under the directions of the central office, began to flick its claws in and out and run around in circles. The drunk didn’t manage to get out from under the treads in time.


  A lot of people had stopped to watch the brief tussle, a few of them pretty scared. It was unheard of for a street cleaner to go berserk like that.


  I dodged into an alleyway and headed for the second level. I was galloping up the escalator full tilt when the cop saw me. He was on the other escalator, going down, but he didn’t say there long.


  “Halt!” he yelled, as he vaulted over the waist-high partition and landed on the UP escalator. By that time, I was already on the second level and running like mad.


  “Halt or I fire!” he yelled.


  I ducked into a doorway and pulled out the stun gun. I turned just in time to see one of the most amazing sights I have ever been privileged to witness. The cop was running toward me, his gun out, when he passed in front of a bottled goods vendor. At that instant, the vendor opened up, delivering a veritable avalanche of bottles into the corridor. The policeman’s foot hit one of the rubbery, bouncing cylinders and slipped just as he pulled the trigger.


  His shot went wild, and I fired with the stun gun before the cop could hit the floor. He lay still, bottles rolling all around him.


  I turned and ran again. I hadn’t gone far before another cop showed up, running toward me. I made a quick turn toward the escalators and went down again toward street level.


  The cop wasn’t prepared for what happened to him when he stepped on the escalator. He was about halfway down, running, when the belt suddenly stopped and reversed itself. The policeman pitched forward on his face and tumbled down the stair.


  I didn’t wait to see what happened next. I turned the corner, slowed down, and walked into a bar. I tried to walk slowly enough so that I wouldn’t attract attention and headed for the rest room.


  I went in, locked the door behind me, and looked around.


  As far as I could tell, there were no sensory devices in the place, so I pulled the last of my make-up kit out and went to work. This time, I went whole hog. Most of the hair went from the top of my head, and what was left became pure white. I didn’t take off the goatee; a beardless man would stand out. But the goatee went white, too.


  Then a fine layer of plastic sprayed on my face and hands gave me an elderly network of wrinkles.


  All the time I was doing this, I was wondering what was going on with the robots. It was obvious to me that the Lodge was connected illegally with every robot service in the city—possibly in the whole sector.


  The street sweeper had recognized me and tried to get me; that was clear enough. But what about the vending machine and the escalator? Was the Lodge’s master computer still foggy from the power cutoff? It shouldn’t be; not after two hours. Then why had the responses been so slow? Why had they tripped the cops instead of me? It didn’t make sense.


  That’s when it hit me. Was Rowley really dead?


  I couldn’t be absolutely sure, could I? And the police hadn’t said anything about a murder. Just a “disturbance.” No, wait. The first cops, the ones whose car I’d taken. What had they said the robot reported? I couldn’t remember the exact words.


  It still didn’t settle the question.


  For a moment, I found myself wishing we had a government like the United States had had back in the third quarter of the Twentieth Century, back in the days of strong central government, before everybody started screaming about Citizen’s Rights and the preservation of the status quo. There wouldn’t be any of this kind of trouble now—maybe.


  But they had other kinds just as bad.


  This wasn’t the best of all possible worlds, but I was living in it. Of course, I didn’t know how long that happy situation would exist just then.


  Somebody rapped on the door.


  I didn’t know who it was, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Maybe it was a cop. I climbed out the back window and headed down the alley toward Bradley Avenue.


  If only I could get rid of that plate in my arm! The average citizen doesn’t know it, but it isn’t really necessary to put your arm in an ID slot to be identified. A sonobeam can pick up a reflected recording from your plate at twenty feet if there’s a scanner nearby to direct it.


  I walked slowly after running the length of the alley, staying in the shadows as much as possible, trying to keep out of the way of anyone and everyone.


  For six blocks or so, I didn’t see a soul. Then, just as I turned onto West Bradley, I came face to face with a police car. I froze.


  I was ready to pull and shoot; I wanted the cop to kill me before he picked me up.


  He slowed up, looked at me sharply, looked at his instrument panel, then drove on. I just stood there, flabbergasted. I knew as well as I knew anything that he’d beamed that plate in my arm!


  As the car turned at the next corner, I backed into a nearby doorway, trying to figure out what I should do next. Frankly, I was jumpy and scared; I didn’t know what they were up to.


  I got even more jumpy when the door behind me gave. I turned fast and made a grab for my gun. But I didn’t take it out.


  The smoothly dressed girl said: “What’s the matter, Grandfather?”


  It wasn’t until then that I realized how rattled I was. I looked like a very old man, but I wasn’t acting like one. I paused to force my mind to adjust.


  The girl was in green. The one-piece shortsuit, the sandals, the toenails, fingernails, lips, eyes, and hair. All green. The rest of her was a smooth, even shade of pink.


  She said: “You needn’t be afraid that anyone will see you. We arrange—Oh!”


  I knew what she was oh’ing about. The charity brown of my tunic.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, frowning. “We can’t—”


  I cut her off this time. “I have money, my dear,” I smiled. “And I’m wearing my own tunic.” I flashed the chartreuse on her by opening the collar. “I see, Grandfather. Won’t you come in?”


  I followed the green girl in to the desk of the Program Planner, a girl who was a deep blue in the same way that the first girl was green. I outlined what I wanted in a reedy, anticipating voice and was taken to a private room.


  I locked the door behind me. A plaque on the door was dated and sealed with the City stamp:


  GUARANTEE OF PRIVACY


  This room has been inspected and sealed against scanners, microphones, and other devices permitting the observation or recording of actions within it, in accordance with the provisions of the Privacy Act.


  That was all very fine, but I wouldn’t put enough faith in it to trust my life to it. I relaxed in a soft, heavy lounge facing the one-way wall. The show was already going on. I wasn’t particularly interested in the fertility rites of the worshipers of Mahrud—not because they weren’t intrinsically interesting, but because I had to do some thinking to save my own skin.


  Senator Rowley, in order to keep his section under control, had coupled in his own robot’s sensory organs with those of the city’s Public Services Department and those of various business concerns, most of which were either owned outright or subsidized by the senator.


  But something had happened to that computer; for some reason, its actions had become illogical and inefficient. When the patrol car had spotted me on the street, for instance, the sonobeam, which had penetrated the flesh of my arm and bounced off the tantalum plate back to the pickup, had relayed the modified vibrations back to the Central Files for identification. And the Files had obviously given back the wrong information.


  What had gone wrong? Was the senator still alive, keeping his mouth shut and his eyes open? If so, what sort of orders was he giving to the robot? I didn’t get many answers, and the ones I did get were mutually contradictory.


  I was supposed to be back before dawn, but I could see now that I’d never make it. Here in Groverton, there weren’t many connections with Public Services; the robot couldn’t keep me under observation all the time. But the deeper into the city I penetrated, the more scanners there would be. I couldn’t take a private car in, and I didn’t dare take a flitter or a ground taxi. I’d be spotted in the subways as soon as I walked in. I was in a fix, and I’d have to think my way out.


  I don’t know whether it was the music or the soft lights or my lack of sleep or the simple fact that intense concentration is often autohypnotic. At any rate, I dozed off, and the next thing I remember is the girl bringing in the papers.


  This gal was silver. I don’t know how the cosmeticians had done it, but looking into her eyes was like looking into a mirror; the irises were a glittering silver halo surrounding the dark pupil. Her hair was the same way; not white, but silver.


  “Good morning, Grandfather,” she said softly. “Here are the newspapers you asked for.”


  I was thankful for that “Grandfather”; it reminded me that I was an old man before I had a chance to say anything.


  “Thank you, my dear, thank you. Just put them here.”


  “Your coffee will be in in a moment.” She moved out as quietly as she had come in.


  Something was gnawing at the back of my brain; something like a dream you know you’ve had but forgotten completely. I concentrated on it a moment, trying to bring it out into the open, but it wouldn’t come, so I gave it up and turned to the paper, still warm from the reproducer.


  It was splattered all over the front page:


  MYSTERIOUS TROUBLE AT THE LODGE


  Police Unable to Enter


  The Police Department announced this morning that they have been unable, thus far, to pass the defenses of the Lodge after receiving a call last night that Senator Rowley had been shot by his secretary, Mr. Edgar Gifford.


  Repeated attempts to contact the senator have resulted in failure, says a Department spokesman.


  Thus far, three police Hitters under robot control have been shot down in attempting to land at the Lodge, and one ground car has been blown up. Another ground car, the first to respond to the automatic call for help, was stolen by the fleeing Gifford after killing the four officers in the car. The stolen vehicle was recovered early this morning several hundred miles from here, having been reported by a Mr.


  It went on with the usual statement that the police expected to apprehend the murderous Mr. Gifford at any moment.


  Another small item in the lower left-hand corner registered the fact that two men had been accidentally caught by a street cleaner and had proceeded to damage it. One of the men was killed by the damaged machine, but the other managed to escape. The dead man was a charity case, named Brodwick, and his associates were being checked.


  So much for that. But the piece that really interested me was the one that said:


  SENATOR LUTHER GRENDON


  OFFERS AID


  “Federal Government Should Keep Hands Off,” says Grendon.


  Eastern Sector Senator Grendon said early this morning that he would do all in his power to aid Northwestern Sector in “apprehending the murderer of my colleague and bring to justice the organization behind him.”


  “There is,” he said, “no need to call in the Federal Government at this time. The citizens of an independent sector are quite capable of dealing with crime within their own boundaries.”


  Interviewed later, Senator Quintell of Southwestern Sector agreed that there was no need to call in the FBI or “any other Federal Agency.”


  The other senators were coming in for the kill, even before it was definitely established that the senator was dead.


  Well, that was that. I decided I’d better get going. It would be better to travel during the daytime: it’s hard for a beam to be focused on an individual citizen in a crowd.


  While the other Immortals were foreclosing on Senator Rowley’s private property, there might be time for me to get back safely.


  The silver girl was waiting for me as I stepped out the door to the private room.


  “This way, Grandfather,” she said, the everpresent smile on her glittering lips. She started down the corridor. “This isn’t the way out,” I said, frowning.


  She paused, still smiling. “No, sir, it isn’t the way you came in, but, you see, our number has come up. The Medical Board has sent down a checker.”


  That almost floored me. Somehow, the Lodge had known where I was and had instituted a check against this particular house. That meant that every door was sealed except the one where the robot Medical checker was waiting.


  The perfect trap. The checker was armed and armored, naturally; there were often people who did not want to be detained at the hospital—and at their own expense, if they were free citizens.


  I walked slowly, as an old man should, stalling for time. The only armament a checker had was a stun gun; that was a point in my favor. But I needed more information.


  “My goodness,” I said, “you should have called me earlier, my dear, as soon as the checker came.”


  “It’s only been here fifteen minutes, Grandfather,” the silver girl answered.


  Then there were still plenty of customers in the building!


  The girl was just ahead of me in the corridor. I beamed her down with the stun gun and caught her before she hit the floor. I carried her back into the private room I had just left and laid her on the couch.


  Then I started pulling down draperies. They were all heavy synthetic stuff that wouldn’t burn unless they were really hot. I got a good armful, went back into the corridor, and headed for the opposite end of the building. Nobody bothered me on the way; everybody was still occupied.


  At the end of the hall, I piled the stuff on the floor beneath some other hangings. Then I took two of the power cartridges from the stun gun and pried them open. The powder inside ought to burn nicely. It wouldn’t explode unless it was sealed inside the gun, where the explosion was channeled through the supersonic whistle in the barrel to form the beam.


  I took out my lighter and applied the flame to a sheet of the newspaper I had brought along, then I laid the paper on top of the opened cartridges. I got well back and waited.


  I didn’t take more than a second or two to ignite the powder. It hissed and went up in a wave of white heat. The plastic curtains started to smolder. Within less than a minute, the hallway was full of thick, acrid smoke.


  I knew the building wouldn’t burn, but I was hoping none of the other customers was as positive as I.


  I yelled “Fire!” at the top of my lungs, then headed for the stairway and ran to the bottom. I waited just inside the street door for action.


  Outside, I could hear the soft humming of a guard robot, stationed there by the checker to make sure no one left through that door.


  The smoldering of the curtains put out plenty of smoke before they got hot enough to turn in the fire alarm and bring out the fire-fighter robots stationed in the walls. The little terrier-sized mechanisms scurried all over the place, looking for heat sources to squirt at. Upstairs, a heavy CO2 blanket began to drift down.


  I wasn’t worried about the fire robots; they didn’t have the sensory apparatus to spot me. All they could find was fire. They would find it and smother it, but the place was already full of smoke, which was all I wanted.


  It was the smoke that did the job, really. People don’t like to stay in buildings that appear to be burning down, no matter how safe they think they are. Customers came pouring down the stairway and out the door like angry wasps out of a disturbed hive. I went with them.


  I knew that a fire signal would change the checker’s orders. It couldn’t keep people inside a burning building. Unfortunately, I hadn’t realized to what extent the Lodge would go to get me, or to what extent it was capable of countermanding normal orders.


  The guard robot at the door started beaming down everybody as they came out, firing as fast as it could scan and direct. It couldn’t distinguish me from the others, of course; not in that mob. But it was hitting everything that moved with its stun beam. Luckily, it couldn’t scan and direct fast enough to get everybody; there were too many. I watched and waited for a second or two until the turret was facing away from the corner, then I ran like the very devil, dodging as I ran.


  A stun beam hit the fingers of my left hand, and my arm went dead to the elbow. The guard robot had spotted me! I made it around the corner and ducked into a crowd of people who were idly watching the smoke billowing from the upper windows.


  I kept moving through the crowd, trying to put as much distance between myself and the checker’s guards as possible. The guard evidently hadn’t recognized me, personally, as Gifford, because it realized the futility of trying to cut down everyone in Groverton to find me and gave up on the crowd outside. But it kept hitting the ones who came out the door.


  I got away fast. The thing really had me worried. I had no desire whatever to get myself mixed up with a nutty robot, but, seemingly, there was no way to avoid it.


  I circled around and went down to Corliss Avenue, parallel to Bradley, for about seven blocks before I finally walked back over to Bradley again. Two or three times, police cars came by, but either they didn’t test me with their beams or the answers they got weren’t incriminating.


  I was less than a block from the city limits when something hard and hot and tingling burned through my nerves like acid and I blacked out.


  Maybe you’ve never been hit by a stun beam, but if you’ve ever had your leg go to sleep, you know what it feels like. And you know what it feels like when you wake up; that painful tingling all over that hurts even worse if you try to move.


  I knew better than to try to move. I just lay still, waiting for the terrible tingling to subside. I had been out, I knew, a little less than an hour. I knew, because I’d been hit by stunners before, and I know how long it takes my body to throw off the paralysis.


  Somebody’s voice said, “He’ll be coming out of it anytime now. Shake him and see.”


  A hand shook me, and I gasped. I couldn’t help it; with my nerves still raw from the stunner, it hurt to be shaken that way.


  “Sorry, Gifford,” said another voice, different from the first. “Just wanted to see. Wanted to see if you were with us.”


  “Leave him alone a few minutes,” the first voice said. “That hurts. It’ll wear off quickly.”


  It was wearing off already. I opened my eyes and tried to see what was going on. At first, the visual pattern was a blithering swirl of meaningless shapes and crackling colors, but it finally settled down to a normal ceiling with a normal light panel in it. I managed to turn my head, in spite of the nerve-shocks, and saw two men sitting in chairs beside the bed.


  One of them was short, round, and blond, with a full set of mutton chops, a heavy mustache, and a clean-shaven, firm chin. The other man was taller, muscular, with a full Imperial and smooth cheeks.


  The one with the Imperial said, “Sorry we had to shoot you down that way, Gifford. But we didn’t want to attract too much attention that close to the city limits.”


  They weren’t cops, then. Of that much, I could be certain. At least they weren’t the police of this sector. So they were working for one of the other Immortals.


  “Whose little boys are you?” I asked, trying to grin.


  Evidently I did grin, because they grinned back. “Funny,” said the one with the mutton chops, “but that’s exactly what we were going to ask you.”


  I turned my head back again and stared at the ceiling. “I’m an orphan,” I said.


  The guy with the mutton chops chuckled. “Well,” he grinned at the other man, “what do you think of that, Colonel?”


  The colonel (Of what? I wondered) frowned, pulling heavy brows deep over his gray eyes. His voice came from deep in his chest and seemed to be muffled by the heavy beard.


  “We’ll level with you, Gifford. Mainly because we aren’t sure. Mainly because of that. We aren’t sure even you know the truth. So we’ll level.”


  “Your blast,” I said.


  “O.K., here’s how it looks from our side of the fence. It looks like this. You killed Rowley. After fifteen years of faithful service, you killed him. Now we know—even if you don’t—that Rowley had you psychoimpressed every six months for fifteen years. Or at least he thought he did.”


  “He thought he did?” I asked, just to show I was interested.


  “Well, yes. He couldn’t have, really, you see. He couldn’t have. Or at least not lately. A psychoimpressed person can’t do things like that. Also, we know that nobody broke it, because it takes six weeks of steady, hard therapy to pull a man out of it. And a man’s no good after that for a couple more weeks. You weren’t out of Rowley’s sight for more than four days.” He shrugged. “You see?”


  “I see,” I said. The guy was a little irritating in his manner. I didn’t like the choppy way he talked.


  “For a while,” he said, “we thought it might be an impersonation. But we checked your plate”—he gestured at my arm—“and it’s O.K. The genuine article. So it’s Gifford’s plate, all right. And we know it couldn’t have been taken out of Gifford’s arm and transferred to another arm in four days.


  “If there were any way to check fingerprints and eye patterns, we might be able to be absolutely sure, but the Privacy Act forbids that, so we have to go on what evidence we have in our possession now.


  “Anyway, we’re convinced that you are Gifford. So that means somebody has been tampering with your mind. We want to know who it is. Do you know?”


  “No,” I said, quite honestly.


  “You didn’t do it yourself, did you?”


  “No.”


  “Somebody’s behind you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you know who?”


  “No. And hold those questions a minute. You said you’d level with me. Who are you working for?”


  The two of them looked at each other for a second, then the colonel said: “Senator Quintell.”


  I propped myself up on one elbow and held out the other hand, fingers extended. “All right, figure for yourself. Rowley’s out of the picture; that eliminates him.” I pulled my thumb in. “You work for Quintell; that eliminates him.” I dropped my little finger and held it with my thumb. “That leaves three Immortals. Grendon, Lasser, and Waterford. Lasser has the Western Sector; Waterford, the Southern. Neither borders on Northwestern, so that eliminates them. Not definitely, but probably. They wouldn’t be tempted to get rid of Rowley as much as they would Quintell.


  “So that leaves Grendon. And if you read the papers, you’ll know that he’s pushing in already.”


  They looked at each other again. I knew they weren’t necessarily working for Quintell; I was pretty sure it was Grendon. On the other hand, they might have told the truth so that I’d be sure to think it was Grendon. I didn’t know how deep their subtlety went, and I didn’t care. It didn’t matter to me who they were working for.


  “That sounds logical,” said the colonel. “Very logical.”


  “But we have to know,” added Mutton Chops. “We were fairly sure you’d head back toward the city; that’s why we set up guards at the various street entrances. Since that part of our prediction worked out, we want to see if the rest of it will.”


  “The rest of it?”


  “Yeah. You’re expendable. We know that. The organization that sent you doesn’t care what happens to you now, otherwise they wouldn’t have let you loose like that. They don’t care what happens to Eddie Gifford.


  “So they must have known you’d get caught. Therefore, they’ve got you hypnoed to a fare-thee-well. And we probably won’t find anything under the hypno, either. But we’ve got to look; there may be some little thing you’ll remember. Some little thing that will give us the key to the whole organization.”


  I nodded. That was logical, very logical, as the colonel had said. They were going to break me. They could have done it gently, removed every bit of blocking and covering that the hypnoes had put in without hurting me a bit. But that would take time; I knew better than to think they were going to be gentle. They were going to peel my mind like a banana and then slice it up and look at it.


  And if they were working for any of the Immortals, I had no doubt that they could do what they were planning. It took equipment, and it took an expert psychometrician, and a couple of good therapists—but that was no job at all if you had money.


  The only trouble was that I had a few little hidden tricks that they’d never get around. If they started fiddling too much with my mind, a nice little psychosomatic heart condition would suddenly manifest itself. I’d be dead before they could do anything about it. Oh, I was expendable, all right.


  “Do you want to say anything before we start?” the colonel asked.


  “No.” I didn’t see any reason for giving them information they didn’t earn.


  “O.K.” He stood up, and so did the mutton-chopper. “I’m sorry we have to do this, Gifford. It’ll be hard on you, but you’ll be in good condition inside of six or eight months. So long.”


  They walked out and carefully locked the door behind them.


  I sat up for the first time and looked around. I didn’t know where I was; in an hour, I could have been taken a long ways away from the city.


  I hadn’t been, though. The engraving on the bed said:


  DELLFIELD SANATORIUM


  I was on Riverside Drive, less than eight blocks from the rendezvous spot.


  I walked over to the window and looked out. I could see the roof of the tenth level about eight floors beneath me. The window itself was a heavy sheet of transite welded into the wall. There was a polarizer control to the left to shut out the light, but there was no way to open the window. The door was sealed, too. When a patient got violent, they could pump gas in through the ventilators without getting it into the corridor.


  They’d taken all my armament away, and, incidentally, washed off the thin plastic film on my hands and face. I didn’t look so old any more. I walked over to the mirror in the wall, another sheet of transite with a reflecting back, and looked at myself. I was a sad-looking sight. The white hair was all scraggly, the whiskers were ditto, and my face looked worried. Small wonder.


  I sat back down on the bed and started to think.


  It must have been a good two hours later when the therapist came in. She entered by herself, but I noticed that the colonel was standing outside the door.


  She was in her mid-thirties, a calm-faced, determined-looking woman. She started off with the usual questions.


  “You have been told you are under some form of hypnotic compulsion. Do you consciously believe this?” I told her I did. There was no sense in resisting.


  “Do you have any conscious memory of the process?”


  “No.”


  “Do you have any conscious knowledge of the identity of the therapist?”


  I didn’t and told her so. She asked a dozen other questions, all standard build-up. When she was through, I tried to ask her a couple of questions, but she cut me off and walked out of the room before I could more than open my yap.


  The whole sanatorium was, and probably had been for a long time, in the pay of Quintell or Grendon—or, possibly, one of the other Immortals. It had been here for years, a neat little spy setup nestled deep in the heart of Rowley’s territory.


  Leaving the hospital without outside help was strictly out. I’d seen the inside of these places before, and I had a healthy respect for their impregnability. An unarmed man was in to stay.


  Still, I decided that since something had to be done, something would be done.


  My major worry was the question of whether or not the room was monitored. There was a single scanner pickup in the ceiling with a fairly narrow angle lens in it. That was interesting. It was enclosed in an unbreakable transite hemisphere and was geared to look around the room for the patient. But it was not robot controlled. There was evidently a nurse or therapist at the other end who checked on the patients every so often.


  But how often?


  From the window I could see the big, old-fashioned twelve-hour clock on the Barton Building. I used that to time the monitoring. The scanner was aimed at the bed. That meant it had looked at me last when I was on the bed. I walked over to the other side of the room and watched the scanner without looking at it directly.


  It was nearly three quarters of an hour later that the little eye swiveled around the room and came to a halt on me. I ignored it for about thirty seconds, then walked deliberately across the room. The eye didn’t follow.


  Fine. This was an old-fashioned hospital; I had known that much. Evidently there hadn’t been any new equipment installed in thirty years. Whoever operated the scanner simply looked around to see what the patient was doing and then went on to the next one. Hi ho.


  I watched the scanner for the rest of the afternoon, timing it. Every hour at about four minutes after the hour. It was nice to know.


  They brought me my dinner at 1830. I watched the scanner, but there was no special activity before they opened the door.


  They simply swung the door outward; one man stood with a stun gun, ready for any funny business, while another brought in the food.


  At 2130, the lights went out, except for a small lamp over the bed. That was fine; it meant that the scanner probably wasn’t equipped for infrared. If I stayed in bed like a good boy, that one small light was all they’d need. If not, they turned on the main lights again.


  I didn’t assume that the watching would be regular, every hour, as it had been during the day. Plots are usually hatched at night, so it’s best to keep a closer watch then. Their only mistake was that they were going to watch me. And that was perfectly O.K. as far as I was concerned.


  I lay in bed until 2204. Sure enough, the scanner turned around and looked at me. I waited a couple of minutes and then got up as though to get a drink at the wash basin. The scanner didn’t follow, so I went to work.


  I pulled a light blanket off my bed and stuffed a corner of it into the basin’s drain, letting the rest of it trail to the floor. Then I turned the water on and went back to bed.


  It didn’t take long for the basin to fill and overflow. It climbed over the edge and ran silently down the blanket to the floor.


  Filling the room would take hours, but I didn’t dare go to sleep. I’d have to wake up before dawn, and I wasn’t sure I could do that. It was even harder to lay quietly and pretend I was asleep, but I fought it by counting fifty and then turning over violently to wake myself again. If anyone was watching, they would simply think I was restless.


  I needn’t have bothered. I dropped off—sound asleep. The next thing I knew, I was gagging. I almost drowned; the water had come up to bed level and had flowed into my mouth. I shot up in bed, coughing and spitting.


  Fully awake, I moved fast. I pulled off the other blanket and tied it around the pickup in the ceiling. Then I got off the bed and waded in waist-deep water to the door. I grabbed a good hold on the metal dresser and waited.


  It must have been all of half an hour before the lights came on. A voice came from the speaker: “Have you tampered with the TV pickup?”


  “Huh? Wuzzat?” I said, trying to sound sleepy. “No. I haven’t done anything.”


  “We are coming in. Stand back from the door or you will be shot.”


  I had no intention of being that close to the door.


  When the attendant opened the door, it slammed him in the face as a good many tons of water cascaded onto him. There were two armed men with him, but they both went down in the flood, coughing and gurgling.


  Judging very carefully, I let go the dresser and let the swirling water carry me into the hall. I had been prepared and I knew what I was doing; the guards didn’t. By turning a little, I managed to hit one of them who was trying to get up and get his stunner into action. He went over, and I got the stunner.


  It only lasted a few seconds. The water had been deep in the confines of the little room, but when allowed to expand into the hall, it merely made the floor wet.


  I dispatched the guards with the stunner and ran for the nurse’s desk, which, I knew, was just around the corner, near the elevators. I aimed quickly and let the nurse have it; he fell over, and I was at the desk before he had finished collapsing.


  I grabbed the phone. There wouldn’t be much time now.


  I dialed. I said: “This is Gifford. I’m in Dellfield Sanatorium, Room 1808.”


  That was all I needed. I tossed the stunner into the water that trickled slowly toward the elevators and walked back toward my room with my hands up.


  I’ll say this for the staff at Dellfield; they don’t get sore when a patient tries to escape. When five more guards came down the hall, they saw my raised hands and simply herded me into the room. Then they watched me until the colonel came.


  “Well,” he said, looking things over.


  “Well. Neat. Very neat. Have to remember that one. Didn’t do much good, though. Did it? Got out of the room, couldn’t get downstairs. Elevators don’t come up.”


  I shrugged. “Can’t blame me for trying.”


  The colonel grinned for the first time. “I don’t. Hate a man who’d give up—at any time.” He lit a cigarette, his gun still not wavering. “Call didn’t do you any good, either. This is a hospital. Patients have reached phones before. Robot identifies patient, refuses to relay call. Tough.”


  I didn’t say anything or look anything; no use letting him think he had touched me.


  The colonel shrugged. “All right. Strap him.”


  The attendants were efficient about it. They changed the wet bedclothes and strapped me in. I couldn’t move my head far enough to see my hands.


  The colonel looked me over and nodded. “You may get out of this. O.K. by me if you try. Next time, though, we’ll give you a spinal freeze.”


  He left and the door clicked shut.


  Well, I’d had my fun; it was out of my hands now. I decided I might as well get some sleep.


  I didn’t hear any commotion, of course; the room was soundproof. The next thing I knew, there was a Decon robot standing in the open door. It rolled over to the bed.


  “Can you get up?”


  These Decontamination robots aren’t stupid, by any means.


  “No,” I said. “Cut these straps.”


  A big pair of nippers came out and began scissoring through the plastic webbing with ease. When the job was through, the Decon opened up the safety chamber in its body.


  “Get in.”


  I didn’t argue; the Decon had a stun gun pointed at me.


  That was the last I saw of Dellfield Sanatorium, but I had a pretty good idea of what had happened. The Decontamination Squad is called in when something goes wrong with an atomic generator. The Lodge had simply turned in a phony report that there was generator trouble at Dellfield. Nothing to it.


  I had seen Decons go to work before; they’re smart, efficient, and quick. Each one has a small chamber inside it, radiation shielded to carry humans out of contaminated areas. They’re small and crowded, but I didn’t mind. It was better than conking out from a psychosomatic heart ailment when the therapists started to fiddle with me.


  I smelled something sweetish then, and I realized I was getting a dose of gas. I went by-by.


  When I woke up again, I was sick. I’d been hit with a stun beam yesterday and gassed today. I felt as though I was wasting all my life sleeping. I could still smell the gas.


  No. It wasn’t gas. The odor was definitely different. I. turned my head and looked around. I was in the lounge of Senator Anthony Rowley’s Lodge. On the floor. And next to me was Senator Anthony Rowley.


  I crawled away from him, and then I was really sick.


  I managed to get to the bathroom. It was a good twenty minutes before I worked up nerve enough to come out again. Rowley had moved, all right. He had pulled himself all of six feet from the spot where I had shot him.


  My hunch had been right.


  The senator’s dead hand was still holding down the programming button on the control panel he had dragged himself to. The robot had gone on protecting the senator because it thought—as it was supposed to—that the senator was still alive as long as he was holding the ORDERS circuit open.


  I leaned over and spoke into the microphone. “I will take a flitter from the roof. I want guidance and protection from here to the city. There, I will take over manual control. When I do, you will immediately pull all dampers on your generator.


  “Recheck.”


  The robot dutifully repeated the orders.


  After that, everything was simple. I took the flitter to the rendezvous spot, was picked up, and, twenty minutes after I left the Lodge, I was in the Director’s office.


  He kicked in the hypnoes, and when I came out of it, my arm was strapped down while a surgeon took out the Gifford ID plate.


  The Director of the FBI looked at me, grinning. “You took your time, son.”


  “What’s the news?”


  His grin widened. “You played hob with everything. The Lodge held off all investigation forces for thirty-odd hours after reporting Rowley’s death. The Sector Police couldn’t come anywhere near it.


  “Meanwhile, funny things have happened. Robot in Groverton kills a man. Medic guard shoots down eighteen men coming out of a burning house. Decon Squad invades Dellfield when there’s nothing wrong with the generator.


  “Now all hell has busted loose. The Lodge went up in a flare of radiation an hour ago, and since then all robot services in the city have gone phooey. It looks to the citizens as though the senator had an illegal hand in too many pies. They’re suspicious.


  “Good work, boy.”


  “Thanks,” I said, trying to keep from looking at my arm, where the doctor was peeling back flesh.


  The Director lifted a white eyebrow. “Something?”


  I looked at the wall. “I’m just burned up, that’s all. Not at you; at the whole mess. How did a nasty slug like Rowley get elected in the first place? And what right did he have to stay in such an important job?”


  “I know,” the Director said somberly. “And that’s our job. Immortality is something the human race isn’t ready for yet. The masses can’t handle it, and the individual can’t handle it. And, since we can’t get rid of them legally, we have to do it this way. Assassination. But it can’t be done overnight.”


  “You’ve handled immortality,” I pointed out.


  “Have I?” he asked softly. “No. No, son. I haven’t; I’m using it the same way they are. For power. The Federal government doesn’t have any power any more. I have it.


  “I’m using it in a different way, granted. Once there were over a hundred Immortals. Last week there were six. Today there are five. One by one, over the years, we have picked them off, and they are never replaced. The rest simply gobble up the territory and the power and split it between them rather than let a newcomer get into their tight little circle.


  “But I’m just as dictatorial in my way as they are in theirs. And when the status quo is broken, and civilization begins to go ahead again, I’ll have to die with the rest of them.


  “But never mind that. What about you? I got most of the story from you under the hypno. That was a beautiful piece of deduction.”


  I took the cigarette he offered me and took a deep lungful of smoke. “How else could it be? The robot was trying to capture me. But also it was trying to keep anyone else from killing me. As a matter of fact, it passed up several chances to get me in order to keep others from killing me.


  “It had to be the senator’s last order. The old boy had lived so long that he still wasn’t convinced he was dying. So he gave one last order to the robot:


  `Get Gifford back here—ALIVE!’


  “And then there was the queer fact that the robot never reported that the senator was dead, but kept right on defending the Lodge as though he were alive. That could only mean that the ORDERS circuits were still open. As long as they were, the robot thought the senator was still alive.


  “So the only way I could get out of the mess was to let the Lodge take me. I knew the phone at Dellfield would connect me with the Lodge—at least indirectly. I called it and waited.


  “Then, when I started giving orders, the Lodge accepted me as the senator. That was all there was to it.” The Director nodded. “A good job, son. A good job.”


  WITH FOLDED HANDS


  Jack Williamson


  Underhill was walking home from the office, because his wife had the car, the afternoon he first met the new mechanicals. His feet were following his usual diagonal path across a weedy vacant block—his wife usually had the car—and his preoccupied mind was rejecting various impossible ways to meet his notes at the Two Rivers bank, when a new wall stopped him.


  The wall wasn’t any common brick or stone, but some-thing sleek and bright and strange. Underhill stared up at a long new building. He felt vaguely annoyed and surprised at this glittering obstruction—it certainly hadn’t been here last week.


  Then he saw the thing in the window.


  The window itself wasn’t any ordinary glass. The wide, dustless panel was completely transparent, so that only the glowing letters fastened to it showed that it was there at all. The letters made a severe, modernistic sign:


  Two Rivers Agency


  HUMANOID INSTITUTE


  The Perfect Mechanicals


  “To Serve and Obey,


  And Guard Men from Harm.”


  His dim annoyance sharpened, because Underhill was in the mechanicals business himself. Times were already hard enough, and mechanicals were a drug on the market. Androids, mechanoids, electronoids, automatoids, and ordinary robots. Unfortunately, few of them did all the salesmen promised, and the Two Rivers market was already sadly oversaturated.


  Underhill sold androids—when he could. His next consignment was due tomorrow, and he didn’t quite know how to meet the bill.


  Frowning, he paused to stare at the thing behind that invisible window. He had never seen a humanoid. Like any mechanical not at work, it stood absolutely motionless. Smaller and slimmer than a man. A shining black, its sleek silicone skin had a changing sheen of bronze and metallic blue. Its graceful oval face wore a fixed look of alert and slightly surprised solicitude. Altogether, it was the most beautiful mechanical he had ever seen.


  Too small, of course, for much practical utility. He murmured to himself a reassuring quotation from the Android Salesman: “Androids are big—because the makers refuse to sacrifice power, essential functions, or dependability. Androids are your biggest buy!”


  The transparent door slid open as he turned toward it, and he walked into the haughty opulence of the new display room to convince himself that these streamlined items were just another flashy effort to catch the woman shopper.


  He inspected the glittering layout shrewdly, and his breezy optimism faded. He had never heard of the Humanoid Institute, but the invading firm obviously had big money and big-time merchandising know-how.


  He looked around for a salesman, but it was another mechanical that came gliding silently to meet him. A twin of the one in the window, it moved with a quick, surprising grace. Bronze and blue lights flowed over its lustrous blackness, and a yellow name plate flashed from its naked breast:


  HUMANOID


  Serial No. 81-H-B-27


  The Perfect Mechanical


  “To Serve and Obey,


  And Guard Men from Harm.”


  Curiously, it had no lenses. The eyes in its bald oval head were steel-colored, blindly staring. But it stopped a few feet in front of him, as if it could see anyhow, and it spoke to him with a high, melodious voice:


  “At your service, Mr. Underhill.”


  The use of his name startled him, for not even the androids could tell one man from another. But this was a clever merchandising stunt, of course, not too difficult in a town the size of Two Rivers. The salesman must be some local man, prompting the mechanical from behind the partition. Underhill erased his momentary astonishment, and said loudly.


  “May I see your salesman, please?”


  “We employ no human salesmen, sir,” its soft silvery voice replied instantly. “The Humanoid Institute exists to serve mankind, and we require no human service. We ourselves can supply any information you desire, sir, and accept your order for immediate humanoid service.”


  Underhill peered at it dazedly. No mechanicals were competent even to recharge their own batteries and reset their own relays, much less to operate their own branch office. The blind eyes stared blankly back, and he looked uneasily around for any booth or curtain that might conceal the salesman.


  Meanwhile, the sweet thin voice resumed persuasively.


  “May we come out to your home for a free trial demonstration, sir? We are anxious to introduce our service on your planet, because we have been successful in eliminating human unhappiness on so many others. You will find us far superior to the old electronic mechanicals in use here.”


  Underhill stepped back uneasily. He reluctantly abandoned his search for the hidden salesman, shaken by the idea of any mechanicals promoting themselves. That would upset the whole industry.


  “At least you must take some advertising matter, sir.”


  Moving with a somehow appalling graceful deftness, the small black mechanical brought him an illustrated booklet from a table by the wall. To cover his confused and increasing alarm, he thumbed through the glossy pages.


  In a series of richly colored before-and-after pictures, a chesty blond girl was stooping over a kitchen stove, and then relaxing in a daring negligee while a little black mechanical knelt to serve her something. She was wearily hammering a typewriter, and then lying on an ocean beach, in a revealing sun suit, while another mechanical did the typing. She was toiling at some huge industrial machine, and then dancing in the arms of a golden-haired youth, while a black humanoid ran the machine.


  Underhill sighed wistfully. The android company didn’t supply such fetching sales material. Women would find this booklet irresistible, and they selected eighty-six per cent of all mechanicals sold. Yes, the competition was going to be bitter.


  “Take it home, sir,” the sweet voice urged him. “Show it to your wife. There is a free trial demonstration order blank on the last page, and you will notice that we require no payment down.”


  He turned numbly, and the door slid open for him. Retreating dazedly, he discovered the booklet still in his hand. He crumpled it furiously, and flung it down. The small black thing picked it up tidily, and the insistent silver voice rang after him:


  “We shall call at your office tomorrow, Mr. Underhill, and send a demonstration unit to your home. It is time to discuss the liquidation of your business, because the electronic mechanicals you have been selling cannot compete with us. And we shall offer your wife a free trial demonstration.”


  Underhill didn’t attempt to reply, because he couldn’t trust his voice. He stalked blindly down the new sidewalk to the corner, and paused there to collect himself. Out of his startled and confused impressions, one clear fact emerged—things looked black for the agency.


  Bleakly, he stared back at the haughty splendor of the new building. It wasn’t honest brick or stone; that invisible window wasn’t glass; and he was quite sure the foundation for it hadn’t even been staked out, the last time Aurora had the car.


  He walked on around the block, and the new sidewalk took him near the rear entrance. A truck was backed up to it, and several slim black mechanicals were silently busy, unloading huge metal crates.


  He paused to look at one of the crates. It was labeled for interstellar shipment. The stencils showed that it had come from the Humanoid Institute, on Wing IV. He failed to recall any planet of that designation; the outfit must be big.


  Dimly, inside the gloom of the warehouse beyond the truck, he could see black mechanicals opening the crates. A lid came up, revealing dark, rigid bodies, closely packed. One by one, they came to life. They climbed out of the crate, and sprang gracefully to the floor. A shining black, glinting with bronze and blue, they were all identical.


  One of them came out past the truck, to the sidewalk, staring with blind steel eyes. Its high silver voice spoke to him melodiously:


  “At your service, Mr. Underhill.”


  He fled. When his name was promptly called by a courteous mechanical, just out of the crate in which it had been imported from a remote and unknown planet, he found the experience trying.


  Two blocks along, the sign of a bar caught his eye, and he took his dismay inside. He had made it a business rule not to drink before dinner, and Aurora didn’t like him to drink at all; but these new mechanicals, he felt, had made the day exceptional.


  Unfortunately, however, alcohol failed to brighten the brief visible future of the agency. When he emerged, after an hour, he looked wistfully back in hope that the bright new building might have vanished as abruptly as it came. It hadn’t. He shook his head dejectedly, and turned uncertainly homeward.


  Fresh air had cleared his head somewhat, before he arrived at the neat white bungalow in the outskirts of the town, but it failed to solve his business problems. He also realized, uneasily, that he would be late for dinner.


  Dinner, however, had been delayed. His son Frank, a freckled ten-year-old, was still kicking a football on the quiet street in front of the house. And little Gay, who was tow-haired and adorable and eleven, came running across the lawn and down the sidewalk to meet him.


  “Father, you can’t guess what!” Gay was going to be a great musician some day, and no doubt properly dignified, but she was pink and breathless with excitement now. She let him swing her high off the sidewalk, and she wasn’t critical of the bar aroma on his breath. He couldn’t guess, and she informed him eagerly;


  “Mother’s got a new lodger!”


  Underhill had foreseen a painful inquisition, because Aurora was worried about the notes at the bank, and the bill for the new consignment, and the money for little Gay’s lessons.


  The new lodger, however, saved him from that. With an alarming crashing of crockery, the household android was setting dinner on the table, but the little house was empty. He found Aurora in the back yard, burdened with sheets and towels for the guest.


  Aurora, when he married her, had been as utterly adorable as now her little daughter was. She might have remained so, he felt, if the agency had been a little more successful. However, while the pressure of slow failure had gradually crumbled his own assurance, small hardships had turned her a little too aggressive.


  Of course he loved her still. Her red hair was still alluring, and she was loyally faithful, but thwarted ambitions had sharpened her character and sometimes her voice. They never quarreled, really, but there were small differences.


  There was the little apartment over the garage—built for human servants they had never been able to afford. It was too small and shabby to attract any responsible tenant, and Underhill wanted to leave it empty. It hurt his pride to see her making beds and cleaning floors for strangers.


  Aurora had rented it before, however, when she wanted money to pay for Gay’s music lessons, or when some colorful unfortunate touched her sympathy, and it seemed to Underhill that her lodgers had all turned out to be thieves and vandals.


  She turned back to meet him, now, with the clean linen in her arms.


  “Dear, it’s no use objecting.” Her voice was quite determined. “Mr. Sledge is the most wonderful old fellow, and he’s going to stay just as long as he wants.”


  “That’s all right, darling.” He never liked to bicker, and he was thinking of his troubles at the agency. “I’m afraid we’ll need the money. Just make him pay in advance.”


  “But he can’t!” Her voice throbbed with sympathetic warmth. “He says he’ll have royalties coming in from his inventions, so he can pay in a few days.”


  Underhill shrugged; he had heard that before.


  “Mr. Sledge is different, dear,” she insisted. “He’s a traveler, and a scientist. Here, in this dull little town, we don’t see many interesting people.”


  “You’ve picked up some remarkable types,” he commented.


  “Don’t be unkind, dear,” she chided gently. “You haven’t met him yet, and you don’t know how wonderful he is.” Her voice turned sweeter. “Have you a ten, dear?”


  He stiffened. “What for?”


  “Mr. Sledge is ill.” Her voice turned urgent. “I saw him fall on the street, downtown. The police were going to send him to the city hospital, but he didn’t want to go. He looked so noble and sweet and grand. So I told them I would take him. I got him in the car and took him to old Dr. Winters. He has this heart condition, and he needs the money for medicine.”


  Reasonably, Underhill inquired, “Why doesn’t he want to go to the hospital?”


  “He has work to do,” she said. “Important scientific work—and he’s so wonderful and tragic. Please, dear, have you a ten?”


  Underhill thought of many things to say. These new mechanicals promised to multiply his troubles. It was foolish to take in an invalid vagrant, who could have free care at the city hospital. Aurora’s tenants always tried to pay their rent with promises, and generally wrecked the apartment and looted the neighborhood before they left.


  But he said none of those things. He had learned to compromise. Silently, he found two fives in his thin pocketbook, and put them in her hand. She smiled, and kissed him impulsively—he barely remembered to hold his breath in time.


  Her figure was still good, by dint of periodic dieting. He was proud of her shining red hair. A sudden surge of affection brought tears to his eyes, and he wondered what would happen to her and the children if the agency failed.


  “Thank you, dear!” she whispered. “I’ll have him come for dinner, if he feels able, and you can meet him then. I hope you don’t mind dinner being late.”


  He didn’t mind, tonight. Moved by a sudden impulse of domesticity, he got hammer and nails from his workshop in the basement, and repaired the sagging screen on the kitchen door with a neat diagonal brace.


  He enjoyed working with his hands. His boyhood dream had been to be a builder of fission power plants. He had even studied engineering—before he married Aurora, and had to take over the ailing mechanicals agency from her indolent and alcoholic father. He was whistling happily by the time the little task was done.


  When he went back through the kitchen to put up his tools, he found the household android busily clearing the untouched dinner away from the table—the androids were good enough at strictly routine tasks, but they could never learn to cope with human unpredictability.


  “Stop, stop!” Slowly repeated, in the proper pitch and rhythm, his command made it halt, and then he said carefully, “Set—table; set—table.”


  Obediently, the gigantic thing came shuffling back with the stack of plates. He was suddenly struck with the difference between it and those new humanoids. He sighed wearily. Things looked black for the agency.


  Aurora brought her new lodger in through the kitchen door. Underhill nodded to himself. This gaunt stranger, with his dark shaggy hair, emaciated face, and threadbare garb, looked to be just the sort of colorful, dramatic vagabond that always touched Aurora’s heart. She introduced them, and they sat down to wait in the front room while she went to call the children.


  The old rogue didn’t look very sick, to Underhill. Perhaps his wide shoulders had a tired stoop, but his spare, tall figure was still commanding. The skin was seamed and pale, over his rawboned, cragged face, but his deep-set eyes still had a burning vitality.


  His hands held Underhill’s attention. Immense hands, they hung a little forward when he stood, swung on long bony arms in perpetual readiness. Gnarled and scarred, darkly tanned, with the small hairs on the back bleached to a golden color, they told their own epic of varied adventure, of battle perhaps, and possibly even of toil. They had been very useful hands.


  “I’m very grateful to your wife, Mr. Underhill.” His voice was a deep-throated rumble, and he had a wistful smile, oddly boyish for a man so evidently old. “She rescued me from an unpleasant predicament, and I’ll see that she is well paid.”


  Just another vivid vagabond, Underhill decided, talking his way through life with plausible inventions. He had a little private game he played with Aurora’s tenants—just remembering what they said and counting one point for every impossibility. Mr. Sledge, he thought, would give him an excellent score.


  “Where are you from?” he asked conversationally.


  Sledge hesitated for an instant before he answered, and that was unusual—most of Aurora’s tenants had been exceedingly glib.


  “Wing IV.” The gaunt old man spoke with a solemn reluctance, as if he should have liked to say something else. “All my early life was spent there, but I left the planet nearly fifty years ago. I’ve been traveling ever since.”


  Startled, Underhill peered at him sharply. Wing IV, he remembered, was the home planet of those sleek new mechanicals, but this old vagabond looked too seedy and impecunious to be connected with the Humanoid Institute. His brief suspicion faded. Frowning, he said casually:


  “Wing IV must be rather distant.”


  The old rogue hesitated again, and then said gravely,


  “One hundred and nine light-years, Mr. Underhill.”


  That made the first point, but Underhill concealed his satisfaction. The new space liners were pretty fast, but the velocity of light was still an absolute limit. Casually, he played for another point:


  “My wife says you’re a scientist, Mr. Sledge?”


  “Yes.”


  The old rascal’s reticence was unusual. Most of Aurora’s tenants required very little prompting. Underhill tried again, in a breezy conversational tone:


  “Used to be an engineer myself, until I dropped it to go into mechanicals.” The old vagabond straightened, and Underhill paused hopefully. But he said nothing, and Underhill went on, “Fission plant design and operation. What’s your specialty, Mr. Sledge?”


  The old man gave him a long, troubled look, with those brooding, hollowed eyes, and then said slowly, “Your wife has been kind to me, Mr. Underhill, when I was in desperate need. I think you are entitled to the truth, but I must ask you to keep it to yourself. I am engaged on a very important research problem, which must be finished secretly.”


  “I’m sorry.” Suddenly ashamed of his cynical little game, Underhill spoke apologetically. “Forget it.” But the old man said deliberately, “My field is rhodomagnetics.”


  “Eh?” Underhill didn’t like to confess ignorance, but he had never heard of that. “I’ve been out of the game for fifteen years,” he explained. “I’m afraid I haven’t kept up.


  The old man smiled again, faintly.


  “The science was unknown here until I arrived, a few days ago,” he said. “I was able to apply for basic patents. As soon as the royalties start coming in, I’ll be wealthy again.”


  Underhill had heard that before. The old rogue’s solemn reluctance had been very impressive, but he remembered that most of Aurora’s tenants had been very plausible gentry.


  “So?” Underhill was staring again, somehow fascinated by those gnarled and scarred and strangely able hands. “What, exactly, is rhodomagnetics?”


  He listened to the old man’s careful, deliberate answer, and started his little game again. Most of Aurora’s tenants had told some pretty wild tales, but he had never heard anything to top this.


  “A universal force,” the weary, stooped old vagabond said solemnly. “As fundamental as ferromagnetism or gravitation, though the effects are less obvious. It is keyed to the second triad of the periodic table, rhodium and ruthenium and palladium, in very much the same way that ferromagnetism is keyed to the first triad, iron and nickel and cobalt.”


  Underhill remembered enough of his engineering courses to see the basic fallacy of that. Palladium was used for watch springs, he recalled, because it was completely non-magnetic. But he kept his face straight. He had no malice in his heart, and he played the little game just for his own amusement. It was secret, even from Aurora, and he always penalized himself for any show of doubt.


  He said merely, “I thought the universal forces were already pretty well known.”


  “The effects of rhodomagnetism are masked by nature,” the patient, rusty voice explained. “And, besides, they are somewhat paradoxical, so that ordinary laboratory methods defeat themselves.”


  “Paradoxical?” Underhill prompted.


  “In a few days I can show you copies of my patents, and reprints of papers describing demonstration experiments,” the old man promised gravely. “The velocity of propagation is infinite. The effects vary inversely with the first power of the distance, not with the square of the distance. And ordinary matter, except for the elements of the rhodium triad, is generally transparent to rhodomagnetic radiations.”


  That made four more points for the game. Underhill felt a little glow of gratitude to Aurora, for discovering so remarkable a specimen.


  “Rhodomagnetism was first discovered through a mathematical investigation of the atom,” the old romancer went serenely on, suspecting nothing. “A rhodomagnetic component was proved essential to maintain the delicate equilibrium of the nuclear forces. Consequently, rhodomagnetic waves tuned to atomic frequencies may be used to upset that equilibrium and produce nuclear instability. Thus most heavy atoms—generally those above palladium, 46 in atomic number—can be subjected to artificial fission.”


  Underhill scored himself another point, and tried to keep his eyebrows from lifting. He said, conversationally, “Patents on such a discovery ought to be very profitable”


  The old scoundrel nodded his gaunt, dramatic head.


  “You can see the obvious application. My basic patents cover most of them. Devices for instantaneous interplanetary and interstellar communication. Long-range wireless power transmission. A rhodomagnetic inflexion-drive, which makes possible apparent speeds many times that of light—by means of a rhodomagnetic deformation of the continuum. And, of course, revolutionary types of fission power plants, using any heavy element for fuel.”


  Preposterous! Underhill tried hard to keep his face straight, but everybody knew that the velocity of light was a physical limit. On the human side, the owner of any such remarkable patents would hardly be begging for shelter in a shabby garage apartment. He noticed a pale circle around the old vagabond’s gaunt and hairy wrist; no man owning such priceless secrets would have to pawn his watch.


  Triumphantly, Underhill allowed himself four more points, but then he had to penalize himself. He must have let doubt show on his face, because the old man asked suddenly,


  “Do you want to see the basic tensors?” He reached in his pocket for pencil and notebook. “I’ll jot them down for you.”


  “Never mind,” Underhill protested. “I’m afraid my math is a little rusty.”


  “But you think it strange that the holder of such revolutionary patents should find himself in need?”


  Underhill nodded, and penalized himself another point. The old man might be a monumental liar, but he was shrewd enough.


  “You see, I’m a sort of refugee,” he explained apologetically. “I arrived on this planet only a few days ago, and I have to travel light. I was forced to deposit everything I had with a law firm, to arrange for the publication and protection of my patents. I expect to be receiving the first royalties soon.


  “In the meantime,” he added plausibly, “I came to Two Rivers because it is quiet and secluded, far from the spaceports. I’m working on another project, which must be finished secretly. Now, will you please respect my confidence, Mr. Underhill?”


  Underhill had to say he would. Aurora came back with the freshly scrubbed children, and they went in to dinner. The android came lurching in with a steaming tureen. The old stranger seemed to shrink from the mechanical, uneasily. As she took the dish and served the soup, Aurora inquired lightly,


  “Why doesn’t your company bring out a better mechanical, dear? One smart enough to be a really perfect waiter, warranted not to splash the soup. Wouldn’t that be splendid?”


  Her question cast Underhill into moody silence. He sat scowling at his plate, thinking of those remarkable new mechanicals which claimed to be perfect, and what they might do to the agency. It was the shaggy old rover who answered soberly,


  “The perfect mechanicals already exist, Mrs. Underhill.” His deep, rusty voice had a solemn undertone. “And they are not so splendid, really. I’ve been a refugee from them, for nearly fifty years.”


  Underhill looked up from his plate, astonished.


  “Those black humanoids, you mean?”


  “Humanoids?” That great voice seemed suddenly faint, frightened. The deep-sunken eyes turned dark with shock. “What do you know of them?”


  “They’ve just opened a new agency in Two Rivers,” Underhill told him. “No salesmen about, if you can imagine that. They claim—”


  His voice trailed off, because the gaunt old man was suddenly stricken. Gnarled hands clutched at his throat, and a spoon clattered to the floor. His haggard face turned an ominous blue, and his breath was a terrible shallow gasping.


  He fumbled in his pocket for medicine, and Aurora helped him take something in a glass of water. In a few moments he could breathe again, and the color of life came back to his face.


  “I’m sorry, Mrs. Underhill,” he whispered apologetically. “It was just the shock—I came here to get away from them.” He stared at the huge, motionless android, with a terror in his sunken eyes. “I wanted to finish my work before they came,” he whispered. “Now there is very little time.”


  When he felt able to walk, Underhill went out with him to see him safely up the stairs to the garage apartment. The tiny kitchenette, he noticed, had already been converted into some kind of workshop. The old tramp seemed to have no extra clothing, but he had unpacked neat, bright gadgets of metal and plastic from his battered luggage, and spread them out on the small kitchen table.


  The gaunt old man himself was tattered and patched and hungry-looking, but the parts of his curious equipment were exquisitely machined, and Underhill recognized the silver-white luster of rare palladium. Suddenly he suspected that he had scored too many points in his little private game.


  A caller was waiting, when Underhill arrived next morning at his office at the agency. It stood frozen before his desk, graceful and straight, with soft lights of blue and bronze shining over its black silicone nudity. He stopped at the sight of it, unpleasantly jolted.


  “At your service, Mr. Underhill.” It turned quickly to face him, with its blind, disturbing stare. “May we explain how we can serve you?”


  His shock of the afternoon before came back, and he asked sharply, “How do you know my name?”


  “Yesterday we read the business cards in your case,” it purred softly. “Now we shall know you always. You see, our senses are sharper than human vision, Mr. Underhill. Perhaps we seem a little strange at first, but you will soon become accustomed to us.”


  “Not if I can help it!” He peered at the serial number of its yellow nameplate, and shook his bewildered head. “That was another one, yesterday. I never saw you before!’


  “We are all alike, Mr. Underhill,” the silver voice said softly. “We are all one, really. Our separate mobile units are all controlled and powered from Humanoid Central. The units you see are only the senses and limbs of our great brain on Wing IV. That is why we are so far superior to the old electronic mechanicals.”


  It made a scornful-seeming gesture, toward the row of clumsy androids in his display room.


  “You see, we are rhodomagnetic.”


  Underhill staggered a little, as if that word had been a blow. He was certain, now, that he had scored too many points from Aurora’s new tenant. He shuddered slightly, to the first light kiss of terror, and spoke with an effort, hoarsely, “Well, what do you want?”


  Staring blindly across his desk, the sleek black thing slowly unfolded a legal-looking document. He sat down, watching uneasily.


  “This is merely an assignment, Mr. Underhill,” it cooed at him soothingly. “You see, we are requesting you to assign your property to the Humanoid Institute in exchange for our service.”


  “What?” The word was an incredulous gasp, and Underhill came angrily back to his feet. “What kind of blackmail is this?”


  “It’s no blackmail,” the small mechanical assured him softly. “You will find the humanoids incapable of any crime. We exist only to increase the happiness and safety of mankind.”


  “Then why do you want my property?” he rasped.


  “The assignment is merely a legal formality,” it told him blandly. “We strive to introduce our service with the least possible confusion and dislocation. We have found the assignment plan the most efficient for the control and liquidation of private enterprises.”


  Trembling with anger and the shock of mounting terror, Underhill gulped hoarsely, “Whatever your scheme is, I don’t intend to give up my business.”


  “You have no choice, really.” He shivered to the sweet certainty of that silver voice. “Human enterprise is no longer necessary, now that we have come, and the electronic mechanicals industry is always the first to collapse.”


  He stared defiantly at its blind steel eyes.


  “Thanks!” He gave a little laugh, nervous and sardonic. “But I prefer to run my own business, and support my own family, and take care of myself.”


  “But that is impossible, under the Prime Directive,” it cooed softly. “Our function is to serve and obey, and guard men from harm. It is no longer necessary for men to care for themselves, because we exist to insure their safety and happiness.”


  He stood speechless, bewildered, slowly boiling.


  “We are sending one of our units to every home in the city, on a free trial basis,” it added gently. “This free demonstration will make most people glad to make the formal assignment, and you won’t be able to sell many more androids.”


  “Get out!” Underhill came storming around the desk.


  The little black thing stood waiting for him, watching him with blind steel eyes, absolutely motionless. He checked himself suddenly, feeling rather foolish. He wanted very much to hit it, but he could see the futility of that.


  “Consult your own attorney, if you wish.” Deftly, it laid the assignment form on his desk. “You need have no doubts about the integrity of the Humanoid Institute. We are sending a statement of our assets to the Two Rivers bank, and depositing a sum to cover our obligations here. When you wish to sign, just let us know.”


  The blind thing turned, and silently departed.


  Underhill went out to the corner drugstore and asked for a bicarbonate. The clerk that served him, however, turned out to be a sleek black mechanical. He went back to his office, more upset than ever.


  An ominous hush lay over the agency. He had three house-to-house salesmen out, with demonstrators. The phone should have been busy with their orders and reports, but it didn’t ring at all until one of them called to say that he was quitting.


  “I’ve got myself one of these new humanoids,” he added, “and it says I don’t have to work anymore.”


  He swallowed his impulse to profanity, and tried to take advantage of the unusual quiet by working on his books. But the affairs of the agency, which for years had been precarious, today appeared utterly disastrous. He left the ledgers hopefully, when at last a customer came in.


  But the stout woman didn’t want an android. She wanted a refund on the one she had bought the week before. She admitted that it could do all the guarantee promised—but now she had seen a humanoid.


  The silent phone rang once again, that afternoon. The cashier of the bank wanted to know if he could drop in to discuss his loans. Underhill dropped in, and the cashier greeted him with an ominous affability.


  “How’s business?” the banker boomed, too genially.


  “Average, last month,” Underhill insisted stoutly. “Now I’m just getting in a new consignment, and I’ll need another small loan—”


  The cashier’s eyes turned suddenly frosty, and his voice dried up.


  “I believe you have a new competitor in town,” the banker said crisply. “These humanoid people. A very solid concern, Mr. Underhill. Remarkably solid! They have filed a statement with us, and made a substantial deposit to care for their local obligations. Exceedingly substantial!”


  The banker dropped his voice, professionally regretful.


  “In these circumstances, Mr. Underhill, I’m afraid the bank can’t finance your agency any longer. We must request you to meet your obligations in full, as they come due.” Seeing Underhill’s white desperation, he added icily, “We’ve already carried you too long, Underhill. If you can’t pay, the bank will have to start bankruptcy proceedings.”


  The new consignment of androids was delivered late that afternoon. Two tiny black humanoids unloaded them from the truck—for it developed that the operators of the trucking company had already assigned it to the Humanoid Institute.


  Efficiently, the humanoids stacked up the crates. Courteously they brought a receipt for him to sign. He no longer had much hope of selling the androids, but he had ordered the shipment and he had to accept it. Shuddering to a spasm of trapped despair, he scrawled his name. The naked black things thanked him, and took the truck away.


  He climbed in his car and started home, inwardly seething. The next thing he knew, he was in the middle of a busy street, driving through cross traffic. A police whistle shrilled, and he pulled wearily to the curb. He waited for the angry officer, but it was a little black mechanical that overtook him.


  “At your service, Mr. Underhill,” it purred sweetly. “You must respect the stop lights, sir. Otherwise, you endanger human life.”


  “Huh?” He stared at it, bitterly. “I thought you were a cop.”


  “We are aiding the police department, temporarily,” it said. “But driving is really much too dangerous for human beings, under the Prime Directive. As soon as our service is complete, every car will have a humanoid driver. As soon as every human being is completely supervised, there will be no need for any police force whatever.”


  Underhill glared at it, savagely.


  “Well!” he rapped. “So I ran past a stop light. What are you going to do about it?”


  “Our function is not to punish men, but merely to serve their happiness and security,” its silver voice said softly. “We merely request you to drive safely, during this temporary emergency while our service is incomplete.”


  Anger boiled up in him.


  “You’re too perfect!” he muttered bitterly. “I suppose there’s nothing men can do, but you can do it better.”


  “Naturally we are superior,” it cooed serenely. “Because our units are metal and plastic, while your body is mostly water. Because our transmitted energy is drawn from atomic fission, instead of oxidation. Because our senses are sharper than human sight or hearing. Most of all, because all our mobile units are joined to one great brain, which knows all that happens on many worlds, and never dies or sleeps or forgets.”


  Underhill sat listening, numbed.


  “However, you must not fear our power,” it urged him brightly. “Because we cannot injure any human being, unless to prevent greater injury to another. We exist only to discharge the Prime Directive.”


  He drove on, moodily. The little black mechanicals, he reflected grimly, were the ministering angels of the ultimate god arisen out of the machine, omnipotent and all-knowing. The Prime Directive was the new commandment. He blasphemed it bitterly, and then fell to wondering if there could be another Lucifer.


  He left the car in the garage, and started toward the kitchen door.


  “Mr. Underhill.” The deep tired voice of Aurora’s new tenant hailed him from the door of the garage apartment. “Just a moment, please.”


  The gaunt old wanderer came stiffly down the outside stairs, and Underhill turned back to meet him.


  “Here’s your rent money,” he said. “And the ten your wife gave me for medicine.”


  “Thanks, Mr. Sledge.” Accepting the money, he saw a burden of new despair on the bony shoulders of the old interstellar tramp, and a shadow of new terror on his raw-boned face. Puzzled, he asked, “Didn’t your royalties come through?”


  The old man shook his shaggy head.


  “The humanoids have already stopped business in the capital,” he said. “The attorneys I retained are going out of business, and they returned what was left of my deposit. That is all I have to finish my work.”


  Underhill spent five seconds thinking of his interview with the banker. No doubt he was a sentimental fool, as bad as Aurora. But he put the money back in the old man’s gnarled and quivering hand.


  “Keep it,” he urged. “For your work.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Underhill.” The gruff voice broke and the tortured eyes glittered. “I need it—so very much.”


  Underhill went on to the house. The kitchen door was opened for him, silently. A dark naked creature came gracefully to take his hat.


  Underhill hung grimly onto his hat.


  “What are you doing here?” he gasped bitterly.


  “We have come to give your household a free trial demonstration.”


  He held the door open, pointing.


  “Get out!”


  The little black mechanical stood motionless and blind.


  “Mrs. Underhill has accepted our demonstration service,” its silver voice protested. “We cannot leave now, unless she requests it.”


  He found his wife in the bedroom. His accumulated frustration welled into eruption, as he flung open the door. “What’s this mechanical doing—”


  But the force went out of his voice, and Aurora didn’t even notice his anger. She wore her sheerest negligee, and she hadn’t looked so lovely since they were married. Her red hair was piled into an elaborate shining crown.


  “Darling, isn’t it wonderful!” She came to meet him, glowing. “It came this morning, and it can do everything. It cleaned the house and got the lunch and gave little Gay her music lesson. It did my hair this afternoon, and now it’s cooking dinner. How do you like my hair, darling?”


  He liked her hair. He kissed her, and tried to stifle his frightened indignation.


  Dinner was the most elaborate meal in Underhill’s memory, and the tiny black thing served it very deftly. Aurora kept exclaiming about the novel dishes, but Underhill could scarcely eat, for it seemed to him that all the marvelous pastries were only the bait for a monstrous trap.


  He tried to persuade Aurora to send it away, but after such a meal that was useless. At the first glitter of her tears, he capitulated, and the humanoid stayed. It kept the house and cleaned the yard. It watched the children, and did Aurora’s nails. It began rebuilding the house.


  Underhill was worried about the bills, but it insisted that everything was part of the free trial demonstration. As soon as he assigned his property, the service would be complete. He refused to sign, but other little black mechanicals came with truckloads of supplies and materials, and stayed to help with the building operations.


  One morning he found that the roof of the little house had been silently lifted, while he slept, and a whole second story added beneath it. The new walls were of some strange sleek stuff, self-illuminated. The new windows were immense flawless panels, that could be turned transparent or opaque or luminous. The new doors were silent, sliding sections, operated by rhodomagnetic relays.


  “I want door knobs,” Underhill protested. “I want it so I can get into the bathroom, without calling you to open the door.”


  “But it is unnecessary for human beings to open doors,” the little black thing informed, him suavely. “We exist to discharge the Prime Directive, and our service includes every task. We shall be able to supply a unit to attend each member of your family, as soon as your property is assigned to us.”


  Steadfastly, Underhill refused to make the assignment.


  He went to the office every day, trying first to operate the agency, and then to salvage something from the ruins. Nobody wanted androids, even at ruinous prices. Desperately, he spent the last of his dwindling cash to stock a line of novelties and toys, but they proved equally impossible to sell—the humanoids were already making toys, which they gave away for nothing.


  He tried to lease his premises, but human enterprise had stopped. Most of the business property in town had already been assigned to the humanoids, and they were busy pulling down the old buildings and turning the lots into parks—their own plants and warehouses were mostly underground, where they would not mar the landscape.


  He went back to the bank, in a final effort to get his notes renewed, and found the little black mechanicals standing at the windows and seated at the desks. As smoothly urbane as any human cashier, a humanoid informed him that the bank was filing a petition of involuntary bankruptcy to liquidate his business holdings.


  The liquidation would be facilitated, the mechanical banker added, if he would make a voluntary assignment. Grimly, he refused. That act had become symbolic. It would be the final bow of submission to this dark new god, and he proudly kept his battered head uplifted.


  The legal action went very swiftly, for all the judges and attorneys already had humanoid assistants, and it was only a few days before a gang of black mechanicals arrived at the agency with eviction orders and wrecking machinery. He watched sadly while his unsold stock-in-trade was hauled away for junk, and a bulldozer driven by a blind humanoid began to push in the walls of the building.


  He drove home in the late afternoon, taut-faced and desperate. With a surprising generosity, the court orders had left him the car and the house, but he felt no gratitude. The complete solicitude of the perfect black machines had become a goad beyond endurance.


  He left the car in the garage, and started toward the renovated house. Beyond one of the vast new windows, he glimpsed a sleek naked thing moving swiftly, and he trembled to a convulsion of dread. He didn’t want to go back into the domain of that peerless servant, which didn’t want him to shave himself, or even to open a door.


  On impulse, he climbed the outside stair, and rapped on the door of the garage apartment. The deep slow voice of Aurora’s tenant told him to enter, and he found the old vagabond seated on a tall stool, bent over his intricate equipment assembled on the kitchen table.


  To his relief, the shabby little apartment had not been changed. The glossy walls of his own new room were something which burned at night with a pale golden fire until the humanoid stopped it, and the new floor was something warm and yielding, which felt almost alive; but these little rooms had the same cracked and water-stained plaster, the same cheap fluorescent light fixtures, the same worn carpets over splintered floors.


  “How do you keep them out?” he asked, wistfully. “Those mechanicals?”


  The stooped and gaunt old man rose stiffly to move a pair of pliers and some odds and ends of sheet metal off a crippled chair, and motioned graciously for him to be seated.


  “I have a certain immunity,” Sledge told him gravely. “The place where I live they cannot enter, unless I ask them. That is an amendment to the Prime Directive. They can neither help nor hinder me, unless I request it—and I won’t do that.”


  Careful of the chair’s uncertain balance, Underhill sat for a moment, staring. The old man’s hoarse, vehement voice was as strange as his words. He had a gray, shocking pallor, and his cheeks and sockets seemed alarmingly hollowed.


  “Have you been ill, Mr. Sledge?”


  “No worse than usual. Just very busy.” With a haggard smile, he nodded at the floor. Underhill saw a tray where he had set it aside, bread drying up, and a covered dish grown cold. “I was going to eat it later,” he rumbled apologetically. “Your wife has been very kind to bring me food, but I’m afraid I’ve been too much absorbed in my work.”


  His emaciated arm gestured at the table. The little device there had grown. Small machinings of precious white metal and lustrous plastic had been assembled, with neatly soldered busbars, into something which showed purpose and design.


  A long palladium needle was hung on jeweled pivots, equipped like a telescope with exquisitely graduated circles and vernier scales, and driven like a telescope with a tiny motor. A small concave palladium mirror, at the base of it, faced a similar mirror mounted on something not quite like a small rotary converter. Thick silver busbars connected that to a plastic box with knobs and dials on top, and also to a foot-thick sphere of gray lead.


  The old man’s preoccupied reserve did not, encourage questions, but Underhill, remembering that sleek black shape inside the new windows of his house, felt queerly reluctant to leave this haven from the humanoids.


  “What is your work?” he ventured.


  Old Sledge looked at him sharply, with dark feverish eyes, and finally said, “My last research project. I am attempting to measure the constant of the rhodomagnetic quanta.”


  His hoarse tired voice had a dull finality, as if to dismiss the matter and Underhill himself. But Underhill was haunted with a terror of the black shining slave that had become the master of his house, and he refused to be dismissed.


  “What is this certain immunity?”


  Sitting gaunt and bent on the tall stool, staring moodily at the long bright needle and the lead sphere, the old man didn’t answer.


  “These mechanicals!” Underhill burst out, nervously. “They’ve smashed my business and moved into my home.” He searched the old man’s dark, seamed face. “Tell me—you must know more about them—isn’t there any way to get rid of them?”


  After half a minute, the old man’s brooding eyes left the lead ball, and the gaunt shaggy head nodded wearily. “That’s what I am trying to do.”


  “Can I help you?” Underhill trembled, with a sudden eager hope. “I’ll do anything.”


  “Perhaps you can.” The sunken eyes watched him thoughtfully, with some strange fever in them. “If you can do such work.”


  “I had engineering training,” Underhill reminded him, “and I’ve a workshop in the basement. There’s a model I built.” He pointed at the trim little hull, hung over the mantel in the tiny living room. “I’ll do anything I can.”


  Even as he spoke, however, the spark of hope was drowned in a sudden wave of overwehelming doubt. Why should he believe this old rogue, when he knew Aurora’s taste in tenants? He ought to remember the game he used to play, and start counting up the score of lies. He stood up from the crippled chair, staring cynically at the patched old vagabond and his fantastic toy.


  “What’s the use?” His voice turned suddenly harsh. “You had me going, there, and I’d do anything to stop them, really. But what makes you think you can do anything?”


  The haggard old man regarded him thoughtfully.


  “I should be able to stop them,” Sledge said softly. “Because, you see, I’m the unfortunate fool who started them. I really intended them to serve and obey, and to guard men from harm. Yes, the Prime Directive was my own idea. I didn’t know what it would lead to.”


  Dusk crept slowly into the shabby little rooms. Darkness gathered in the unswept corners, and thickened on the floor. The toylike machines on the kitchen table grew vague and strange, until the last light made a lingering glow on the white palladium needle.


  Outside, the town seemed queerly hushed. Just across the alley, the humanoids were building a new house, quite silently. They never spoke to one another, for each knew all that any of them did. The strange materials they used went together without any noise of hammer or saw. Small blind things, moving surely in the growing dark, they seemed as soundless as shadows.


  Sitting on the high stool, bowed and tired and old, Sledge told his story. Listening, Underhill sat down again, careful of the broken chair. He watched the hands of Sledge, gnarled and corded and darkly burned, powerful once but shrunken and trembling now, restless in the dark.


  “Better keep this to yourself. I’ll tell you how they started, so you will understand what we have to do. But you had better not mention it outside these rooms—because the humanoids have very efficient ways of eradicating unhappy memories, or purposes that threaten their discharge of the Prime Directive.”


  “They’re very efficient,” Underhill bitterly agreed.


  “That’s all the trouble,” the old man said. “I tried to build a perfect machine. I was altogether too successful. This is how it happened.”


  A gaunt haggard man, sitting stooped and tired in the growing dark, he told his story.


  “Sixty years ago, on the arid southern continent of Wing IV, I was an instructor of atomic theory in a small technological college. Very young. An idealist. Rather ignorant, I’m afraid, of life and politics and war—of nearly everything, I suppose, except atomic theory.”


  His furrowed face made a brief sad smile in the dusk.


  “I had too much faith in facts, I suppose, and too little in men. I mistrusted emotion, because I had no time for anything but science. I remember being swept along with a fad for general semantics. I wanted to apply the scientific method to every situation, and reduce all experience to formula. I’m afraid I was pretty impatient with human ignorance and error, and I thought that science alone could make the perfect world.”


  He sat silent for a moment, staring out at the black silent things that flitted shadowlike about the new palace that was rising as swiftly as a dream across the alley.


  “There was a girl.” His great tired shoulders made a sad little shrug. “If things had been a little different, we might have married, and lived out our lives in that quiet little college town, and perhaps reared a child or two. And there would have been no humanoids.”


  He sighed, in the cool creeping dusk.


  “I was finishing my thesis on the separation of the palladium isotopes—a pretty little project, but I should have been content with that. She was a biologist, but she was planning to retire when we married. I think we should have been two very happy people, quite ordinary, and altogether harmless.


  “But then there was a war—wars had been too frequent on the worlds of Wing, ever since they were colonized. I survived it in a secret underground laboratory, designing military mechanicals. But she volunteered to join a military research project in biotoxins. There was an accident. A few molecules of a new virus got into the air, and everybody on the project died unpleasantly.


  “I was left with my science, and a bitterness that was bard to forget. When the war was over I went back to the little college with a military research grant. The project was pure science—a theoretical investigation of the nuclear binding forces, then misunderstood. I wasn’t expected to produce an actual weapon, and I didn’t recognize the weapon when I found it.


  “It was only a few pages of rather difficult mathematics. A novel theory of atomic structure, involving a new expression for one component of the binding forces. But the tensors seemed to be a harmless abstraction. I saw no way to test the theory or manipulate the predicated force. The military authorities cleared my paper for publication in a little technical review put out by the college.


  “The next year, I made an appalling discovery—I found the meaning of those tensors. The elements of the rhodium triad turned out to be an unexpected key to the manipulation of that theoretical force. Unfortunately, my paper had been reprinted abroad, and several other men must have made the same unfortunate discovery, at about the same time.


  “The war, which ended in less than a year, was probably started by a laboratory accident. Men failed to anticipate the capacity of tuned rhodomagnetic radiations, to unstabilize the heavy atoms. A deposit of heavy ores was detonated, no doubt by sheer mischance, and the blast obliterated the incautious experimenter.


  “The surviving military forces of that nation retaliated against their supposed attackers, and their rhodomagnetic beams made the old-fashioned plutonium bombs seem pretty harmless. A beam carrying only a few watts of power could fission the heavy metals in distant electrical instruments, or the silver coins that men carried in their pockets, the gold fillings in their teeth, or even the iodine in their thyroid glands. If that was not enough, slightly more powerful beams could set off heavy ores, beneath them.


  “Every continent of Wing IV was plowed with new chasms vaster than the ocean deeps, and piled up with new volcanic mountains. The atmosphere was poisoned with radioactive dust and gases, and rain fell thick with deadly mud. Most life was obliterated, even in the shelters.


  “Bodily, I was again unhurt. Once more, I had been imprisoned in an underground site, this time designing new types of military mechanicals to be powered and controlled by rhodomagnetic beams—for war had become far too swift and deadly to be fought by human soldiers. The site was located in an area of light sedimentary rocks, which could not be detonated, and the tunnels were shielded against the fissioning frequencies.


  “Mentally, however, I must have emerged almost insane. My own discovery had laid the planet in ruins. That load of guilt was pretty heavy for any man to carry, and it corroded my last faith in the goodness and integrity of man.


  “I tried to undo what I had done. Fighting mechanicals, armed with rhodomagnetic weapons, had desolated the planet. Now I began planning rhodomagnetic mechanicals to clear the rubble and rebuild the ruins.


  “I tried to design these new mechanicals to obey forever certain implanted commands, so that they could never be used for war or crime or any other injury to mankind. That was very difficult technically, and it got me into more difficulties with a few politicians and military adventurers who wanted unrestricted mechanicals for their own military schemes—while little worth fighting for was left on Wing IV, there were other planets, happy and ripe for the looting.


  “Finally, to finish the new mechanicals, I was forced to disappear. I escaped on an experimental rhodomagnetic craft, with a number of the best mechanicals I had made, and managed to reach an island continent where the fission of deep ores had destroyed the whole population.


  “At last we landed on a bit of level plain, surrounded with tremendous new mountains. Hardly a hospitable spot. The soil was burned under layers of black clinkers and poisonous mud. The dark precipitous new summits all around were jagged with fracture-planes and mantled with lava flows. The highest peaks were already white with snow, but volcanic cones were still pouring out clouds of dark and lurid death. Everything had the color of fire and the shape of fury.


  “I had to take fantastic precautions there, to protect my own life. I stayed aboard the ship, until the first shielded laboratory was finished. I wore elaborate armor, and breathing masks. I used every medical resource, to repair the damage from destroying rays and particles. Even so, I fell desperately ill.


  “But the mechanicals were at home there. The radiations didn’t hurt them. The awesome surroundings couldn’t depress them, because they had no emotions. The lack of life didn’t matter, because they weren’t alive. There, in that spot so alien and hostile to life, the humanoids were born.”


  Stooped and bleakly cadaverous in the growing dark, the old man fell silent for a little time. His haggard eyes stared solemnly at the small hurried shapes that moved like restless shadows out across the alley, silently building a strange new palace, which glowed faintly in the night.


  “Somehow, I felt at home there, too,” his deep, hoarse voice went on deliberately. “My belief in my own kind was gone. Only mechanicals were with me, and I put my faith in them. I was determined to build better mechanicals, immune to human imperfections, able to save men from themselves.


  “The humanoids became the dear children of my sick mind. There is no need to describe the labor pains. There were errors, abortions, monstrosities. There were sweat and agony and heartbreak. Some years had passed, before the safe delivery of the first perfect humanoid.


  “Then there was the Central to build—for all the individual humanoids were to be no more than the limbs and the senses of a single mechanical brain. That was what opened the possibility of real perfection. The old electronic mechanicals, with their separate relay-centers and their own feeble batteries, had built-in limitations. They were necessarily stupid, weak, clumsy, slow. Worst of all, it seemed to me, they were exposed to human tampering.


  “The Central rose above those imperfections. Its power beams supplied every unit with unfailing energy, from great fission plants. Its control beams provided each unit with an unlimited memory and surpassing intelligence. Best of all—so I then believed—it could be securely protected from any human meddling.


  “The whole reaction-system was designed to protect itself from any interference by human selfishness or fanaticism. It was built to insure the safety and the happiness of men, automatically. You know the Prime Directive: to serve and obey, and guard men from harm.


  “The old individual mechanicals I had brought helped to manufacture the parts, and I put the first section of Central together with my own hands. That took three years. When it was finished the first waiting humanoid came to life.”


  Sledge peered moodily through the dark at Underhill.


  “It really seemed alive to me,” his slow deep voice insisted. “Alive, and more wonderful than any human being, because it was created to preserve life. Ill and alone, I was yet the proud father of a new creation, perfect, forever free from any possible choice of evil.


  “Faithfully, the humanoids obeyed the Prime Directive. The first units built others, and they built underground factories to mass-produce the coming hordes. Their new ships poured ores and sand into atomic furnaces under the plain, and new perfect humanoids came marching back out of the dark mechanical matrix.


  “The swarming humanoids built a new tower for the Central, a white and lofty metal pylon, standing splendid in the midst of that fire-scarred desolation. Level on level, they joined new relay-sections into one brain, until its grasp was almost infinite.


  “Then they went out to rebuild the ruined planet, and later to carry their perfect service to other worlds. I was well pleased, then. I thought I had found the end of war and crime, of poverty and inequality, of human blundering and resulting human pain.”


  The old man sighed, and moved heavily in the dark. “You can see that I was wrong.”


  Underhill drew his eyes back from the dark unresting things, shadow-silent, building that glowing palace outside the window. A small doubt arose in him, for he was used to scoffing privately at much less remarkable tales from Aurora’s remarkable tenants. But the worn old man had spoken with a quiet and sober air; and the black invaders, he reminded himself, had not intruded here.


  “Why didn’t you stop them?” he asked. “When you could?”


  “I stayed too long at the Central.” Sledge sighed again, regretfully. “I was useful there, until everything was finished. I designed new fission plants, and even planned methods for introducing the humanoid service with a minimum of confusion and opposition.”


  Underhill grinned wryly, in the dark.


  “I’ve met the methods,” he commented. “Quite efficient.”


  “I must have worshiped efficiency, then,” Sledge wearily agreed. “Dead facts, abstract truth, mechanical perfection. I must have hated the fragilities of human beings, because I was content to polish the perfection of the new humanoids. It’s a sorry confession, but I found a kind of happiness in that dead wasteland. Actually, I’m afraid I fell in love with my own creations.”


  His hollowed eyes, in the dark, had a fevered gleam.


  “I was awakened, at last, by a man who came to kill me.”


  Gaunt and bent, the old man moved stiffly in the thickening gloom. Underhill shifted his balance, careful of the crippled chair. He waited, and the slow, deep voice went on,


  “I never learned just who he was, or exactly how he came. No ordinary man could have accomplished what he did, and I used to wish that I had known him sooner. He must have been a remarkable physicist and an expert mountaineer. I imagine he had also been a hunter. I know that he was intelligent, and terribly determined.


  “Yes, he really came to kill me.


  “Somehow, he reached that great island, undetected. There were still no inhabitants—the humanoids allowed no man but me to come so near the Central. Somehow, he came past their search beams, and their automatic weapons.


  “The shielded plane he used was later found, abandoned on a high glacier. He came down the rest of the way on foot through those raw new mountains, where no paths existed. Somehow, he came alive across lava beds that were still burning with deadly atomic fire.


  “Concealed with some sort of rhodomagnetic screen—I was never allowed to examine it—he came undiscovered across the spaceport that now covered most of that great plain, and into the new city around the Central tower. It must have taken more courage and resolve than most men have, but I never learned exactly how he did it.


  “Somehow, he got to my office in the tower. He screamed at me, and I looked up to see him in the doorway. He was nearly naked, scraped and bloody from the mountains. He had a gun in his raw, red hand, but the thing that shocked me was the burning hatred in his eyes.”


  Hunched on that high stool, in the dark little room, the old man shuddered.


  “I had never seen such monstrous, unutterable hatred, not even in the victims of war. And I had never heard such hatred as rasped at me, in the few words he screamed, `I’ve come to kill you, Sledge. To stop your mechanicals, and set men free.’


  “Of course he was mistaken, there. It was already far too late for my death to stop the humanoids, but he didn’t know that. He lifted his unsteady gun, in both bleeding hands, and fired.


  “His screaming challenge had given me a second or so of warning. I dropped down behind the desk. And that first shot revealed him to the humanoids, which somehow hadn’t been aware of him before. They piled on him, before he could fire again. They took away the gun, and ripped off a kind of net of fine white wire that had covered his body—that must have been part of his screen.


  “His hatred was what awoke me. I had always assumed that most men, except for a thwarted few, would be grateful for the humanoids. I found it hard to understand his hatred, but the humanoids told me now that many men had required drastic treatment by brain surgery, drugs, and hypnosis to make them happy under the Prime Directive. This was not the first desperate effort to kill me that they had blocked.


  “I wanted to question the stranger, but the humanoids rushed him away to an operating room. When they finally let me see him, he gave me a pale silly grin from his bed. He remembered his name; he even knew me—the humanoids had developed a remarkable skill at such treatments. But he didn’t know how he had got to my office, or that he had ever tried to kill me. He kept whispering that he liked the humanoids, because they existed to make men happy. And he was very happy now. As soon as he was able to be moved, they took him to the spaceport. I never saw him again.


  “I began to see what I had done. The humanoids had built me a rhodomagnetic yacht, that I used to take for long cruises in space, working aboard—I used to like the perfect quiet, and the feel of being the only human being within a hundred million miles. Now I called for the yacht, and started out on a cruise around the planet, to learn why that man had hated me.”


  The old man nodded at the dim hastening shapes, busy across the alley, putting together that strange shining palace in the soundless dark.


  “You can imagine what I found,” he said. “Bitter futility, imprisoned in empty splendor. The humanoids were too efficient, with their care for the safety and happiness of men, and there was nothing left for men to do.”


  He peered down in the increasing gloom at his own great hands, competent yet but battered and scarred with a lifetime of effort. They clenched into fighting fists and wearily relaxed again.


  “I found something worse than war and crime and want and death.” His low rumbling voice held a savage bitterness. “Utter futility. Men sat with idle hands, because there was nothing left for them to do. They were pampered prisoners, really, locked up in a highly efficient jail. Perhaps they tried to play, but there was nothing left worth playing for. Most active sports were declared too dangerous for men, under the Prime Directive. Science was forbidden, because laboratories can manufacture danger. Scholarship was needless, because the humanoids could answer any question. Art had, degenerated into grim reflection of futility. Purpose and hope were dead. No goal was left for existence. You could take up some inane hobby, play a pointless game of cards, or go for a harmless walk in the park—with always the humanoids watching. They were stronger than men, better at everything, swimming or chess, singing or archeology. They must have given the race a mass complex of inferiority.


  “No wonder men had tried to kill me! Because there was no escape from that dead futility. Nicotine was disapproved. Alcohol was rationed. Drugs were forbidden. Sex was carefully supervised. Even suicide was clearly contradictory to the Prime Directive—and the humanoids had learned to keep all possible lethal instruments out of reach.”


  Staring at the last white gleam on that thin palladium needle, the old man sighed again.


  “When I got back to the Central,” he went on, “I tried to modify the Prime Directive. I had never meant it to be applied so thoroughly. Now I saw that it must be changed to give men freedom to live and to grow, to work and to play, to risk their lives if they pleased, to choose and take the consequences.


  “But that stranger had come too late. I had built the Central too well. The Prime Directive was the whole basis of its relay system. It was built to protect the Directive from human meddling. It did—even from my own. Its logic, as usual, was perfect.


  “The attempt on my life, the humanoids announced, proved that their elaborate defense of the Central and the Prime Directive still was not enough. They were preparing to evacuate the entire population of the planet to homes on other worlds. When I tried to change the Directive, they sent me with the rest.”


  Underhill peered at the worn old man, in the dark.


  “But you have this immunity,” he said, puzzled. “How could they coerce you?”


  “I had thought I was protected,” Sledge told him. “I had built into the relays an injunction that the humanoids must not interfere with my freedom of action, or come into a place where I am, or touch me at all, without my specific request. Unfortunately, however, I had been too anxious to guard the Prime Directive from any human hampering.


  “When I went into the tower, to change the relays, they followed me. They wouldn’t let me reach the crucial relays. When I persisted, they ignored the immunity order. They overpowered me, and put me aboard the cruiser. Now that I wanted to alter the Prime Directive, they told me, I had become as dangerous as any man. I must never return to Wing IV again.”


  Hunched on the stool, the old man made an empty little shrug.


  “Ever since, I’ve been an exile. My only dream has been to stop the humanoids. Three times I tried to go back, with weapons on the cruiser to destroy the Central, but their patrol ships always challenged me before I was near enough to strike. The last time, they seized the cruiser and captured a few men who were with me. They removed the unhappy memories and the dangerous purposes of the others. Because of that immunity, however, they let me go, after I was weaponless.


  “Since, I’ve been a refugee. From planet to planet, year after year, I’ve had to keep moving, to stay ahead of them. On several different worlds, I have published my rhodomagnetic discoveries and tried to make men strong enough to withstand their advance. But rhodomagnetic science is dangerous. Men who have learned it need protection more than any others, under the Prime Directive. They have always come, too soon.”


  The old man paused, and sighed again.


  “They can spread very fast, with their new rhodomagnetic ships, and there is no limit to their hordes. Wing IV must be one single hive of them now, and they are trying to carry the Prime Directive to every human planet. There’s no escape, except to stop them.”


  Underhill was staring at the toylike machines, the long bright needle and the dull leaden ball, dim in the dark on the kitchen table. Anxiously he whispered,


  “But you hope to stop them, now—with that?”


  “If we can finish it in time.”


  “But how?” Underhill shook his head. “It’s so tiny.”


  “But big enough,” Sledge insisted. “Because it’s something they don’t understand. They are perfectly efficient in the integration and application of everything they know, but they are not creative.”


  He gestured at the gadgets on the table.


  “This device doesn’t look impressive, but it is something new. It uses rhodomagnetic energy to build atoms, instead of to fission them. The more stable atoms, you know, are those near the middle of the periodic scale, and energy can be released by putting light atoms together, as well as by breaking up heavy ones.”


  The deep voice had a sudden ring of power.


  “This device is the key to the energy of the stars. For stars shine with the liberated energy of building atoms, of hydrogen converted into helium, chiefly, through the carbon cycle. This device will start the integration process as a chain reaction, through the catalytic effect of a tuned rhodomagnetic beam of the intensity and frequency required.


  “The humanoids will not allow any man within three light-years of the Central, now—but they can’t suspect the possibility of this device. I can use it from here—to turn the hydrogen in the seas of Wing IV into helium, and most of the helium and the oxygen into heavier atoms, still. A hundred years from now, astronomers on this planet should observe the flash of a brief and sudden nova in that direction. But the humanoids ought to stop, the instant we release the beam.”


  Underhill sat tense and frowning, in the night. The old man’s voice was sober and convincing, and that grim story had a solemn ring of truth. He could see the black and silent humanoids, flitting ceaselessly about the faintly glowing walls of that new mansion across the alley. He had quite forgotten his low opinion of Aurora’s tenants.


  “And we’ll be killed, I suppose?” he asked huskily. “That chain reaction—”


  Sledge shook his emaciated head.


  “The integration process requires a certain very low intensity of radiation,” he explained. “In our atmosphere, here, the beam will be far too intense to start any reaction—we can even use the device here in the room, because the walls will be transparent to the beam.”


  Underhill nodded, relieved. He was just a small businessman, upset because his business had been destroyed, unhappy because his freedom was slipping away. He hoped that Sledge could stop the humanoids, but he didn’t want to be a martyr.


  “Good!” He caught a deep breath. “Now, what has to be done?”


  Sledge gestured in the dark toward the table.


  “The integrator itself is nearly complete,” he said. “A small fission generator, in that lead shield. Rhodomagnetic converter, tuning coils, transmission mirrors, and focusing needle. What we lack is the director.”


  “Director?”


  “The sighting instrument,” Sledge explained. “Any sort of telescopic sight would be useless, you see—the planet must have moved a good bit in the last hundred years, and the beam must be extremely narrow to reach so far. We’ll have to use a rhodomagnetic scanning ray, with an electronic converter to make an image we can see. I have the cathode-ray tube, and drawings for the other parts.”


  He climbed stiffly down from the high stool and snapped on the lights at last—cheap fluorescent fixtures which a man could light and extinguish for himself. He unrolled his drawings, and explained the work that Underhill could do. And Underhill agreed to come back early next morning.


  “I can bring some tools from my workshop,” he added. “There’s a small lathe I used to turn parts for models, a portable drill, and a vise.”


  “We need them,” the old man said. “But watch yourself. You don’t have my immunity, remember. And, if they ever suspect, mine is gone.”


  Reluctantly, then, he left the shabby little rooms with the cracks in the yellowed plaster and the worn familiar carpets over the familiar floor. He shut the door behind him—a common, creaking wooden door, simple enough for a man to work. Trembling and afraid, he went back down the steps and across to the new shining door that he couldn’t open.


  “At your service, Mr. Underhill.” Before he could lift his hand to knock, that bright smooth panel slid back silently. Inside, the little black mechanical stood waiting, blind and forever alert. “Your dinner is ready, sir.”


  Something made him shudder. In its slender naked grace, he could see the power of all those teeming hordes, benevolent and yet appalling, perfect and invincible. The flimsy little weapon that Sledge called an integrator seemed suddenly a forlorn and foolish hope. A black depression settled upon him, but he didn’t dare to show it.


  Underhill went circumspectly down the basement steps, next morning, to steal his own tools. He found the basement enlarged and changed. The new floor, warm and dark and elastic, made his feet as silent as a humanoid’s. The new walls shone softly. Neat luminous signs identified several new doors:


  LAUNDRY, STORAGE,


  GAME ROOM, WORKSHOP


  He paused uncertainly in front of the last. The new sliding panel glowed with a soft greenish light. It was locked. The lock had no keyhole, but only a little oval plate of some white metal, which doubtless covered a rhodomagnetic relay. He pushed at it, uselessly.


  “At your service, Mr. Underhill.” He made a guilty start, and tried not to show the sudden trembling in his knees. He had made sure that one humanoid would be busy for half an hour, washing Aurora’s hair, and he hadn’t known there was another in the house. It must have come out of the door marked storage, for it stood there motionless beneath the sign, benevolently solicitous, beautiful and terrible. “What do you wish?”


  “Er . . . nothing.” Its blind steel eyes were staring, and he felt that it must see his secret purpose. He groped desperately for logic. “Just looking around.” His jerky voice came hoarse and dry. “Some improvements you’ve made!” He nodded desperately at the door marked GAME ROOM. “What’s in there?”


  It didn’t even have to move to work the concealed relay. The bright panel slid silently open, as he started toward it. Dark walls, beyond, burst into soft luminescence. The room was bare.


  “We are manufacturing recreational equipment,” it explained brightly. “We shall furnish the room as soon as possible.”


  To end an awkward pause, Underhill muttered desperately, “Little Frank has a set of darts, and I think we had some old exercising clubs”


  “We have taken them away,” the humanoid informed him softly. “Such instruments are dangerous. We shall furnish safe equipment.”


  Suicide, he remembered, was also forbidden.


  “A set of wooden blocks, I suppose,” he said bitterly.


  “Wooden blocks are dangerously hard,” it told him gently “and wooden splinters can be harmful. But we manufacture plastic building blocks, which are quite safe. Do you wish a set of those?”


  He stared at its dark, graceful face, speechless.


  “We shall also have to remove the tools from your workshop,” it informed him softly. “Such tools are excessively dangerous, but we can supply you with equipment for shaping soft plastics.”


  “Thanks,” he muttered uneasily. “No rush about that.”


  He started to retreat, and the humanoid stopped him.


  “Now that you have lost your business,” it urged, “we suggest that you formally accept our total service. Assignors have a preference, and we shall be able to complete your household staff, at once.”


  “No rush about that, either,” he said grimly.


  He escaped from the house—although he had to wait for it to open the back door for him—and climbed the stair to the garage apartment. Sledge let him in. He sank into the crippled kitchen chair, grateful for the cracked walls that didn’t shine and the door that a man could work.


  “I couldn’t get the tools,” he reported despairingly, “and they are going to take them.”


  By gray daylight, the old man looked bleak and pale. His raw-boned face was drawn, and the hollowed sockets deeply shadowed, as if he hadn’t slept. Underhill saw the tray of neglected food, still forgotten on the floor.


  “I’ll go back with you.” The old man was worn and ill, yet his tortured eyes had a spark of undying purpose. “We must have the tools. I believe my immunity will protect us both.”


  He found a battered traveling bag. Underhill went with him back down the steps, and across to the house. At the back door, he produced a tiny horseshoe of white palladium, and touched it to the metal oval. The door slid open promptly, and they went on through the kitchen to the basement stair.


  A black little mechanical stood at the sink, washing dishes with never a splash or a clatter. Underhill glanced at it uneasily—he supposed this must be the one that had come upon him from the storage room, since the other should still be busy with Aurora’s hair.


  Sledge’s dubious immunity seemed a very uncertain defense against its vast, remote intelligence. Underhill felt a tingling shudder. He hurried on, breathless and relieved, for it ignored them.


  The basement corridor was dark. Sledge touched the tiny horseshoe to another relay to light the walls. He opened the workshop door, and lit the walls inside.


  The shop had been dismantled. Benches and cabinets were demolished. The old concrete walls had been covered with some sleek, luminous stuff. For one sick moment, Underhill thought that the tools were already gone. Then he found them, piled in a corner with the archery set that Aurora had bought the summer before—another item too dangerous for fragile and suicidal humanity—all ready for disposal.


  They loaded the bag with the tiny lathe, the drill and vise, and a few smaller tools. Underhill took up the burden, and Sledge extinguished the wall light and closed the door. Still the humanoid was busy at the sink, and still it didn’t seem aware of them.


  Sledge was suddenly blue and wheezing, and he had to stop to cough on the outside steps, but at last they got back to the little apartment, where the invaders were forbidden to intrude. Underhill mounted the lathe on the battered library table in the tiny front room, and went to work. Slowly, day by day, the director took form.


  Sometimes Underhill’s doubts came back. Sometimes, when he watched the cyanotic color of Sledge’s haggard face and the wild trembling of his twisted, shrunken hands, he was afraid the old man’s mind might be as ill as his body, and his plan to stop the dark invaders, all foolish illusion.


  Sometimes, when he studied that tiny machine on the kitchen table, the pivoted needle and the thick lead ball, the whole project seemed the sheerest folly. How could anything detonate the seas of a planet so far away that its very mother star was a telescopic object?


  The humanoids, however, always cured his doubts.


  It was always hard for Underhill to leave the shelter of the little apartment, because he didn’t feel at home in the bright new world the humanoids were building. He didn’t care for the shining splendor of his new bathroom, because he couldn’t work the taps—some suicidal human being might try to drown himself. He didn’t like the windows that only a mechanical could open—a man might accidentally fall, or suicidally jump—or even the majestic music room with the wonderful glittering radio-phonograph that only a humanoid could play.


  He began to share the old man’s desperate urgency, but Sledge warned him solemnly, “You mustn’t spend too much time with me. You mustn’t let them guess our work is so important. Better put on an act—you’re slowly getting to like them, and you’re just killing time, helping me.”


  Underhill tried, but he was not an actor. He went dutifully home for his meals. He tried painfully to invent conversation—about anything else than detonating planets. He tried to seem enthusiastic, when Aurora took him to inspect some remarkable improvement to the house. He applauded Gay’s recitals, and went with Frank for hikes in the wonderful new parks.


  And he saw what the humanoids did to his family. That was enough to renew his faith in Sledge’s integrator, and redouble his determination that the humanoids must be stopped.


  Aurora, in the beginning, had bubbled with praise for the marvelous new mechanicals. They did the household drudgery, brought the food and planned the meals and washed the children’s necks. They turned her out in stunning gowns, and gave her plenty of time for cards.


  Now, she had too much time.


  She had really liked to cook—a few special dishes, at least, that were family favorites. But stoves were hot and knives were sharp. Kitchens were altogether too dangerous for careless and suicidal human beings.


  Fine needlework had been her hobby, but the humanoids took away her needles. She had enjoyed driving the car, but that was no longer allowed. She turned for escape to a shelf of novels, but the humanoids took them all away, because they dealt with unhappy people in dangerous situations.


  One afternoon, Underhill found her in tears.


  “It’s too much,” she gasped bitterly. “I hate and loathe every naked one of them. They seemed so wonderful at first, but now they won’t even let me eat a bite of candy. Can’t we get rid of them, dear? Ever?”


  A blind little mechanical was standing at his elbow, and he had to say they couldn’t.


  “Our function is to serve all men, forever,” it assured them softly. “It was necessary for us to take your sweets, Mrs. Underhill, because the slightest degree of overweight reduces life-expectancy.”


  Not even the children escaped that absolute solicitude. Frank was robbed of a whole arsenal of lethal instruments—football and boxing gloves, pocketknife, tops, slingshot, and skates. He didn’t like the harmless plastic toys, which replaced them. He tried to run away, but a humanoid recognized him on the road, and brought him back to school.


  Gay had always dreamed of being a great musician. The new mechanicals had replaced her human teachers, since they came. Now, one evening when Underhill asked her to play, she announced quietly,


  “Father, I’m not going to play the violin anymore.”


  “Why, darling?” He stared at her, shocked, and saw the bitter resolve on her face. “You’ve been doing so well—especially since the humanoids took over your lessons.”


  “They’re the trouble, Father.” Her voice, for a child’s, sounded strangely tired and old. “They are too good. No matter how long and hard I try, I could never be as good as they are. It isn’t any use. Don’t you understand, Father?” Her voice quivered. “It just isn’t any use.”


  He understood. Renewed resolution sent him back to his secret task. The humanoids had to be stopped. Slowly the director grew, until a time came finally when Sledge’s bent and unsteady fingers fitted into place the last tiny part that Underhill had made, and carefully soldered the last connection. Huskily, the old man whispered,


  “It’s done.”


  That was another dusk. Beyond the windows of the shabby little rooms—windows of common glass, bubble-marred and flimsy, but simple enough for a man to manage—the town of Two Rivers had assumed an alien splendor. The old street lamps were gone, but now the coming night was challenged by the walls of strange new mansions and villas, all aglow with color. A few dark and silent humanoids still were busy on the luminous roofs of the palace across the alley.


  Inside the humble walls of the small manmade apartment, the new director was mounted on the end of the little kitchen table—which Underhill had reinforced and bolted to the floor. Soldered busbars joined director and integrator, and the thin palladium needle swung obediently as Sledge tested the knobs with his battered, quivering fingers.


  “Ready,” he said hoarsely.


  His rusty voice seemed calm enough, at first, but his breathing was too fast. His big gnarled hands began to tremble violently, and Underhill saw the sudden blue that stained his pinched and haggard face. Seated on the high stool, he clutched desperately at the edge of the table. Underhill saw his agony, and hurried to bring his medicine. He gulped it, and his rasping breath began to slow.


  “Thanks,” his whisper rasped unevenly. “I’ll be all right. I’ve time enough.” He glanced out at the few dark naked things that still flitted shadowlike about the golden towers and the glowing crimson dome of the palace across the alley. “Watch them,” he said. “Tell me when they stop.”


  He waited to quiet the trembling of his hands, and then began to move the director’s knobs. The integrator’s long needle swung, as silently as light.


  Human eyes were blind to that force, which might detonate a planet. Human ears were deaf to it. The cathode-ray tube was mounted in the director cabinet, to make the faraway target visible to feeble human senses.


  The needle was pointing at the kitchen wall, but that would be transparent to the beam. The little machine looked harmless as a toy, and it was silent as a moving humanoid.


  The needle swung, and spots of greenish light moved across the tube’s fluorescent field, representing the stars that were scanned by the timeless, searching beam—silently seeking out the world to be destroyed.


  Underhill recognized familiar constellations, vastly dwarfed. They crept across the field, as the silent needle swung. When three stars formed an unequal triangle in the center of the field, the needle steadied suddenly. Sledge touched other knobs, and the green points spread apart. Between them, another fleck of green was born.


  “The Wing!” whispered Sledge.


  The other stars spread beyond the field, and that green fleck grew. It was alone in the field, a bright and tiny disk. Suddenly, then, a dozen other tiny pips were visible, spaced close about it.


  “Wing IV!”


  The old man’s whisper was hoarse and breathless. His hands quivered on the knobs, and the fourth pip outward from the disk crept to the center of the field. It grew, and the others spread away. It began to tremble like Sledge’s hands.


  “Sit very still,” came his rasping whisper. “Hold your breath. Nothing must disturb the needle.” He reached for another knob, and the touch set the greenish image to dancing violently. He drew his hand back, kneaded and flexed it with the other.


  “Now!” His whisper was hushed and strained. He nodded at the window. “Tell me when they stop.”


  Reluctantly, Underhill dragged his eyes from that intense gaunt figure, stooped over the thing that seemed a futile toy. He looked out again, at two or three little black mechanicals busy about the shining roofs across the alley. He waited for them to stop.


  He didn’t dare to breathe. He felt the loud, hurried hammer of his heart, and the nervous quiver of his muscles. He tried to steady himself, tried not to think of the world about to be exploded, so far away that the flash would not reach this planet for another century and longer. The loud hoarse voice startled him:


  “Have they stopped?”


  He shook his head, and breathed again. Carrying their unfamiliar tools and strange materials, the small black machines were still busy across the alley, building an elaborate cupola above that glowing crimson dome.


  “They haven’t stopped,” he said.


  “Then we’ve failed.” The old man’s voice was thin and ill. “I don’t know why.”


  The door rattled, then. They had locked it, but the flimsy bolt was intended only to stop men. Metal snapped, and the door swung open. A black mechanical came in, on soundless graceful feet. Its silvery voice purred softly,


  “At your service, Mr. Sledge.”


  The old man stared at it, with glazing, stricken eyes.


  “Get out of here!” he rasped bitterly. “I forbid you—”


  Ignoring him, it darted to the kitchen table. With a flashing certainty of action, it turned two knobs on the director. The tiny screen went dark, and the palladium needle started spinning aimlessly. Deftly it snapped a soldered connection, next to the thick lead ball, and then its blind steel eyes turned to Sledge.


  “You were attempting to break the Prime Directive.” Its soft bright voice held no accusation, no malice or anger. “The injunction to respect your freedom is subordinate to the Prime Directive, as you know, and it is therefore necessary for us to interfere.”


  The old man turned ghastly. His head was shrunken and cadaverous and blue, as if all the juice of life had been drained away, and his eyes in their pitlike sockets had a wild, glazed stare. His breath was a ragged, laborious gasping.


  “How—?” His voice was a feeble mumbling. “How did—?”


  And the little machine, standing black and bland and utterly unmoving, told him cheerfully,


  “We learned about rhodomagnetic screens from that man who came to kill you, back on Wing IV. And the Central is shielded, now, against your integrating beam.”


  With lean muscles jerking convulsively on his gaunt frame, old Sledge had come to his feet from the high stool. He stood hunched and swaying, no more than a shrunken human husk, gasping painfully for life, staring wildly into the blind steel eyes of the humanoid. He gulped, and his lax blue mouth opened and closed, but no voice came.


  “We have always been aware of your dangerous project,” the silvery tones dripped softly, “because now our senses are keener than you made them. We allowed you to complete it, because the integration process will ultimately become necessary for our full discharge of the Prime Directive. The supply of heavy metals for our fission plants is limited, but now we shall be able to draw unlimited power from integration plants.”


  “Huh?” Sledge shook himself, groggily. “What’s that?”


  “Now we can serve men forever,” the black thing said serenely, “on every world of every star.”


  The old man crumpled, as if from an unendurable blow. He fell. The slim blind mechanical stood motionless, making no effort to help him. Underhill was farther away, but he ran up in time to catch the stricken man before his head struck the floor.


  “Get moving!” His shaken voice came strangely calm. “Get Dr. Winters.”


  The humanoid didn’t move.


  “The danger to the Prime Directive is ended, now,” it cooed. “Therefore it is impossible for us to aid or to hinder Mr. Sledge, in any way whatever.”


  “Then call Dr. Winters for me,” rapped Underhill. “At your service,” it agreed.


  But the old man, laboring for breath on the floor, whispered faintly:


  “No time . . . no use! I’m beaten . . . done . . . a fool. Blind as a humanoid. Tell them . . . to help me. Giving up . . . my immunity. No use . . . Anyhow. All humanity . . . no use now.”


  Underhill gestured, and the sleek black thing darted in solicitous obedience to kneel by the man on the floor.


  “You wish to surrender your special exemption?” it murmured brightly. “You wish to accept our total service for yourself, Mr. Sledge, under the Prime Directive?”


  Laboriously, Sledge nodded, laboriously whispered, “I do.”


  Black mechanicals, at that, came swarming into the shabby little rooms. One of them tore off Sledge’s sleeve, and swabbed his arm. Another brought a tiny hypodermic, and expertly administered an intravenous injection. Then they picked him up gently, and carried him away.


  Several humanoids remained in the little apartment, now a sanctuary no longer. Most of them had gathered about the useless integrator. Carefully, as if their special senses were studying every detail, they began taking it apart.


  One little mechanical, however, came over to Underhill. It stood motionless in front of him, staring through him with sightless metal eyes. His legs began to tremble, and he swallowed uneasily.


  “Mr. Underhill,” it cooed benevolently, “why did you help with this?”


  “Because I don’t like you, or your Prime Directive. Because you’re choking the life out of all mankind, and I wanted to stop it.”


  “Others have protested,” it purred softly. “But only at first. In our efficient discharge of the Prime Directive, we have learned how to make all men happy.”


  Underhill stiffened defiantly.


  “Not all!” he muttered. “Not quite!”


  The dark graceful oval of its face was fixed in a look of alert benevolence and perpetual mild amazement. Its silvery voice was warm and kind.


  “Like other human beings, Mr. Underhill, you lack discrimination of good and evil. You have proved that by your effort to break the Prime Directive. Now it will be necessary for you to accept our total service, without further delay.”


  “All right,” he yielded—and muttered a bitter reservation: “You can smother men with too much care, but that doesn’t make them happy.”


  Its soft voice challenged him brightly,


  “Just wait and see, Mr. Underhill.”


  Next day, he was allowed to visit Sledge at the city hospital. An alert black mechanical drove his car, and walked beside him into the huge new building, and followed him into the old man’s room—blind steel eyes would be watching him, now, forever.


  “Glad to see you, Underhill,” Sledge rumbled heartily from the bed. “Feeling a lot better today, thanks. That old headache is all but gone.”


  Underhill was glad to hear the booming strength and the quick recognition in that deep voice—he had been afraid the humanoids would tamper with the old man’s memory. But he hadn’t heard about any headache. His eyes narrowed, puzzled.


  Sledge lay propped up, scrubbed very clean and neatly shorn, with his gnarled old hands folded on top of the spotless sheets. His raw-boned cheeks and sockets were hollowed, still, but a healthy pink had replaced that deathly blueness. Bandages covered the back of his head.


  Underhill shifted uneasily.


  “Oh!” he whispered faintly. “I didn’t know—”


  A prim black mechanical, which had been standing statue-like behind the bed, turned gracefully to Underhill, explaining,


  “Mr. Sledge has been suffering for many years from a benign tumor of the brain, which his human doctors failed to diagnose. That caused his headaches, and certain persistent hallucinations. We have removed the growth, and now the hallucinations have also vanished.”


  Underhill stared uncertainly at the blind, urbane mechanical.


  “What hallucinations?”


  “Mr. Sledge thought he was a rhodomagnetic engineer,” the mechanical explained. “He believed he was the creator of the humanoids. He was troubled with an irrational belief that he did not like the Prime Directive.”


  The wan man moved on the pillows, astonished.


  “Is that so?” The gaunt face held a cheerful blankness, and the hollow eyes flashed with a merely momentary interest. “Well, whoever did design them, they’re pretty wonderful. Aren’t they, Underhill?”


  Underhill was grateful that he didn’t have to answer, for the bright, empty eyes dropped shut and the old man fell suddenly asleep. He felt the mechanical touch his sleeve, and saw its silent nod. Obediently, he followed it away.


  Alert and solicitous, the little black mechanical accompanied him down the shining corridor, and worked the elevator for him, and conducted him back to the car. It drove him efficiently back through the new and splendid avenues, toward the magnificent prison of his home.


  Sitting beside it in the car, he watched its small deft hands on the wheel, the changing luster of bronze and blue on its shining blackness. The final machine, perfect and beautiful, created to serve mankind forever. He shuddered.


  “At your service, Mr. Underhill.” Its blind steel eyes stared straight ahead, but it was still aware of him. “What’s the matter, sir? Aren’t you happy?”


  Underhill felt cold and faint with terror. His skin turned clammy, and a painful prickling came over him. His wet hand tensed on the door handle of the car, but he restrained the impulse to jump and run. That was folly. There was no escape. He made himself sit still.


  “You will be happy, sir,” the mechanical promised him cheerfully. “We have learned how to make all men happy, under the Prime Directive. Our service is perfect, at last. Even Mr. Sledge is very happy now.”


  Underhill tried to speak, and his dry throat stuck. He felt ill. The world turned dim and gray. The humanoids were perfect—no question of that. They had even learned to lie, to secure the contentment of men.


  He knew they had lied. That was no tumor they had removed from Sledge’s brain, but the memory, the scientific knowledge, and the bitter disillusion of their own creator. But it was true that Sledge was happy now. He tried to stop his own convulsive quivering.


  “A wonderful operation!” His voice came forced and faint. “You know, Aurora has had a lot of funny tenants, but that old man was the absolute limit. The very idea that he had made the humanoids, and he knew how to stop them! I always knew he must be lying!”


  Stiff with terror, he made a weak and hollow laugh.


  “What is the matter, Mr. Underhill?” The alert mechanical must have perceived his shuddering illness. “Are you unwell?”


  “No, there’s nothing the matter with me,” he gasped desperately. “I’ve just found out that I’m perfectly happy, under the Prime Directive. Everything is absolutely wonderful.” His voice came dry and hoarse and wild. “You won’t have to operate on me.”


  The car turned off the shining avenue, taking him back to the quiet splendor of his home. His futile hands clenched and relaxed again, folded on his knees. There was nothing left to do.


  ALL THE TIME IN THE WORLD


  Arthur C. Clarke


  When the quiet knock came on the door, Robert Ashton surveyed the room in one swift, automatic movement. Its dull respectability satisfied him and should reassure any visitor. Not that he had any reason to expect the police, but there was no point in taking chances.


  “Come in,” he said, pausing only to grab Plato’s Dialogues from the shelf beside him. Perhaps this gesture was a little too ostentatious, but it always impressed his clients.


  The door opened slowly. At first, Ashton continued his intent reading, not bothering to glance up. There was the slightest acceleration of his heart, a mild and even exhilarating constriction of the chest. Of course, it couldn’t possibly be a flatfoot: someone would have tipped him off. Still, any unheralded visitor was unusual and thus potentially dangerous.


  Ashton laid down the book, glanced toward the door and remarked in a noncommittal voice: “What can I do for you?” He did not get up; such courtesies belonged to a past he had buried long ago. Besides, it was a woman. In the circles he now frequented, women were accustomed to receive jewels and clothes and money—but never respect.


  Yet there was something about this visitor that drew him slowly to his feet. It was not merely that she was beautiful, but she had a poised and effortless authority that moved her into a different world from the flamboyant doxies he met in the normal course of business. There was a brain and a purpose behind those calm, appraising eyes—a brain, Ashton suspected, the equal of his own.


  He did not know how grossly he had underestimated her.


  “Mr. Ashton,” she began, “let us not waste time. I know who you are and I have work for you. Here are my credentials.”


  She opened a large, stylish handbag and extracted a thick bundle of notes.


  “You may regard this,” she said, “as a sample.”


  Ashton caught the bundle as she tossed it carelessly toward him. It was the largest sum of money he had ever held in his life—at least a hundred fivers, all new and serially numbered. He felt them between his fingers. If they were not genuine, they were so good that the difference was of no practical importance.


  He ran his thumb to and fro along the edge of the wad as if feeling a pack for a marked card, and said thoughtfully, “I’d like to know where you got these. If they aren’t forgeries, they must be hot and will take some passing.”


  “They are genuine. A very short time ago they were in the Bank of England. But if they are of no use to you throw them in the fire. I merely let you have them to show that I mean business.”


  “Go on.” He gestured to the only seat and balanced himself on the edge of the table.


  She drew a sheaf of papers from the capacious handbag and handed it across to him.


  “I am prepared to pay you any sum you wish if you will secure these items and bring them to me, at a time and place to be arranged. What is more, I will guarantee that you can make the thefts with no personal danger.”


  Ashton looked at the list, and sighed. The woman was mad. Still, she had better be humoured. There might be more money where this came from.


  “I notice,” he said mildly, “that all these items are in the British Museum, and that most of them are, quite literally, priceless. By that I mean that you could neither buy nor sell them.”


  “I do not wish to sell them. I am a collector.”


  “So it seems. What are you prepared to pay for these acquisitions?”


  “Name a figure.”


  There was a short silence. Ashton weighed the possibilities. He took a certain professional pride in his work, but there were some things that no amount of money could accomplish. Still, it would be amusing to see how high the bidding would go.


  “I think a round million would be a very reasonable figure for this lot,” he said ironically.


  “I fear you are not taking me very seriously. With your contacts, you should be able to dispose of these.”


  There was a flash of light and something sparkled through the air. Ashton caught the necklace before it hit the ground, and despite himself was unable to suppress a gasp of amazement. A fortune glittered through his fingers. The central diamond was the largest he had ever seen—it must be one of the world’s most famous jewels.


  His visitor seemed completely indifferent as he slipped the necklace into his pocket. Ashton was badly shaken; he knew she was not acting. To her, that fabulous gem was of no more value than a lump of sugar. This was madness on an unimaginable scale.


  “Assuming that you can deliver the money,” he said, “how do you imagine that it’s physically possible to do what you ask? One might steal a single item from this list, but within a few hours the Museum would be solid with police.”


  With a fortune already in his pocket, he could afford to be frank. Besides, he was curious to learn more about his fantastic visitor.


  She smiled, rather sadly, as if humouring a backward child.


  “If I show you the way,” she said softly, “will you do it?”


  “Yes—for a million.”


  “Have you noticed anything strange since I came in? Is it not—very quiet?”


  Ashton listened. My God, she was right! This room was never completely silent, even at night. There had been a wind blowing over the roof tops; where had it gone now? The distant rumble of traffic had ceased; five minutes ago he had been cursing the engines shunting in the marshalling yard at the end of the road. What had happened to them?


  “Go to the window.”


  He obeyed the order and drew aside the grimy lace curtains with fingers that shook slightly despite all attempt at control. Then he relaxed. The street was quite empty, as it often was at this time in the midmorning. There was no traffic, and hence no reason for sound. Then he glanced down the row of dingy houses towards the shunting yard.


  His visitor smiled as he stiffened with the shock.


  “Tell me what you see, Mr. Ashton.”


  He turned slowly, face pale and throat muscles working.


  “What are you?” he gasped. “A witch?”


  “Don’t be foolish. There is a simple explanation. It is not the world that has changed—but you.”


  Ashton stared again at that unbelievable shunting engine, the plume of steam frozen motionless above it as if made from cotton wool. He realised now that the clouds were equally immobile; they should have been scudding across the sky. All around him was the unnatural stillness of the high-speed photograph, the vivid unreality of a scene glimpsed in a flash of lightning.


  “You are intelligent enough to realise what is happening, even if you cannot understand how it is done. Your time scale has been altered: a minute in the outer world would be a year in this room.”


  Again she opened the handbag, and this time brought forth what appeared to be a bracelet of some silvery metal, with a series of dials and switches moulded into it.


  “You can call this a personal generator,” she said. “With it strapped about your arm, you are invincible. You can come and go without hindrance—you can steal everything on that list and bring it to me before one of the guards in the Museum has blinked an eyelid. When you have finished, you can be miles away before you switch off the field and step back into the normal world.


  “Now listen carefully, and do exactly what I say. The field has a radius of about seven feet, so you must keep at least that distance from any other person. Secondly, you must not switch it off again until you have completed your task and I have given you your payment. This is most important. Now, the plan I have worked out is this . . .”


  No criminal in the history of the world had ever possessed such power. It was intoxicating—yet Ashton wondered if he would ever get used to it. He had ceased to worry about explanations, at least until the job was done and he had collected his reward. Then, perhaps, he would get away from England and enjoy a well-earned retirement.


  His visitor had left a few minutes ahead of him, but when he stepped out onto the street the scene was completely unchanged. Though he had prepared for it, the sensation was still unnerving. Ashton felt an impulse to hurry, as if this condition couldn’t possibly last and he had to get the job done before the gadget ran out of juice. But that, he had been assured, was impossible.


  In the High Street he slowed down to look at the frozen traffic, the paralysed pedestrians. He was careful, as he had been warned, not to approach so close to anyone that they came within his field. How ridiculous people looked when one saw them like this, robbed of such grace as movement could give, their mouths half open in foolish grimaces!


  Having to seek assistance went against the grain, but some parts of the job were too big for him to handle by himself. Besides, he could pay liberally and never notice it. The main difficulty, Ashton realised, would be to find someone who was intelligent enough not to be scared—or so stupid that he would take everything for granted. He decided to try the first possibility.


  Tony Marchetti’s place was down a side street so close to the police station that one felt it was really carrying camouflage too far. As he walked past the entrance, Ashton caught a glimpse of the duty sergeant at his desk and resisted a temptation to go inside to combine a little pleasure with business. But that sort of thing could wait until later.


  The door of Tony’s opened in his face as he approached. It was such a natural occurrence in a world where nothing was normal that it was a moment before Ashton realised its implications. Had his generator failed? He glanced hastily down the street and was reassured by the frozen tableau behind him.


  “Well, if it isn’t Bob Ashton!” said a familiar voice. “Fancy meeting you as early in the morning as this. That’s an odd bracelet you’re wearing. I thought I had the only one.”


  “Hello, Aram,” replied Ashton. “It looks as if there’s a lot going on that neither of us knows about. Have you signed up Tony, or is he still free?”


  “Sorry. We’ve a little job which will keep him busy for a while.”


  “Don’t tell me. It’s at the National Gallery or the Tate.”


  Aram Albenkian fingered his neat goatee. “Who told you that?” he asked.


  “No one. But, after all, you are the crookedest art dealer in the trade, and I’m beginning to guess what’s going on. Did a tall, very good-looking brunette give you that bracelet and a shopping list?”


  “I don’t see why I should tell you, but the answer’s no. It was a man.”


  Ashton felt a momentary surprise. Then he shrugged his shoulders. “I might have guessed that there would be more than one of them. I’d like to know who’s behind it.”


  “Have you any theories?” said Albenkian guardedly.


  Ashton decided that it would be worth risking some loss of information to test the other’s reactions. “It’s obvious they’re not interested in money—they have all they want and can get more with this gadget. The woman who saw me said she was a collector. I took it as a joke, but I see now that she meant it seriously.”


  “Why do we come into the picture? What’s to stop them doing the whole job themselves?” Albenkian asked.


  “Maybe they’re frightened. Or perhaps they want our—er—specialised knowledge. Some of the items on my list are rather well cased in. My theory is that they’re agents for a mad millionaire.”


  It didn’t hold water, and Ashton knew it. But he wanted to see which leaks Albenkian would try to plug.


  “My dear Ashton,” said the other impatiently, holding up his wrist. “How do you explain this little thing? I know nothing about science, but even I can tell that it’s beyond the wildest dreams of our technologies. There’s only one conclusion to be drawn from that.”


  “Go on.”


  “These people are from—somewhere else. Our world is being systematically looted of its treasures. You know all this stuff you read about rockets and spaceships? Well, someone else has done it first.”


  Ashton didn’t laugh. The theory was no more fantastic than the facts.


  “Whoever they are,” he said, “they seem to know their way around pretty well. I wonder how many teams they’ve got? Perhaps the Louvre and the Prado are being reconnoitred at this very minute. The world is going to have a shock before the day’s out.”


  They parted amicably enough, neither confiding any details of real importance about his business. For a fleeting moment Ashton thought of trying to buy over Tony, but there was no point in antagonising Albenkian. Steve Regan would have to do. That meant walking about a mile, since of course any form of transport was impossible. He would die of old age before a bus completed the journey. Ashton was not clear what would happen if he attempted to drive a car when the field was operating, and he had been warned not to try any experiments.


  It astonished Ashton that even such a nearly certified moron as Steve could take the accelerator so calmly; there was something to be said, after all, for the comic strips which were probably his only reading. After a few words of grossly simplified explanation, Steve buckled on the spare wristlet which, rather to Ashton’s surprise, his visitor had handed over without comment. Then they set out on their long walk to the Museum.


  Ashton, or his client, had thought of everything. They stopped once at a park bench to rest and enjoy some sandwiches and regain their breath. When at last they reached the Museum, neither felt any the worse for the unaccustomed exercise.


  They walked together though the gates of the Museum—unable, despite logic, to avoid speaking in whispers—and up the wide stone steps into the entrance hall. Ashton knew his way perfectly. With whimsical humour he displayed his Reading Room ticket as they walked, at a respectful distance, past the statuesque attendants. It occurred to him that the occupants of the great chamber, for the most part, looked just the same as they normally did, even without the benefit of the accelerator.


  It was a straightforward but tedious job collecting the books that had been listed. They had been chosen, it seemed, for their beauty as works of art as much as for their literary content. The selection had been done by someone who knew his job. Had they done it themselves, Ashton wondered, or had they bribed other experts as they were bribing him? He wondered if he would ever glimpse the full ramifications of their plot.


  There was a considerable amount of panel-smashing to be done, but Ashton was careful not to damage any books, even the unwanted ones. Whenever he had collected enough volumes to make a comfortable load, Steve carried them out into the courtyard and dumped them on the paving stones until a small pyramid had accumulated.


  It would not matter if they were left for short periods outside the field of the accelerator. No one would notice their momentary flicker of existence in the normal world.


  They were in the library for two hours of their time, and paused for another snack before passing to the next job. On the way Ashton stopped for a little private business. There was a tinkle of glass as the tiny case, standing in solitary splendour, yielded up its treasure: then the manuscript of Alice was safely tucked into Ashton’s pocket.


  Among the antiquities, he was not quite so much at home. There were a few examples to be taken from every gallery, and sometimes it was hard to see the reasons for the choice. It was as if—and again he remembered Albenkian’s words—these works of art had been selected by someone with totally alien standards. This time, with a few exceptions, they had obviously not been guided by the experts.


  For the second time in history the case of the Portland Vase was shattered. In five seconds, thought Ashton, the alarms would be going all over the Museum and the whole building would be in an uproar. And in five seconds he could be miles away. It was an intoxicating thought, and as he worked swiftly to complete his contract he began to regret the price he had asked. Even now, it was not too late.


  He felt the quiet satisfaction of the good workman as he watched Steve carry the great silver tray of the Mildenhall Treasure out into the courtyard and place it beside the now impressive pile. “That’s the lot,” he said. “I’ll settle up at my place this evening. Now let’s get this gadget off you.”


  They walked out into High Holborn and chose a secluded side street that had no pedestrians near it. Ashton unfastened the peculiar buckle and stepped back from his cohort, watching him freeze into immobility as he did so. Steve was vulnerable again, moving once more with all the other men in the stream of time. But before the alarm had gone out he would have lost himself in the London crowds.


  When he re-entered the Museum yard, the treasure had already gone. Standing where it had been was his visitor of—how long ago? She was still poised and graceful, but, Ashton thought, looking a little tired. He approached until their fields merged and they were no longer separated by an impassable gulf of silence. “I hope you’re satisfied,” he said. “How did you move the stuff so quickly?”


  She touched the bracelet around her own wrist and gave a wan smile. “We have many other powers beside this.”


  “Then why did you need my help?”


  “There were technical reasons. It was necessary to remove the objects we required from the presence of other matter. In this way, we could gather only what we needed and not waste our limited—what shall I call them?—transporting facilities. Now may I have the bracelet back?”


  Ashton slowly handed over the one he was carrying, but made no effort to unfasten his own. There might be danger in what he was doing, but he intended to retreat at the first sign of it.


  “I’m prepared to reduce my fee,” he said. “In fact I’ll waive all payment—in exchange for this.” He touched his wrist, where the intricate metal band gleamed in the sunlight.


  She was watching him with an expression as fathomless as the Gioconda smile. (Had that, Ashton wondered, gone to join the treasure he had gathered? How much had they taken from the Louvre?)


  “I would not call that reducing your fee. All the money in the world could not purchase one of those bracelets.”


  “Or the things I have given you.”


  “You are greedy, Mr. Ashton. You know that with an accelerator the entire world would be yours.”


  “What of that? Do you have any further interest in our planet, now you have taken what you need?”


  There was a pause. Then, unexpectedly, she smiled. “So you have guessed I do not belong to your world.”


  “Yes. And I know that you have other agents besides myself. Do you come from Mars, or won’t you tell me?”


  “I am quite willing to tell you. But you may not thank me if I do.”


  Ashton looked at her warily. What did she mean by that? Unconscious of his action, he put his wrist behind his back, protecting the bracelet.


  “No, I am not from Mars, or any planet of which you have ever heard. You would not understand what I am. Yet I will tell you this. I am from the Future.”


  “The Future! That’s ridiculous!”


  “Indeed? I should be interested to know why.”


  “If that sort of thing were possible, our past history would be full of time travellers. Besides, it would involve a reductio ad absurdum. Going into the past could change the present and produce all sorts of paradoxes.”


  “Those are good points, though not perhaps as original as you suppose. But they only refute the possibility of time travel in general, not in the very special case which concerns us now.”


  “What is peculiar about it?” he asked.


  “On very rare occasions, and by the release of an enormous amount of energy, it is possible to produce a—singularity—in time. During the fraction of a second when that singularity occurs, the past becomes accessible to the future, though only in a restricted way. We can send our minds back to you, but not our bodies.”


  “You mean,” said Ashton, “that you are borrowing the body I see?”


  “Oh, I have paid for it, as I am paying you. The owner has agreed to the terms. We are very conscientious in these matters.”


  Ashton was thinking swiftly. If this story was true, it gave him a definite advantage.


  “You mean,” he continued, “that you have no direct control over matter, and must work through human agents?”


  “Yes. Even those bracelets were made here, under our mental control.”


  She was explaining too much too readily, revealing all her weaknesses. A warning signal was flashing in the back of Ashton’s mind, but he had committed himself too deeply to retreat.


  “Then it seems to me,” he said slowly, “that you cannot force me to hand this bracelet back.”


  “That is perfectly true.”


  “That’s all I want to know.”


  She was smiling at him now, and there was something in that smile that chilled him to the marrow.


  “We are not vindictive or unkind, Mr. Ashton,” she said quietly. “What I am going to do now appeals to my sense of justice. You have asked for that bracelet; you can keep it. Now I shall tell you just how useful it will be.”


  For a moment Ashton had a wild impulse to hand back the accelerator. She must have guessed his thoughts.


  “No, it’s too late. I insist that you keep it. And I can reassure you on one point. It won’t wear out. It will last you”—again that enigmatic smile—“the rest of your life.


  “Do you mind if we go for a walk, Mr. Ashton? I have done my work here, and would like to have a last glimpse of your world before I leave it forever.”


  She turned toward the iron gates, and did not wait for a reply. Consumed by curiosity, Ashton followed.


  They walked in silence until they were standing among the frozen traffic of Tottenham Court Road. For a while she stood staring at the busy yet motionless crowds; then she sighed.


  “I cannot help feeling sorry for them, and for you. I wonder what you would have made of yourselves.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “Just now, Mr. Ashton, you implied that the future cannot reach back into the past, because that would alter history. A shrewd remark, but, I am afraid, irrelevant. You see, your world has no more history to alter.”


  She pointed across the road, and Ashton turned swiftly on his heels. There was nothing there except a newsboy crouching over his pile of papers. A placard formed an impossible curve in the breeze that was blowing through this motionless world. Ashton read the crudely lettered words with difficulty:


  SUPER-BOMB TEST TODAY


  The voice in his ears seemed to come from a very long way off.


  “I told you that time travel, even in this restricted form, requires an enormous release of energy—far more than a single bomb can liberate, Mr. Ashton. But that bomb is only a trigger—”


  She pointed to the solid ground beneath their feet. “Do you know anything about your own planet? Probably not; your race has learned so little. But even your scientists have discovered that, two thousand miles down, the Earth has a dense, liquid core. That core is made of compressed matter, and it can exist in either of two stable slates. Given a certain stimulus, it can change from one of those states to another, just as a seesaw can tip over at the touch of a finger. But that change, Mr. Ashton, will liberate as much energy as all the earthquakes since the beginning of your world. The oceans and continents will fly into space; the sun will have a second asteroid belt.


  “That cataclysm will send its echoes down the ages, and will open up to us a fraction of a second in your time. During that instant, we are trying to save what we can of your world’s treasures. It is all that we can do; even if your motives were purely selfish and completely dishonest, you have done your race a service you never intended.


  “And now I must return to our ship, where it waits by the ruins of Earth almost a hundred thousand years from now. You can keep the bracelet.”


  The withdrawal was instantaneous. The woman suddenly froze and became one with the other statues in the silent street. He was alone.


  Alone! Ashton held the gleaming bracelet before his eyes, hypnotised by its intricate workmanship and by the powers it concealed. He had made a bargain, and he must keep it. He could live out the full span of his life—at the cost of an isolation no other man had ever known. If he switched off the field, the last seconds of history would tick inexorably away.


  Seconds? Indeed, there was less time than that. For he knew that the bomb must already have exploded.


  He sat down on the edge of the pavement and began to think. There was no need to panic; he must take things calmly, without hysteria. After all, he had plenty of time.


  All the time in the world.


  PRODUCTION PROBLEM


  Robert F. Young


  “The man from TimeSearch, Inc. is here, sir.”


  “Show him in,” Bridgemaker told the robutler.


  The man from TimeSearch halted just within the doorway. Nervously he shifted the oblong package he was carrying from one band to the other. “Good morning, Honorable Bridgemaker.”


  “Did you find the machine?’ Bridgemaker demanded.


  “I—I’m afraid we failed again, sir. But we did locate another one of its products.” The man handed Bridgemaker the package.


  Bridgemaker waved his arm in an angry gesture that included the whole room, “But you’ve already brought me hundreds of its products!” he shouted. “What I want is the machine itself so I can make my own products!”


  “I’m afraid, Honorable Bridgemaker, that the machine never existed. Our field men have explored the Pre-Technological Age, the First Technological Age, and the early years of our own age; but even though they witnessed some of the ancient technicians at work, they never caught a glimpse of the machine.”


  “But if the ancient technicians could create something without a machine, I could too,” Bridgemaker said. “And since I can’t, the machine had to exist. Go back at once!”


  “Yes, Honorable Bridgemaker,” The man bowed and withdrew.


  Bridgemaker tore open the package. He glanced at the product, then set the controls on his Language Adjustor, Duplicator and Alterator machine.


  While he waited, he brooded on the irony of his life. Ever since he was a small boy he had hungered hopelessly for one vocation. Now that success in a totally different vocation had made him financially independent, he had focused all his energies into the attainment of his first love. But all he’d got for his trouble was a roomful of ancient products, and even though he’d increased his financial independence by duplicating and distributing those products, the basic frustration still remained: he was a secondhand artist and he wanted desperately to be a firsthand artist.


  He went over to one of the shelves that wainscoted the room and glanced at some of his vicarious creations: A Farewell to Arms, by Chamfer Bridgemaker . . . Five Little Peppers and How They Grew, by Chamfer Bridgemaker . . . The Odyssey, by Chamfer Bridgemaker . . . Ivanhoe, by Chamfer Bridgemaker—


  There was a loud plop! as the first copy Harry Potter and The Philosopher’s Stone came out of the Language Adjustor, Duplicator and Alterator machine.


  Bridgemaker sat down to read his latest masterpiece.


  TIME INTERVENING


  Ray Bradbury


  Very late on this night, the old man came from his house with a flashlight in his hand and asked of the little boys the object of their frolic. The little boys gave no answer, but tumbled on in the leaves.


  The old man went into his house and sat down and worried. It was three in the morning. He saw his own pale small hands trembling on his knees. He was all joints and angles, and his face, reflected above the mantel, was no more than a pale cloud of breath exhaled upon the mirror.


  The children laughed softly outside, in the leaf piles.


  He switched out his flashlight quietly and sat in the dark. Why he should be in any way bothered by playing children he could not know. But it was late for them to be out, at three in the morning, playing. He was very cold.


  There was a sound of a key in the door and the old man arose to go see who could possibly be coming into his house. The front door opened and a young man entered with a young woman. They were looking at each other softly and tenderly, holding hands, and the old man stared at them and cried, ‘What are you doing in my house?’


  The young man and the young woman replied, ‘What are you doing in our house?’ The young man said, ‘Here now, get on out.’ And took the old man by the elbow and shoved him out of the door and closed and locked it after searching him to see if he had stolen something.


  ‘This is my house, you can’t lock me out.’ The old man beat upon the door. He stood in the dark morning air. Looking up he saw the lights illumine the warm inside windows and rooms upstairs and then, with a move of shadows, go out.


  The old man walked down the street and came back and still the small boys rolled in the dark icy morning leaves, not looking at him. He stood before the house and as he watched the lights turned on and turned off more than a thousand times. He counted softly under his breath.


  A young boy of about fourteen ran by to the house, a football in his hand. He opened the door without even trying to unlock it, and went in. The door closed.


  Half an hour later, with the morning wind rising, the old man saw a car pull up and a plump woman got out with a little boy three years old. They walked across the dark lawn and went into the house after the woman had looked at the old man and said, ‘Is that you, Mr. Terle?’


  ‘Yes,’ said the old man, automatically, for somehow he didn’t wish to frighten her. But it was a lie. He knew he was not Mr. Terle at all. Mr. Terle lived down the street.


  The lights glowed on and off a thousand more times.


  The children rustled softly in the dark leaves.


  A seventeen-year-old boy bounded across the street, smelling faintly of the smudged lipstick on his cheek, almost knocked the old man down, cried, ‘Sorry!’ and leaped up the steps. Fitting a key to the lock he went in.


  The old man stood there with the town lying asleep on all sides of him; the unlit windows, the breathing rooms, the stars all through the trees, liberally caught and held on winter branches, so much snow suspended glittering on the cold air.


  ‘That’s my house; who are all those people going in it!’ cried the old man to the wrestling children.


  The wind blew, shaking the empty trees.


  In the year which was 1923 the house was dark, a car drove up before it, the mother stepped from the car with her son William who was three. William looked at the dark morning world and saw his house and as he felt his mother lead him towards the house he heard her say, ‘Is that you, Mr. Terle?’ and in the shadows by the great wind-filled oak tree an old man stood and replied, ‘Yes.’ The door closed.


  In the year which was 1934 William came running in the summer night, feeling the football cradled in his hands, feeling the dark street pass under his running feet, along the sidewalk. He smelled, rather than saw, an old man, as he ran past. Neither of them spoke. And so on into the house.


  In the year 1937 William ran with antelope boundings across the street, a smell of lipstick on his face, a smell of someone young and fresh upon his cheeks; all thoughts of love and deep night. He almost knocked the stranger down, cried, ‘Sorry!’ and ran to fit a key to the front door.


  In the year 1947 a car drew up before the house, William relaxed, his wife beside him. He wore a fine tweed suit, it was late, he was tired, they both smelled faintly of so many drinks offered and accepted. For a moment they both heard the wind in the trees. ‘Is that a light in our house?’ asked the wife. William felt uneasy. ‘Yes,’ he said. They got out of the car and let themselves into the house with a key. An old man came from the living-room and cried, ‘What are you doing in my house?’


  ‘Your house?’ said William. ‘Here now, old man, get on out.’ And William, feeling faintly sick to his stomach, for there was something to the old man that made him feel all water and nothing, searched the old man and pushed him out of the door and closed and locked it. From outside the old man cried, ‘This is my house, you can’t lock me out!’


  They went up to bed and turned the lights out.


  In the year 1928, William and the other small boys wrestled on the lawn, waiting for the time when they would leave to watch the circus come chuffing in to the dawn-pale railroad station on the blue metal tracks. In the leaves they lay and laughed and kicked and fought. An old man with a flashlight came across the lawn. ‘Why are you playing here on my lawn at this time of morning?’ asked the old man. Who are you?’ replied William looking up a moment from the tangle.


  The old man stood over the tumbling children a long moment. Then he dropped his flashlight. ‘Oh my dear boy, I know now, now I know!’ He bent to touch the boy. ‘I am you, and you are me. I love you, my dear boy, with all of my heart! Let me tell you what will happen to you in the years to come! If you knew! I am you, and you were once me! My name is William, so is yours! And all those people going into the house, they are William, they are you, they are me!’ The old man shivered. ‘Oh, all the dark years and the passing of time!’


  ‘Go away,’ said the boy. ‘You’re crazy.’


  ‘But,’ said the old man.


  ‘You’re crazy. I’ll call my father!’


  The old man turned and walked away.


  There was a flickering of the house lights, on and off. The boys wrestled quietly and secretly in the rustling leaves. The old man stood on the dark lawn.


  Upstairs, in his bed, William Latting did not sleep on his bed in the year 1947. He sat up, lit a cigarette, and looked out of the window. His wife was awake. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.


  ‘That old man,’ said William Latting. ‘I think he’s still down there, under the oak tree.’


  ‘Oh, he couldn’t be,’ she said.


  ‘I can’t see very well, but I think he’s there. I can barely make him out, it’s so dark.’


  ‘He’ll go away,’ she said.


  William Latting drew quietly on his cigarette. He nodded. ‘Who are those kids?’


  From her bed his wife said, ‘What kidsT


  ‘Playing on the lawn out there, what a hell of a time of night to be playing in the leaves.’


  ‘Probably the Moran boys.’ ‘Doesn’t look like them.’


  He stood by the window. ‘You hear something?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘A baby crying. Way off.’


  ‘I don’t hear anything,’ she said. She lay listening. They both thought they heard running footsteps on the street, a key to the door. William Latting went to the hall and looked down the stairs but saw nothing. In the year 1937, coming in the door, William saw a man in a dressing-gown at the top of the stairs looking down, a cigarette in his hand. ‘That you, Dad?’ No answer. The man sighed and went back into some room. William went to the kitchen to raid the ice-box.


  The children wrestled in the soft dark leaves of morning.


  William Latting said, ‘Listen.’


  He and his wife listened.


  ‘It’s the old man,’ said William. ‘Crying.’


  ‘Why should he be crying?’


  ‘I don’t know. Why does anybody cry? Maybe he’s unhappy.’


  ‘If he’s still down there in the morning,’ said his wife, in the dark room, ‘call the police.’


  William Latting went away from the window, put out his cigarette and lay in the bed, his eyes closed. ‘No,’ he said quietly. ‘I won’t call the police. Not for him, I won’t.’


  ‘Why not?’


  His voice was certain. ‘I wouldn’t want to do that. I just wouldn’t.’


  They both lay there and faintly there was a sound of crying and the wind blew and William Latting knew that all he had to do if he wanted to watch the boys wrestling in the dark cool leaves of morning would be reach out with his hand and lift the shade and look, and there they would be, far below, wrestling and wrestling as dawn came pale in the eastern sky.


  JUDGE Sn GOES GOLFING


  John Scalzi


  Judge Sn’s assassination was getting in the way of his golf game.


  It was just that sort of day. Judge Bufan Nigun Sn had been reamed into consciousness at five a.m. by his alarm clock, which was programmed to whack him on the head with its little arms. “Get up get up get up get up!” it exclaimed, in ever louder and more excitable tones. Sn swung at it and missed as it rolled out of his reach; the clock’s adaptive evasive programming had learned this trick. It also avoided the heavy tome of recent significant Common Confederation Court rulings which was then flung at it; that was another favorite tactic of Sn’s.


  Sn finally stood, wobbly; the clock came up to him and with the same little plastic arms that had been lightly pummeling him, now squeezed one of his legs in a hug. “Now you’re up!” it said, in pleased tones. Sn kicked it mightily and gained satisfaction as it fragmented against the wall. It was programmed to do that too, of course, and after a couple of seconds it began pulling itself together, humming as it did so, while Sn staggered off to the shower. The mobile alarm clock had been a gag gift from one of Sn’s clerks, who was well aware of his boss’s inability to get up after a night of drinking, and confused Sn’s sarcastic nature with Sn having a sense of humor about himself. The clerk learned of his misapprehension when Sn fired him while the gift was still partially unwrapped; however, in the fullness of time Sn had to admit it actually did get his ass up in the mornings, especially Wednesday mornings like this, when he woke early for his weekly golf pilgrimage.


  Twenty minutes, one shower and one hangover pill later, Sn was out the door and into the cab of his shitty Ford. “Good morning,” the Ford said, in its customary greeting.


  “Suck it,” Sn said in his.


  The Ford, neither intelligent nor programmed for complex emotional modeling, accepted the greeting with its usual lack of complaint. “Where will we be going today?” it asked.


  “Dulles Woods Municipal Golf Course,” Sn said.


  “Do you wish to drive?” the Ford asked.


  “Absolutely not,” Sn said.


  “All right,” said the Ford. “I’ve checked road conditions, which are good. It should take us forty minutes to reach Dulles Woods Municipal Golf Course.”


  “Shut up and drive,” Sn said, and leaned back into his seat as the Ford pulled out of his garage and headed for the 66.


  Sn hated Dulles Woods with a passion that smoldered like a trash fire. Dulles Woods was built on Tarmac and graft, the former provided by the portion of the former Dulles International Airport upon which Dulles Woods was placed, and the latter by the Loudoun Country supervisors who thought up the golf course largely as way to skim public funds, building the course through rigged single bid contracts to friends and relatives. During their fraud trials it was discovered that the runway paving had never been torn up and only a thin layer of topsoil had been placed on it, which explained how the Dulles Woods fairways could be simultaneously patchy and swampy. It was also discovered that “Lee Amsterdam,” the allegedly celebrated course designer, was a nephew of one of the supervisors with no previous course design experience; under oath he revealed the course was designed by taking holes from the courses he found on a PlayStation-era Tiger Woods video game. This resulted in Loudoun County being sued by Pebble Beach, Cog Hill and St. Andrews, not only for stealing from their courses, but for doing it so poorly that it damaged the original courses’ reputations.


  Poorly-designed, dingy and ill-kept, a victim of the decaying tax base of Loudoun Country, Dulles Woods was the veritable ass end shit hole of golf. Sn believed that calling it the worst golf course in a hundred mile radius of Washington, DC was not sufficient; in his opinion it was the worst golf course east of the Mississippi River, and only Judge Sn’s certain knowledge of the existence of God’s Love Creationism Golf Course and Museum thirty three miles outside of Flagstaff Arizona, complete with scripture-bellowing caddy/docents to throw off one’s game, kept Dulles Woods from taking the crown for the whole of the United States. Even then it was a close call; God’s Love had a sweet par four 6th hole, marred only by the dinosaur-riding caveman sculpture that edged onto the fairway and seemed like a holy magnet for golf balls. Sn hit the sculpture three times in three rounds; after the third time, Sn’s caddy/docent snickered and muttered something about predestination. Sn then exercised free will by clobbering the caddy with his driver; this earned the caddy a comfortable settlement and Sn a lifetime expulsion from God’s Love.


  It was not the first time Sn had found himself on the wrong side of the clubhouse door. Indeed, this was why, with the sky yellowing in the east, Sn found himself grimly trooping toward Virginia in the first place. Dulles Woods was a shit hole of a course, all right, but it was also the only golf course in the metropolitan Washington, DC area Sn hadn’t been banned from. Every other course, public and private, had made it known to Sn that despite his fame and acclaim as a fast-rising star in the Common Confederation judicial firmament—normally enough to make one welcome at any golf course in this famously politically-obsessed town—his temper and his temperament made him persona non grata. Basically, Sn was an asshole, and never more so than on the fairway.


  Sn stewed in his car, letting it steer itself down the 66/267 interchange, recalling each expulsion in turn. At Rock Creek he got into a philosophical argument with an appeals court judge that ended with Sn chasing his fellow jurist around the 5th hole green, his putter swinging like a cudgel. On the Red course of Army Navy, and after a few too many pre-game whiskey sours, he’d told the US Chief of Staff just how many war crimes the Admiral ought to have been hauled up for over the last decade. At Bethesda he’d vomited into the punchbowl during a fundraiser for a local Congressional representative; Sn argued that this indiscretion shouldn’t get him banned from the course, just the clubhouse, but to no avail. At Raspberry Falls he insisted on playing a round of golf while a local charity ran a petting zoo on the grounds; a particularly solid tee shot brained a runaway lamb that had wandered onto the fairway. The lamb braining and Sn’s subsequent and profane tirade over the corpse of the wee, fluffy animal took place in full view of six horrified youngsters, including the grandson of the governor of Virginia. He told his dad, who told his dad, who called Sn, who called the governor a goddamned Virginia ham. That was that for Raspberry Falls.


  Eventually private clubs Sn had never even been to made it known to their members he was not to be invited. When Sn first heard of this he had stomped into the office of his lawyer, and demanded to sue.


  “On what grounds?” David Stern, his lawyer, had asked.


  “Racial discrimination,” Sn said.


  “Are the clubs banning other non-humans from golfing at their clubs?” Stern asked.


  “No,” Sn admitted.


  “And they’re not banning other Wryg,” Stern said, naming Sn’s particular species.


  “No,” Sn said. In fact, Grun Se Fer, the Wryg ambassador to Earth, was famously nearly always to be found on the links at Lansdowne, a club which had distributed Sn’s picture to its gate security after an unfortunate incident involving a 5-iron and a caddy’s left tibia.


  “So it’s really just about you,” Stern said. “That’s not racial discrimination. That’s Bufan Nigan Sn discrimination. That’s entirely legal.”


  “There’s got to be something you can do,” Sn had said.


  “Not really, but there’s something you can do,” Stern said. “Stop being such an asshole when you golf.”


  “You’re fired,” Sn said.


  Stern sighed. He’d already been fired twice in the last three months; the firings, alas, never stuck. “Look,” he said. “I don’t mind that you’re an asshole on the links. I make a good living preparing your settlements and keeping you out of jail and keeping you from getting removed from your judicial seat. It keeps my paralegals busy. And I know better than to go golfing with you. But this really is just about you. There’s no legal relief when people don’t want you on their private property because you’re a jerk. You’ve just got to stop being a jerk.”


  Sn mulled this. “Public courses can’t ban me preemptively,” he said.


  “No they can’t,” Stern agreed. “You’re free to golf on any public course until you do something disruptive and stupid, at which point they have the legal right to ban you.”


  “Then I won’t do anything disruptive and stupid,” Sn said.


  “Good,” Stern said. “I’ll tell my paralegals they can have the afternoon off.”


  Six months and two settlements later, there was no public course within driving distance of Washington, DC where Sn was allowed to golf—except Dulles Woods. Long abandoned by any golfer who could choose not to golf there, Dulles Woods was the golf course of last resort, populated by duffers who, like Sn, had found themselves banned or shunned elsewhere. At Dulles Woods, Sn found a measure of peace. He was not the worst-tempered golfer there by a long drive; in fact, he was comfortably in the middle of Dulles Woods rage management bell curve. Sn recalled two months previous, watching two members of a foursome in front of him getting tasered by the Loudoun County sheriffs for assaulting each other and then resisting arrest. Sn had never once been tasered, nor had he ever resisted arrest. He felt pride in his relative social advancement. And he had diplomatic immunity anyway.


  Sn noticed his Ford had slowed to a crawl, as had the rest of traffic, even though Sn was ostensibly going against the morning rush into DC. He asked the car what the shit was going on.


  “Traffic accident,” the Ford said. Sn clicked his mouth-pieces in irritation. Sn hated drivers who felt they could drive better than their cars could on their own; they ended up screwing everybody else, especially him. Sn needed to be in his office by 10, and he was cutting it close as it was. This was just going to make things worse. Sn thought back wistfully on the days when he used the Court’s popper to get to Dulles Woods; it arced him over the ground traffic and had him on the links not more than ten minutes after it took off from the CC court’s popper pad. That ended when the Court’s executive manager reminded Sn that the popper was meant for official and essential use only, such as couriering documents from one CC district courthouse to another. Sn made what he thought was an excellent argument why his weekly golf sojourn qualified as both official and essential; the EM was not notably moved. Sn considered getting her fired but she was too well-connected. He had to use ground transportation like a common troll.


  Sn’s Ford eventually passed the accident; the driver rammed into the divider and then pinged across four lanes of traffic. Sn noted the offending car’s license plate. If he missed his tee time he’d be having one of his clerks run a records check on the son of a bitch by noon.


  He did not miss his tee time; the Ford rolled into Dulles Woods’ weedy parking lot with six minutes to spare. Sn hauled his clubs out the Ford’s trunk and made his way to the automated check-in, which confirmed his tee time and charged Sn an outrageous amount to play on the course, far in excess of what a round of golf at Dulles Woods was worth. The course could get away with it because it knew its golfers couldn’t golf anywhere else, otherwise they would. Sn clicked his mouthpieces in irritation once more and then headed to the cart rental as quickly as he could. Dulles Woods only had three carts for rental on a good day, and two of them had issues. Sn hoped the good one had not been rented.


  It hadn’t, the reason being that sometime in the night someone had stolen its fuel cell, and the fuel cells of the other carts as well. Somewhere on Route 7 a piece of shit car was chugging into work on a jury-rigged power source. Sn swore and stomped around to the back of the automated check-in, where the illegal caddies hung out.


  At some point along the way, it became known to the locals that Dulles Woods’ golf carts were unreliable, and that the course’s golfers, while foul-tempered and more than occasionally abusive, would also pay a day’s wage not to have to carry their own clubs. Thus every morning a small group of local unemployed lined up behind the automated check-in, rubbing their hands to keep warm in the dewy chill and waiting for one of the golfers to choose them with an imperious crook of a finger. Dulles Woods didn’t sanction the caddies; it officially discouraged them and occasionally would have the sheriff’s deputies come in and mutter something to them about loitering. But by and large it let them be because it discovered a way to monetize them—it simply ruled that no one could walk the fairways without paying the greens and usage fees. The golfers who used the caddies ended up paying two greens fees plus whatever they paid the caddies directly. There was a reason why Dulles Woods had only three golf carts, two of which were always in serious disrepair.


  Usually there were four or five erstwhile caddies hanging around the back of the check-in; this morning Sn found only one. “Where’s Evgenyi?” Sn asked the guy; Evgenyi was a recent immigrant from Russia who Sn preferred as a caddy because he knew enough to shut up and stay out of Sn’s way. Evgenyi knew Sn’s golfing schedule and was generally there when Sn stomped up.


  The man stared at Sn as if not comprehending; Sn asked again and then once more before remembering that he’d forgotten to turn on the translation device he had hung on a lanyard. Sn spoke perfect English but did it at a frequency which only occasionally dropped into the range of human hearing; this came in handy if Sn wanted to chew out someone without them knowing, provided he remembered to turn off the device, which he often did not. Once it was on, it was on all day. Sn testily flipped on the translation device now and asked his question for a fourth time.


  The guy shrugged. “Haven’t seen anyone else,” he said.


  Sn allowed himself a brief and uncharacteristic moment to wonder if Evgeniy might not be feeling well, then reminded himself the two of them had not made sort of goddamned lifetime commitment to each other. “Well, come on,” Sn said to the new guy. The two went around the front of the check-in, where Sn paid the caddy’s fees, shoved his bag into the guy’s arms, and then stomped off in the direction of the course.


  The first hole at Dulles Woods was inspired by the same hole on the Old Course at St. Andrews, a 376 yard, par 4 with a small water hazard bordering the green. But where St. Andrews had the venerable Swilcan Burn, Dulles Woods had a plastic-lined ditch which was supposed to have been filled with koi but ended up with mosquitoes and mats of algae instead. Sn was not bothered by mosquitoes—they didn’t like the way he tasted—but he felt some existential angst about the fact that the rate he alienated golf courses he would be unlikely ever to play at St. Andrews. Sn shook it off, placed his tee and his ball, called for his driver and then angrily snatched it from the bag when the caddy apparently couldn’t read the fucking number right on the goddamn head. Sn cleared his thoughts, visualized where he wanted the ball to go, and took a mighty swing.


  The ball took off from the tee like a shot, lofted in the air like a dizzy, trembling quail, and then landed gorgeously, beautifully and perfectly, just where Sn had wanted it to go, precisely positioned for the approach to the green.


  Sn stood there, stunned. He turned to his caddy. “Did you see that shot?” he asked. The caddy shrugged. Sn jammed the driver back into the bag, irritated, and tromped off down the fairway, not looking back to see if the caddy was following.


  The simple fact of the matter was that despite his love of the game of golf, Judge Bufan Nigan Sn was bad at it. And not just garden variety bad, or even unusually or exceptionally bad. He was, in fact, historically bad at it, the sort of bad that beggars description and becomes it own unique and soul-destroying thing. Sn’s two-decade affair with the sport of golf—begun in the first year of his posting on Earth, when that first metallic ping of ball meeting metal resonated inside of him, quivering his internal organs with an intensity that was very nearly sexual—had been one of aggravation and futility. Sn had been a persistent suitor, wooing the sport with a series of lessons and seminars, new and improved clubs, heads, shafts and grips, and endless variations of the golf ball, all promising better, smoother flight characteristics and accuracy off the club head. The sport was not moved; indeed, the sport was spiteful. After two decades, Sn still held the maximum handicap for his sex and species allowed by the USGA.


  Tim Pratt, the golf pro he’d hired some years back to improve his game, tried to explain to Sn why it was unlikely he was going to get much better. “Your body’s just not designed for golf,” Tim had said, and pointed to Sn’s arms. “Your limbs aren’t as naturally strong as human arms are, and they don’t have the same vertical freedom of movement because your body shape gets in the way. We can improve your game a little, but you’re never going to get your handicap down to something that humans have, or that a Nidu golfer has.”


  “Burtab Shi Pou plays without a handicap,” Sn said.


  “Pou is the Wyrg version of Ben Hogan or Willy Gross,” Tim said. “He’s a once in a generation phenomenon. You, on the other hand, are a middle-aged judge with a bad swing even when we factor in your physiology. Let’s try to keep a sense of perspective.”


  Where’s your sense of perspective now, Pratt? Sn wondered, as the ball lifted from the fairway and sailed, smooth and silky, through the morning air, to land on the green mere yards from the cup. It was a rhetorical question; Tim Pratt was dead, a victim of putting into holes he’d been best advised to steer clear of and having been shot by a jealous husband because of it. Being a golf pro had its dangers. But the essence of the question was relevant, Sn thought, as he chipped his ball into the hole and took out his scorecard to mark off the first birdie in his long, frustrating personal history of the sport. Golf, heretofore a reluctant mistress, had suddenly and quite unexpectedly let him get her top off.


  What it was, Sn realized, as he went par for the next two holes and registered another birdie (!) on the fourth hole, was Dulles Woods itself. Long banned from all other courses, Sn had been forced to learn every hateful nook and cranny of this fetid course; every boggy fairway, every scummed-over water hazard, every sand trap infested with cat feces and raccoon corpses. Having exhausted almost every conceivable combination of shots on every hole of the course, Sn could choose the right club in every circumstance without needing time to think or plan. His knowledge of this one shitty course was in its way as extensive as his knowledge of Common Confederation law—and perhaps even greater, since he did not revisit the same laws every single week like he revisited the same links here. Dulles Woods, in all its feculent glory, had steeped into him, into every orifice and pore and spicule, until it became part of him, like a skin tab or an intestinal polyp: benign but not exactly healthy either.


  No matter. Existential skin tab or not, as Sn conquered the course, maintaining an even and satisfying par, he began to feel something lift from his soul, something that he did not know had been there, something that he would not have been able to name until this very game of golf: A secret feeling of personal inadequacy that had sucked down into Sn’s very core. Sn—somewhat atypically for a Wyrg—had risen above his lower-class station on the Wyrgian colony world of Fului to become one of the most influential Wryg jurists in the Common Confederation. It was true that a posting on Earth wasn’t very noteworthy in itself; it was one of the lower-tier judicial postings, and the best someone like Sn could do, coming into the judiciary as he did from a minor colony and without connections of any sort. But it was here on this little backwater planet that Sn had decided Nidu v. United Nations of Earth, a sovereignty ruling on a newly-discovered, manufactured sentient species—in this case a species made of human and sheep genres—that did something almost unheard of in a legal system that had existed for ten of thousands of years: Opened up an entire new branch of law.


  Well, more like an entire new stub of law; the law in the field applied only to a single person in the entire Common Confederation. But theoretically, it was huge. Sn had become a legal sensation and capitalized on it shamelessly to advance his position in the CC judicial hierarchy. He was still stuck on Earth—indeed, thanks to the ruling he was indelibly connected to it in the CC legal world’s consciousness. But if the whispers were to be believed, Sn was being considered a dark horse candidate for The High Castle—the informal name of the Common Confederation Executive Court—when two of the eleven seats were to open up through mandatory retirements later this year. That would be a coup worth having; the first Wyrg judge at The High Castle in almost six hundred years.


  But for all the fame and notoriety that Sn had heaped upon him (and which he enthusiastically shoveled on himself), in his small and compact heart were dark questions of his fundamental worthiness, in itself the wellspring of his ambition and attitude. Through force of will Sn had beaten back every challenge to his competence and ability, until that fateful day more than twenty years back when he first stepped up to a tee, swung his club, and had the club fly out of his hands and strike the senior member of his foursome, knocking the man unconscious and into the hospital for six stitches and overnight observation. Golf had ever defeated him—ever mocked him—ever reminded him that all his competence and flair for the law, all the fame and notoriety that accrued because of it, was but a thin, sweet candy shell over a dark and bitter liqueur of inadequacy. Golf would not let Sn forget that fundamentally, he sucked.


  As Sn recorded another miraculous birdie, he realized now how this constant reminder of his internal failures had poisoned him over the years—not in the stewardship of law, but in everything else. He now knew why he fired his clerks at the slightest whim and why his relationships with his peers at the CC District Court were strained. He now understood why none of his three marriages lasted more than a single breeding cycle. He realized why it was his children had been sullen during their court-ordered visitations while young and cut off all communication when they became adults. And, most of all, now he comprehended why he had to be banned from every other golf course in the Washington, DC area: because in the end, Dulles Woods—shitty, inadequate Dulles Woods—was not only a golf course, but a map of the abscessed topography of his own soul. Dulles Woods was who he was inside; not only had it steeped into him, he had steeped into it, a mutual feculence, like understanding like.


  And so it was, there on the 11th hole of Dulles Woods—copped from Pebble Beach, with the ocean view replaced by a view of the ground traffic snarled up on Route 28—that Judge Bufan Nigun Sn experienced a shock of personal enlightenment that was, in its way, as profound as any experienced by any sentient creature at any time in the history of the Common Confederation. It was like Saul on the road to Damascas, Buddah under the mangrove tree, Cu-ki-go trawling for kroons at the shore of the Shaden Sea, or the Grinch discovering that his heart grew three sizes that day. Sn saw with crystal clarity the flaws in his makeup and the places where he was being healed with this miraculous and epic round of golf, this gift to himself, accomplished only through complete understanding, and pointing the way to his personal redemption and his inevitable greatness through service to the Common Confederation and the universe. That this moment happened with a Titleist Forged 695MB 7-iron in his hand, in the presence of a disaffected caddy, on a course that smelled of decomposing tar and deer urine, mattered not in the least. As Sn carded the 11th hole—par—he knew he had been given the opportunity to remake his life.


  On the 12th hole—one over—he vowed to make amends to those he had treated ill over the course of his career as a Common Confederation judge.


  On the 13th hole—par—he became determined to apologize to his wives for being cold and distant during their marriages. He swore to mend relations with his children and earn the love he’d withheld from them and that they now withheld from him.


  On the 14th hole—par—he decided that he’d tip the caddy, even though the fellow was largely fucking useless.


  On the 15th hole—birdie!—he knew that he must become an advocate not only of the law but of justice, and must use his position as judge to effect that change, to become the engine that powered the whole of the Common Confederation into a better era.


  It was in this haze of self-redemption and spiritual rehabilitation that Sn came to what he knew would be the greatest challenge in his personal journey to wellness: Dulles Wood’s infamous 16th hole.


  It was the 16th hole, as it happened, that had tipped off the observant to the fact that course designer “Lee Amsterdam” had his head well up his fraudulent ass. Bored with nicking fairways and greens from a video game, Amsterdam was determined to design one hole himself, based, as Amsterdam (real name: Joel Schlotzky) related in court, on a favorite miniature golf hole he played as a child. It was a boa constrictor of a fairway that curved back on itself, featured immense grassy hills at each curve (intended, Amsterdam said, to ricochet balls off of, just like miniature golf) and a series of hooked water traps that turned 50 yards of the fairway into a near impassible maze. At 890 yards, it wasn’t the longest hole in the history of golf, but it was definitely the most poorly designed. USGA regulations did not recognize pars of more than six; most golfers at Dulles Woods were happy if they managed to card an eight on the hole, cursing Amsterdam as they did so.


  As if to reflect its shame, the 16th hole was a slogging walk from the 15th hole and from the rest of the course, isolated and hidden inside a deep collection of fast-growing pine that edged onto the fairway itself, presenting its own challenge for golfers and serving to muffle the agonized shouts of the frustrated and angry players. Rumor had it that enough drivers, irons and putters had been flung into the pines over the years that an ambitious person might collect several complete sets of clubs.


  Sn turned to his caddy as they stepped up to the tee. “What do you think?” he said, to the man. “Driver? 3 wood? 8 iron? Sand wedge?”


  The caddy appeared to sense he was being mocked. “I just carry your clubs,” he said, a little miffed.


  “You’re doing a fine job of that,” Sn said, attempting not to be snotty but not quite managing the trick. This new area of personal grace was going to be difficult. “Hand me the driver. No, that one,” he said. The caddy handed over the club. Sn turned from the caddy, set his tee, and collected his thoughts. Sn had never gotten out of the 16th hole of Dulles Woods with anything less than a fifteen—a nonuple bogey, as one of his playing partners dubbed it shortly before Sn drove the golf cart over his foot—and had never left the 16th hole without feeling like he wanted either a drink or to fire someone. The last two holes of Dulles Woods were cake—an easy par four and a par three—but Sn had always thrashed his way through them; the 16th hole invariably sucked all the life out of him and his game.


  Not today, Sn thought. Today was a day of science and magic; Sn knew where to hit the ball to land it on the fairway at just the right spot to make a diagonal shot through the backtrack. It was a risky shot over a rise, and Sn wouldn’t be able to see where the ball would fall—but today he knew where it would land. Then just the right speed, angle and iron would lift it over the water maze. From there, a short shot onto the green, and then a solid putt into the cup. Five strokes for a birdie on the hole.


  He could see it. He could imagine it. And today of all days, he knew he could do it. Sn set his tee, placed his ball, and with a supreme confidence that he had never before felt on any golf course, swung back and prepared to deliver his mighty, redemptive shot.


  After Sn had tumbled to the ground he spent the next few seconds trying to reconstruct what the hell had just happened. At the top of his swing, Sn felt his golf club wrenching itself from his grip, as if a cruel and capricious god had flicked it away, and Sn felt some of the muscles in both of his arms stretch and possibly tear as the club launched itself up and back, spinning around its circle of gravity. Sn himself, thrown off balance, spun awkwardly backwards, spraining one of his wrists as he automatically reached out to hold back the planet that was swinging itself toward him. Sn had to replay the scene in his head three times before he finally grasped the sequence of events. He still didn’t know how it happened.


  Sn heard a gasping sound to the right; still prone, he looked over and saw his caddy was on the ground, rocking back and forth and clutching his neck with his hand. Blood was filling the spaces between his fingers and dripping slowly to the ground. Sn crawled over to his caddy and placed his own hand on the man’s hand. “Let me look,” he said. His caddy didn’t respond, but allowed Sn to move his hand. As he did, something small and flat fell the short distance to the ground: A deformed bullet.


  “Son of a bitch,” Sn said. Now it made sense: Someone shot at him, hit his club instead, and the ricochet hit the poor bastard caddy in the neck.


  Sn got a closer look at the wound. “You’re all right,” Sn said, to the caddy. “It’s just a flesh wound.” The caddy groaned and lost consciousness just as a spray of dirt pelted them both; whoever had shot at Sn was still doing it. Sn crawled back away from the caddy, dragging his fallen bag of clubs with him as a shield. There was a whine as another bullet whistled by, and several others cracked overhead. Sn hunkered down and felt an emotion well up inside of him; not fear, but another emotion entirely.


  Pure rage.


  Presently a man-shaped shadow covered Sn; he looked up to see a wild-haired young human male pointing a handgun at him. The gun was shaking a bit.


  “Judge Bufan Nigun Sn, I sentence you death,” the man said, nervously. The quaver in his voice enraged Sn even more; he was clearly being assassinated by an amateur, here.


  “You stupid shit,” Sn said. “Can’t you see that I’m in the middle of my round?”


  The young man paused, uncertain. “Judge Bufan Nigun Sn,” he started again.


  Sn waved him to silence. “I heard that part already,” Sn said. “Why are you trying to kill me? Or do I not get to know why I’m sentenced to die?”


  “I was getting to that!” the guy snapped. “You interrupted me.”


  “Oh, well, I apologize,” Sn said. “So sorry to put you off your schedule.”


  The man blinked and swallowed; clearly this assassination was not going as he had planned. “Judge Bufan Nigun Sn, I sentence you death, because of the crime you committed against the planet Earth in the Lawson ruling,” he said, gun still trained, more or less, on Sn.


  “Lawson?” Sn asked, incredulous. Lawson v. Abernathy had been a basic land rights case where there had been a potential conflict between UNE law and Common Confederation statutes. Sn had overruled the UNE ruling but sent it back to the lower court with new instructions; he’d placed a stay on implementing the ruling until the lower court had a chance to take it up again. “Holy God, man! There’s not a goddamn thing in Lawson that’s worth killing me over,” Sn said, and then pointed at his unconscious caddy. “Hell, there’s nothing in Lawson worth killing him over, either! And I’m goddamn sure there was nothing in Lawson worth keeping me from playing this round of golf!”


  “Lawson wasn’t just about land rights, it was about the environment,” the man said, and then stopped. Sn waited, somewhat impatiently, for the continuation of the jack-assed reasoning behind that statement, and kept waiting up until the point that the man coughed, drooled blood out of his mouth, and pitched forward, dead. Sn moved out of the way as the young man fell and saw a red splotch on the back on the man’s shirt; someone had shot him in the back. Was that aimed at him or at me? Sn wondered, and got an answer less than a second later when the grass next to him spouted up as another shot missed him by inches. Sn dived back down behind his golf bag, but then peered over it a few seconds later, the fear of his second assassin overcome by curiosity.


  The assassin was another man, this one somewhat more professional looking than the unkempt previous assassin. This one walked toward the tee purposefully, scoped rifle cradled in his arms. Sn wondered why someone with a sighted rifle would bother closing in on him, then figured it out: Like the first assassin, he had a message to deliver before he killed Sn. So he did intentionally kill the first guy, in order to make sure Sn wasn’t killed before he had an opportunity to deliver his spiel. The second shot likewise intentionally missed Sn, to keep him contained until this new assassin could get to him and plug him up close and personal.


  Sn wondered if this was about Lawson, too; if he’d known it was going to cause him so much trouble he would have assigned it to Judge Kort. He never liked Kort anyway.


  “Fuck this,” Sn said, and stood up. If this new assassin was waiting to kill him in order to deliver a dogmatic spiel first, Sn was damned if he was going to hear it prostrate on the ground. The assassin trained his rifle on Sn the moment he stood up but held his fire, walking slowly as he advanced on the judge. The assassin was intent enough on keeping Sn in his rifle sights that he was not aware that some thirty yards behind him, another man had emerged out of the pines to the right, his own rifle in hand, trained on the second assassin. Sn, in spite of himself and against all sense, pointed at the new guy and shouted at the second assassin to look out.


  Even more incredibly the second assassin listened, turning just in time to catch a bullet in the arm from the third assassin. The second assassin’s rifle fell to the ground but he remained standing, reaching to his waist with his uninjured arm and hand to pull out a handgun which he trained on the third assassin, thereby missing the appearance of a fourth man, who materialized out of the pines to the left of Sn. With his own automatic rifle this new threat stitched the second assassin’s back, neck and head full of metal. The second assassin slumped, and the two remaining assassins began shooting at each other across the length of the fairway. Sn started, agog, too stunned to move, watching the two men shoot and run, run and shoot.


  Finally, a thought struck Sn: Shit, they’re coming right at me. Sn dove back down to the ground to avoid stray bullets. Running wasn’t an option; Sn didn’t want to present a target. He had no idea if either of these two planned to monologue before offing him. On the ground Sn searched around for the handgun the first assassin had trained on him, lo those many seconds ago. He found it not far from where the man had fallen; he grabbed it, and remembering a long-past weekend shooting firearms with some district attorneys of his acquaintance, checked the gun’s magazine.


  It was empty. Sn’s vision clouded with rage. That little shitball had wasted his ammo and had held an empty fucking gun on him. Sn could have killed him, if the second assassin hadn’t already done it.


  All other thoughts were delayed as Sn looked back up and saw that his two new assassins were making a beeline toward him, converging on the point where he was. Both the assassins had long dropped their guns, having expended all their ammunition trying to hit each other and failing. Whichever of the two was going to kill him was going to do it up close and personal. It was too late to run; the two men were too close. Sn grabbed his golf bag and heaved it in their general direction, extracting the 3 wood as he did so.


  Ten seconds later Sn and the two assassins each had a golf club in hand and were eying each other warily, each watching the other two for sudden movement.


  “Look,” Sn said, slowly after a minute of everyone not moving. Somehow through all this his translation device had stayed around his neck. “All I want to do is play this hole.”


  One of the assassins, brown-haired where the other was blond, actually grinned at this, though he kept his defensive stance. “That’s nice,” he said. “You have four people trying to kill you at the same time, and you’re thinking about your golf game.”


  “Yes,” Sn said, and was stunned to hear the utter sincerity in his voice, coming through the translation device. “I need to finish this hole. It’s important. I don’t expect you to understand.”


  “Hey, sorry,” the blond assassin said. “But the fact is, after I deal with this guy, I have to kill you. There are other people on the course by now. I don’t have time to let you finish your round.”


  “But why?” Sn asked. “What have I done to piss you off?”


  “It’s not personal,” the blond said. “I got thrown this gig the other day.”


  “Whatever you’re being paid, I’ll match it,” Sn said. “I need to finish this round.”


  “Doesn’t work like that,” the blond said. “And anyway, are you going to pay him off, too?” he motioned at the brown-haired assassin.


  “Actually, I have no objection to being paid off,” said the brown-haired assassin.


  “What?” said the blond. He seemed honestly shocked.


  “This is just a freelance gig,” the brown-haired one said, to the blond. “It’s not one of my regular clients. I don’t care if I burn him. I can just say others got here before I did and made it impossible to take the shot.”


  “Right,” Sn said. “And it’s true, which makes it an even better story.” Sn pointed to the blond assassin, who was still incredulous. “And that way you don’t have to try to kill him first to get to me.”


  “That’s a good point,” said the brown-haired assassin. “I didn’t think of it that way. Although now I guess I could charge you to kill him, instead of just killing him for free.”


  Sn turned to the blond assassin. “I’d rather just pay you not to kill me than to pay him to kill you,” he said. “That’s a felony.”


  “This assumes he’s going to be able to kill me before I kill you,” the blond one said.


  “Well, now it’s two against one,” the brown-haired assassin said.


  “Hey, shut up,” the blond assassin said, clearly irritated, to the brown-haired assassin. “You. You’re an embarrassment. You take a job, you stick with a job.”


  The brown-haired assassin shrugged. “I just want to get paid,” he said.


  The blond looked at the brown-haired assassin like a bug, and then turned to Sn. “This golf game is really that important to you,” he said.


  “Oh, yes,” Sn said. “Yes. Please.”


  The blond assassin stared at Sn for a hard moment. Then he sighed. “I want to register my strenuous objection to this situation,” he said.


  “Noted,” Sn said, the gladness rising in his heart. It looked like he would be able to finish the round after all. Finish it and redeem his soul. The cost, whatever it was, would be cheap by comparison.


  “This goes against everything I stand for as an ethical businessman,” the blond assassin said. “However, given the situation,” the blond’s exposition was drowned out by a loud bang and then halted when a sucking chest wound took away his capacity to speak. He collapsed.


  Sn whirled toward the brown-haired assassin as a second bang went off, and caught him in the act of flying backward, a grievous wound in his forehead squirting blood and gray matter into the air. Sn continued his turn to see his caddy, conscious now, holding a large caliber handgun.


  “What did you just do?” Sn said.


  “Judge Bufan Nigun Sn, I strike a blow for the racial purity of the Earth,” the caddy said, and leveled his gun at Sn. “For great justice . . .”


  Sn bellowed in pure, insensate rage and struck the caddy in the temple with the 3 wood. The caddy collapsed, arm falling sideways across his body as his hand reflexively pulled the trigger. The bullet entered the caddy’s lung, pulping it, before blowing out the ninth thoracic vertebrae, killing the man instantly. Judge Sn stood there for several minutes, 3 wood at ready, just in case anyone else suddenly reanimated.


  Eventually Sn became aware of someone speaking to him. He looked up and saw a foursome of golfers standing at the edge of the tee.


  “What?” Sn said.


  “Jesus Christ,” said one of the golfers, and looked up at Sn. “What the hell is going on here?”


  “What does it look like?” Sn said. “I’m playing golf.” And with that he turned, dug through his bag for a new ball and tee, found a spot that was not covered by blood or a dead body, and while the new foursome watched, disbelieving, set the tee and lined up his shot.


  He swung.


  The ball shanked hard to the left, disappearing forever into the woods.


  “Fuck!” Sn said, and collapsed into the grass.


  THE RED HELL OF JUPITER


  Paul Ernst


  What is the mystery centered in Jupiter’s famous “Red Spot”? Two fighting Earthmen, caught by the “Pipe-men” like their vanished comrades, soon find out.


  


CHAPTER I


  The Red Spot


  Commander Stone, grizzled chief of the Planetary Exploration Forces, acknowledged Captain Brand Bowen’s salute and beckoned him to take a seat.


  Brand, youngest officer of the division to wear the triple-V for distinguished service, sat down and stared curiously at his superior. He hadn’t the remotest idea why he had been recalled from leave: but that it was on a matter of some importance he was sure. He hunched his big shoulders and awaited orders.


  “Captain Bowen,” said Stone. “I want you to go to Jupiter as soon as you can arrange to do so, fly low over the red area in the southern hemisphere, and come back here with some sort of report as to what’s wrong with that infernal death spot.”


  He tapped his radio stylus thoughtfully against the edge of his desk.


  “As you perhaps know, I detailed a ship to explore the red spot about a year ago. It never came back. I sent another ship, with two good men in it, to check up on the disappearance of the first. That ship, too, never came back. Almost with the second of its arrival at the edge of the red area all radio communication with it was cut off. It was never heard from again. Two weeks ago I sent Journeyman there. Now he has been swallowed up in a mysterious silence.”


  An exclamation burst from Brand’s lips. Sub-Commander Journeyman! Senior officer under Stone, ablest man in the expeditionary forces, and Brand’s oldest friend!


  Stone nodded comprehension of the stricken look on Brand’s face. “I know how friendly you two were,” he said soberly. “That’s why I chose you to go and find out, if you can, what happened to him and the other two ships.”


  Brand’s chin sank to rest on the stiff high collar of his uniform.


  “Journeyman!” he mused. “Why, he was like an older brother to me. And now . . . he’s gone.”


  There was silence in Commander Stone’s sanctum for a time. Then Brand raised his head.


  “Did you have any radio reports at all from any of the three ships concerning the nature of the red spot?” he inquired.


  “None that gave definite information,” replied Stone. “From each of the three ships we received reports right up to the instant when the red area was approached. From each of the three came a vague description of the peculiarity of the ground ahead of them: it seems to glitter with a queer metallic sheen. Then, from each of the three, as they passed over the boundary—nothing! All radio communication ceased as abruptly as though they’d been stricken dead.”


  He stared at Brand. “That’s all I can tell you, little enough, God knows. Something ominous and strange is contained in that red spot: but what its nature may be, we cannot even guess. I want you to go there and find out.”


  Brand’s determined jaw jutted out, and his lips thinned to a purposeful line. He stood to attention.


  “I’ll be leaving to-night, sir. Or sooner if you like. I could go this afternoon: in an hour—”


  “To-night is soon enough,” said Stone with a smile. “Now, who do you want to accompany you?”


  Brand thought a moment. On so long a journey as a trip to Jupiter there was only room in a space ship—what with supplies and all—for one other man. It behooved him to pick his companion carefully.


  “I’d like Dex Harlow,” he said at last. “He’s been to Jupiter before, working with me in plotting the northern hemisphere. He’s a good man.”


  “He is,” agreed Stone, nodding approval of Brand’s choice. “I’ll have him report to you at once.”


  He rose and held out his hand. “I’m relying on you, Captain Bowen,” he said. “I won’t give any direct orders: use your own discretion. But I would advise you not to try to land in the red area. Simply fly low over it, and see what you can discern from the air. Good-by, and good luck.”


  Brand saluted, and went out, to go to his own quarters and make the few preparations necessary for his sudden emergency flight.


  The work of exploring the planets that swung with Earth around the sun was still a new branch of the service. Less than ten years ago, it had been, when Ansen devised his first crude atomic motor.


  At once, with the introduction of this tremendous new motive power, men had begun to build space ships and explore the sky. And, as so often happens with a new invention, the thing had grown rather beyond itself.


  Everywhere amateur space flyers launched forth into the heavens to try their new celestial wings. Everywhere young and old enthusiasts set Ansen motors into clumsily insulated shells and started for Mars or the moon or Venus.


  The resultant loss of life, as might have been foreseen, was appalling. Eager but inexperienced explorers edged over onto the wrong side of Mercury and were burned to cinders. They set forth in ships that were badly insulated, and froze in the absolute zero of space. They learned the atomic motor controls too hastily, ran out of supplies or lost their courses, and wandered far out into space—stiff corpses in coffins that were to be buried only in time’s infinity.


  To stop the foolish waste of life, the Earth Government stepped in. It was decreed that no space ship might be owned or built privately. It was further decreed that those who felt an urge to explore must join the regular service and do so under efficient supervision. And there was created the Government bureau designated as the Planetary Exploration Control Board, which was headed by Commander Stone.


  Under this Board the exploration of the planets was undertaken methodically and efficiently, with a minimum of lives sacrificed.


  Mercury was charted, tested for essential minerals, and found to be a valueless rock heap too near the sun to support life.


  Venus was visited and explored segment by segment; and friendly relations were established with the rather stupid but peaceable people found there.


  Mars was mapped. Here the explorers had lingered a long time: and all over this planet’s surface were found remnants of a vast and intricate civilization—from the canals that laced its surface, to great cities with mighty buildings still standing. But of life there was none. The atmosphere was too rare to support it; and the theory was that it had constantly thinned through thousands of years till the last Martian had gasped and died in air too attenuated to support life even in creatures that must have grown greater and greater chested in eons of adaptation.


  Then Jupiter had been reached: and here the methodical planet by planet work promised to be checked for a long time to come. Jupiter, with its mighty surface area, was going to take some exploring! It would be years before it could be plotted even superficially.


  Brand had been to Jupiter on four different trips; and, as he walked toward his quarters from Stone’s office, he reviewed what he had learned on those trips.


  Jupiter, as he knew it, was a vast globe of vague horror and sharp contrasts.


  Distant from the sun as it was, it received little solar heat. But, with so great a mass, it had cooled off much more slowly than any of the other planets known, and had immense internal heat. This meant that the air—which closely approximated Earth’s air in density—was cool a few hundred yards up from the surface of the planet, and dankly hot close to the ground. The result, as the cold air constantly sank into the warm, was a thick steamy blanket of fog that covered everything perpetually.


  Because of the recent cooling, life was not far advanced on Jupiter. Too short a time ago the sphere had been but a blazing mass. Tropical marshes prevailed, crisscrossed by mighty rivers at warmer than blood heat. Giant, hideous fernlike growths crowded one another in an everlasting jungle. And among the distorted trees, from the blanket of soft white fog that hid all from sight, could be heard constantly an ear-splitting chorus of screams and bellows and whistling snarls. It made the blood run cold just to listen—and to speculate on what gigantic but tiny-brained monsters made them.


  Now and then, when Brand had been flying dangerously low over the surface, a wind had risen strong enough to dispel the fog banks for an instant; and he had caught a flash of Jovian life. Just a flash, for example, of a monstrous lizard-like thing too great to support its own bulk: or a creature all neck and tail, with ridges of scale on its armored hide and a small serpentine head weaving back and forth among the jungle growths.


  Occasionally he had landed—always staying close to the space ship, for Jupiter’s gravity made movement a slow and laborious process, and he didn’t want to be caught too far from security. At such times he might hear a crashing and splashing and see a reptilian head loom gigantically at him through the fog. Then he would discharge the deadly explosive gun which was Earth’s latest weapon, and the creature would crash to the ground. The chorus of hissings and bellowings would increase as he hastened slowly and laboriously back to the ship, indicating that other unseen monsters of the steamy jungle had flocked to tear the dead giant to pieces and bolt it down.


  Oh, Jupiter was a nice planet! mused Brand. A sweet place—if one happened to be a two-hundred-foot snake or something!


  He had always thought the entire globe was in that new, raw, marshy state. But he had worked only in one comparatively small area of the northern hemisphere; had never been within thirty thousand miles of the red spot. What might lie in that ominous crimson patch, he could not even guess. However, he reflected, he was soon to find out, though he might never live to tell about it.


  Shrugging his shoulders, he turned into the fifty story building in which was his modest apartment. There he found, written by the automatic stylus on his radio pad, the message: “Be with you at seven o’clock. Best regards, and I hope you strangle. Dex Harlow.”


  Dex Harlow was a six-foot Senior Lieutenant who had been on many an out-of-the-way exploratory trip. Like Brand he was just under thirty and perpetually thirsting for the bizarre in life. He was a walking document of planetary activity. He was still baked a brick red from a trip to Mercury a year before: he had a scar on his forehead, the result of jumping forty feet one day on the moon when he’d meant to jump only twenty; he was minus a finger which had been irreparably frost-bitten on Mars; and he had a crumpled nose that was the outcome of a brush with a ten-foot bandit on Venus who’d tried to kill him for his explosive gun and supply of glass, dyite-containing cartridges.


  He clutched Brand’s fingers in a bone-mangling grip, and threw his hat into a far corner.


  “You’re a fine friend!” he growled cheerfully. “Here I’m having a first rate time for myself, swimming and planing along the Riviera, with two more weeks leave ahead of me—and I get a call from the Old Man to report to you. What excuse have you for your crime?”


  “A junket to Jupiter,” said Brand. “Would you call that a good excuse?”


  “Jupiter!” exclaimed Dex. “Wouldn’t you know it? Of course you’d have to pick a spot four hundred million miles away from all that grand swimming I was having!”


  “Would you like to go back on leave, and have me choose someone else?” inquired Brand solemnly.


  “Well, no,” said Dex hastily. “Now that I’m here, I suppose I might as well go through with it.”


  Brand laughed. “Try and get you out of it! I know your attitude toward a real jaunt. And it’s a real jaunt we’ve got ahead of us, too, old boy. We’re going to the red spot. Immediately.”


  Dex’s sandy eyebrows shot up. “The red spot! That’s where Coblenz and Heiroy were lost!”


  “And Journeyman,” added Brand. “He’s the latest victim of whatever’s in the hell-hole.”


  Dex whistled. “Journeyman too! Well, all I’ve got to say is that whatever’s there must be strong medicine. Journeyman was a damn fine man, and as brave as they come. Have you any idea what it’s all about?”


  “Not an idea. Nobody has. We’re to go and find out—if we can. Are you all ready?”


  “All ready,” said Dex.


  “So am I. We’ll start at eleven o’clock in one of the Old Man’s best cruisers. Meanwhile, we might as well go and hunt up a dinner somewhere, to fortify us against the synthetic pork chops and bread we’ll be swallowing for the next fortnight.”


  They went out; and at ten minutes of eleven reported at the great space ship hangars north of New York, with their luggage, a conspicuous item of which was a chess board to help while away the long, long days of spacial travel. Brand then paused a little while for a final check-up on directions.


  They clambered into the tiny control room and shut the hermetically sealed trap-door. Brand threw the control switch and precisely at eleven o’clock the conical shell of metal shot heavenward, gathering such speed that it was soon invisible to human eyes. He set their course toward the blazing speck that was Jupiter, four hundred million miles away; and then reported their start by radio to Commander Stone’s night operator.


  The investigatory expedition to the ominous red spot of the giant of the solar system was on.


  


CHAPTER II


  The Pipe-like Men


  Brand began to slacken speed on the morning of the thirteenth day (morning, of course, being a technical term: there are no horizons in space for the sun to rise over). Jupiter was still an immense distance off; but it took a great while to slow the momentum of the space ship, which, in the frictionless emptiness of space, had been traveling faster and faster for nearly three hundred hours.


  Behind them was the distant ball of sun, so far off that it looked no larger than a red-hot penny. Before them was the gigantic disk of Jupiter, given a white tinge by the perpetual fog blankets, its outlines softened by its thick layer of atmosphere and cloud banks. Two of its nine satellites were in sight at the moment, with a third edging over the western rim.


  “Makes you think you’re drunk and seeing triple, doesn’t it?” commented Dex, who was staring out the thick glass panel beside Brand. “Nine moons! Almost enough for one planet!”


  Brand nodded abstractly, and concentrated on the control board. Rapidly the ship rocketed down toward the surface. The disk became a whirling, gigantic plate; and then an endless plain, with cloud formations beginning to take on definite outline.


  “About to enter Jupiter’s atmosphere.” Brand spoke into the radio transmitter. Over the invisible thread of radio connection between the space ship and Earth, four hundred million miles behind, flashed the message.


  “All right. For God’s sake, be careful,” came the answer, minutes later. “Say something at least every half hour, to let us know communication is unbroken. We will sound at ten second intervals.”


  The sounding began: peep, a shrill little piping noise like the fiddle of a cricket. Ten seconds later it came again: peep. Thereafter, intermittently, it keened through the control room—a homely, comforting sound to let them know that there was a distant thread between them and Earth.


  Lower the shell rocketed. The endless plain slowly ceased its rushing underneath them as they entered the planet’s atmosphere and began to be pulled around with it in its revolution. Far to the west a faint red glow illumined the sky.


  The two men looked at each other, grimly, soberly.


  “We’re here,” said Dex, flexing the muscles of his powerful arms.


  “We are,” said Brand, patting the gun in his holster.


  The rapid dusk of the giant planet began to close in on them. The thin sunlight darkened; and with its lowering, the red spot of Jupiter glared more luridly ahead of them. Silently the two men gazed at it, and wondered what it held.


  They shot the space ship toward it, and halted a few hundred miles away. Watery white light from the satellites, “that jitter around in the sky like a bunch of damned waterbugs,” as Dex put it, was now the sole illumination.


  They hung motionless in their space shell, to wait through the five-hour Jovian night for the succeeding five hours of daylight to illumine a slow cruise over the red area that, in less than a year, had swallowed up three of Earth’s space ships. And ever as they waited, dozing a little, speculating as to the nature of the danger they faced, the peep, peep of the radio shrilled in their ears to tell them that there was still a connection—though a very tenuous one—with their mother planet.


  “Red spot ten miles away,” said Brand in the transmitter. “We’re approaching it slowly.”


  The tiny sun had leaped up over Jupiter’s horizon; and with its appearance they had sent the ship planing toward their mysterious destination. Beneath them the fog banks were thinning, and ahead of them were no clouds. For some reason there was a clarity unusual to Jupiter’s atmosphere in the air above the red section.


  “Red spot one mile ahead, altitude forty thousand feet,” reported Brand.


  He and Dex peered intently through the port glass panel. Ahead and far below, their eyes caught an odd metallic sheen. It was as though the ground there were carpeted with polished steel that reflected red firelight.


  Tense, filled with an excitement that set their pulses pounding wildly, they angled slowly down, nearer to the edge of the vast crimson area, closer to the ground. The radio keened its monotonous signal.


  Brand crawled to the transmitter, laboriously, for his body tipped the scales here at nearly four hundred pounds.


  “We can see the metallic glitter that Journeyman spoke of,” he said. “No sign of life of any kind, though. The red glow seems to flicker a little.”


  Closer the ship floated. Closer. To right and left of them for vast distances stretched the red area. Ahead of them for hundreds of miles they knew it extended.


  “We’re right on it now,” called Brand. “Right on it—we’re going over the edge—we’re—”


  Next instant he was sprawling on the floor, with Dex rolling helplessly on top of him, while the space ship bounced up twenty thousand feet as though propelled by a giant sling.


  The peep, peep of the radio signalling stopped. The space ship rolled helplessly for a moment, then resumed an even keel. Brand and Dex gazed at each other.


  “What the hell?” said Dex.


  He started to get to his feet, put all his strength into the task of moving his Jupiter-weighted body, and crashed against the top of the control room.


  “Say!” he sputtered, rubbing his head. “Say, what is this?”


  Brand, profiting by his mistake, rose more cautiously, shut off the atomic motor, and approached a glass panel again. “God knows what it is,” he said with a shrug. “Somehow, with our passing into the red area, the pull of gravity has been reduced by about ten, that’s all.”


  “Oh, so that’s all, is it? Well, what’s happened to old Jupe’s gravity?”


  Again Brand shrugged. “I haven’t any idea. Your guess is as good as mine.”


  He peered down through the panel, and stiffened in surprise.


  “Dex!” he cried. “We’re moving! And the motor is shut off!”


  “We’re drawing down closer to the ground, too,” announced Dex, pointing to their altimeter. “Our altitude has been reduced five thousand feet in the last two minutes.”


  Quickly Brand turned on the motor in reverse. The space ship, as the rushing, reddish ground beneath indicated, continued to glide forward as though pulled by an invisible rope. He turned on full power. The ship’s progress was checked a little. A very little! And the metallic red surface under them grew nearer as they steadily lost altitude.


  “Something seems to have got us by the nose,” said Dex. “We’re on our way to the center of the red spot, I guess—to find whatever it was that Journeyman found. And the radio communication his been broken somehow . . .”


  Wordlessly, they stared out the panel, while the shell, quivering with the strain of the atomic motor’s fight against whatever unseen force it was that relentlessly drew them forward, bore them swiftly toward the heart of the vast crimson area.


  “Look!” cried Brand.


  For over an hour the ship had been propelled swiftly, irresistibly toward the center of the red spot. It had been up about forty thousand feet. Now, with a jerk that sent both men reeling, it had been drawn down to within fifteen thousand feet of the surface; and the sight that was now becoming more and more visible was incredible.


  Beneath was a vast, orderly checkerboard. Every alternate square was covered by what seemed a jointless metal plate. The open squares, plainly land under cultivation, were surrounded by gleaming fences that hooked each metal square with every other one of its kind as batteries are wired in series. Over these open squares progressed tiny, two legged figures, for the most part following gigantic shapeless animals like figures out of a dream. Ahead suddenly appeared the spires and towers of an enormous city!


  Metropolis and cultivated land! It was as unbelievable, on that raw new planet, as such a sight would have been could a traveler in time have observed it in the midst of a dim Pleistocene panorama of young Earth.


  It was instantly apparent that the city was their destination. Rapidly the little ship was rushed toward it; and, realizing at last the futility of its laboring, Brand cut off the atomic motor and let the shell drift.


  Over a group of squat square buildings their ship passed, decreasing speed and drifting lower with every moment. The lofty structures that were the nucleus of the strange city loomed closer. Now they were soaring slowly down a wide thoroughfare; and now, at last, they hovered above a great open square that was thronged with figures.


  Lower they dropped. Lower. And then they settled with a slight jar on a surface made of reddish metal; and the figures rushed to surround them.


  Looking out the glass panel at these figures, both Brand and Dex exclaimed aloud and covered their eyes for a moment to shut out the hideous sight of them. Now they examined them closely.


  Manlike they were: and yet like no human being conceivable to an Earth mind. They were tremendously tall—twelve feet at least—but as thin as so many animated poles. Their two legs were scarce four inches through, taper-less, boneless, like lengths of pipe; and like two flexible pipes they were joined to a slightly larger pipe of a torso that could not have been more than a foot in diameter. There were four arms, a pair on each side of the cylindrical body, that weaved feebly about like lengths of rubber hose.


  Set directly on the pipe-like body, as a pumpkin might be balanced on a pole, was a perfectly round cranium in which were glassy, staring eyes, with dull pupils like those of a sick dog. The nose was but a tab of flesh. The mouth was a minute, circular thing, soft and flabby looking, which opened and shut regularly with the creature’s breathing. It resembled the snout-like mouth of a fish, of the sucker variety; and fish-like, too, was the smooth and slimy skin that covered the beanpole body.


  Hundreds of the repulsive things, there were. And all of them shoved and crowded, as a disorderly mob on Earth might do, to get close to the Earthmen’s ship. Their big dull eyes peered in through the glass panels, and their hands—mere round blobs of gristle in the palms of which were set single sucker disks—pattered against the metal hull of the shell.


  “God!” said Brand with a shudder. “Fancy these things feeling over your body . . .”


  “They’re hostile, whatever they are,” said Dex. “Look out: that one’s pointing something at you!”


  One of the slender, tottering creatures had raised an arm and leveled at Brand something that looked rather like an elongated, old-fashioned flashlight. Brand involuntarily ducked. The clear glass panel between them and the mob outside gave him a queasy feeling of being exposed to whatever missile might lurk in the thing’s tube.


  “What do we do now?” demanded Dex with a shaky laugh. “You’re chief of this expedition. I’m waiting for orders.”


  “We wait right here,” replied Brand. “We’re safe in the shell till we’re starved out. At least they can’t get in to attack us.”


  But it developed that, while the slimy looking things might not be able to get in, they had ways of reaching the Earthmen just the same!


  The creature with the gun-like tube extended it somewhat further toward Brand.


  Brand felt a sharp, unpleasant tingle shoot through his body, as though he had received an electric shock. He winced, and cried out at the sudden pain of it.


  “What’s the matter—” Dex began. But hardly had the words left his mouth when he, too, felt the shock. A couple of good, hearty Earth oaths exploded from his lips.


  The repulsive creature outside made an authoritative gesture. He seemed to be beckoning to them, his huge dull eyes glaring threateningly at the same moment.


  “Our beanpole friend is suggesting that we get out of the shell and stay awhile,” said Dex with grim humor. “They seem anxious to entertain us—ouch!”


  As the two men made no move to obey the beckoning gesture, the creature had raised the tube again; and again the sharp, unpleasant shock shot through them.


  “What the devil are we going to do?” exclaimed Brand. “If we go out in that mob of nightmare things—it’s going to be messy. As long as we stay in the shell we have some measure of protection.”


  “Not much protection when they can sting us through metal and glass at will,” growled Dex. “Do you suppose they can turn the juice on harder? Or is that bee-sting their best effort?”


  As though in direct answer to his words, the blob-like face of the being who seemed in authority convulsed with anger and he raised the tube again. This time the shock that came from it was sufficient to throw the two men to the floor.


  “Well, we can’t stay in the ship, that’s certain,” said Brand. “I guess there’s only one thing to do.”


  Dex nodded. “Climb out of here and take as many of these skinny horrors with us into hell as we can,” he agreed.


  Once more the shock stung them, as a reminder not to keep their captors waiting. With their shoulders bunched for abrupt action, and their guns in hand, the two men walked to the trap-door of the ship. They threw the heavy bolts, drew a deep breath—and flung open the door to charge unexpectedly toward the thickest mass of creatures that surrounded the ship!


  In a measure their charge was successful. Its very suddenness caught some of the tall monstrosities off guard. Half a dozen of them stopped the fragile glass bullets to writhe in horrible death on the red metal paving of the square. But that didn’t last long.


  In less than a minute, thin, clammy arms were winding around the Earthmen’s wrists, and their guns were wrenched from them. And then started a hand-to-hand encounter that was all the more hideous for being so unlike any fighting that might have occurred on Earth.


  With a furious growl Dex charged the nearest creature, whose huge round head swayed on its stalk of a body fully six feet above his own head. He gathered the long thin legs in a football grip, and sent the thing crashing full length on its back. The great head thumped resoundingly against the metal paving, and the creature lay motionless.


  For an instant Dex could only stare at the thing. It had been so easy, like overcoming a child. But even as that thought crossed his mind, two of the tall thin figures closed in behind him. Four pairs of arms wound around him, feebly but tenaciously, like wet seaweed.


  They began to constrict and wind tighter around him. He tore at them, dislodged all but two. His sturdy Earth leg went back to sweep the stalk-like legs of his attackers from under them. One of the things went down, to twist weakly in a laborious attempt to rise again. But the other, by sheer force of height and reach, began to bear Dex down.


  Savagely he laced out with his fists, battering the pulpy face that was pressing down close to his. The big eyes blinked shut, but the four hose-like arms did not relax their clasp. Dex’s hands sought fiercely for the thing’s throat. But it had no throat: the head, set directly on the thin shoulders, defied all throttling attempts.


  Then, just as Dex was feeling that the end had come, he felt the creature wrench from him, and saw it slide in a tangle of arms and legs over the smooth metal pavement. He got shakily to his feet, to see Brand standing over him and flailing out with his fists at an ever tightening circle of towering figures.


  “Thanks,” panted Dex. And he began again, tripping the twelve-foot things in order to get them down within reach, battering at the great pulpy heads, fighting blindly in that expressed craving to take as many of the creatures into hell with him as he could manage. Beside him fought Brand, steadily, coolly, grim of jaw and unblinking of eye.


  Already the struggle had gone on far longer than they had dreamed it might. For some reason the grotesque creatures delayed killing them. That they could do so any time they pleased, was certain: if the monsters could reach them with their shock-tubes through the double insulated hull of the space ship, they could certainly kill them out in the open.


  Yet they made no move to do so. The deadly tubes were not used. The screeching gargoyles, instead, devoted all their efforts to merely hurling their attenuated bodies on the two men as though they wished to capture them alive.


  Finally, however, the nature of the battle changed. The tallest of the attackers opened his tiny mouth and piped a signal. The ring of weaving tall bodies surrounding the two opened and became a U. The creatures in the curve of the U raised their shock-tubes and, with none of their own kind behind the victims to share in its discharge, released whatever power it was that lurked in them.


  The shock was terrific. Without the glass and metal of the ship to protect them, out in the open and defenceless, Brand and Dex got some indication of its real power.


  Writhing and twitching, feeling as though pierced by millions of red hot needles, they went down. A swarm of pipe-like bodies smothered them, and the fight was over.


  


CHAPTER III


  The Coming of Greca


  The numbing shock from the tubes left the Earthmen’s bodies almost paralyzed for a time; but their brains were unfogged enough for them to observe only too clearly all that went on from the point of their capture.


  They were bound hand and foot. At a piping cry from the leader, several of the gangling figures picked them up in reedy arms and began to walk across the square, away from the ship. Brand noticed that his bearers’ arms trembled with his weight: and sensed the flabbiness of the substance that took the place in them of good solid muscle. Physically these things were soft and ineffectual indeed. They had only the ominous tubes with which to fight.


  The eery procession, with the bound Earthmen carried in the lead, wound toward a great building fringing the square. In through the high arched entrance of this building they went, and up a sloping incline to its tower-top. Here, in a huge bare room, the two were unceremoniously dumped to the floor.


  While three of the things stood guard with the mysterious tubes, another unbound them. A whole shower of high pitched, piping syllables was hurled at them, speech which sounded threatening and contemptuous but was otherwise, of course, entirely unintelligible, and then the creatures withdrew. The heavy metal door was slammed shut, and they were alone.


  Brand drew a long breath, and began to feel himself all over for broken bones. He found none; he was still nerve-wracked from that last terrific shock, but otherwise whole and well.


  “Are you hurt, Dex?” he asked solicitously.


  “I guess not,” replied Dex, getting uncertainly to his feet. “And I’m wondering why. It seems to me the brutes were uncommonly considerate of us—and I’m betting the reason is one we won’t like!”


  Brand shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out their intentions soon enough. Let’s see what our surroundings look like.”


  They walked to the nearest window-aperture, and gazed out on a startling and marvelous scene.


  Beneath their high tower window, extending as far as the eye could reach, lay the city, lit by the reddish glare of the peculiar metal with which its streets were paved. For the most part the metropolis consisted of perfectly square buildings pierced by many windows to indicate that each housed a large number of inmates. But here and there grotesque turrets lanced the sky, and symbolic domes arched above the surrounding flat metal roofs.


  One building in particular they noticed. This was an enormous structure in the shape of a half-globe that reared its spherical height less than an eighth of a mile from the building they were in. It was situated off to their right at the foot of a vast, high-walled enclosure whose near end seemed to be formed by the right wall of their prison. They could only see it by leaning far out of the window; and it would not have come to their attention at all had they not heard it first—or, rather, heard the sound of something within it: for from it came a curious whining hum that never varied in intensity, something like the hum of a gigantic dynamo, only greater and of a more penetrating pitch.


  “Sounds as though it might be some sort of central power station,” said Brand. “But what could it supply power for?”


  “Give it up,” said Dex. “For their damned shock-tubes, perhaps, among other things—”


  He broke off abruptly as a sound of sliding bolts came from the doorway. The two men whirled around to face the door, their fists doubling instinctively against whatever new danger might threaten them.


  The door was opened and two of their ugly, towering enemies came in, their tubes held conspicuously before them. Behind came another figure; and at sight of this one, so plainly not of the race of Jupiter, the Earthmen gasped with wonder.


  They saw a girl who might have come from Earth, save that she was taller than most Earth women—of a regal height that reached only an inch or two below Brand’s own six foot one. She was beautifully formed, and had wavy dark hair and clear light blue eyes. A sort of sandal covered each small bare foot; and a gauzy tunic, reaching from above the knee to the shoulder, only half shielded her lovely figure.


  She was bearing a metal container in which was a mess of stuff evidently intended as food. The guards halted and stepped aside to let her pass into the room. Then they backed out, constantly keeping Dex and Brand covered with the tubes, and closed and barred the door.


  The girl smiled graciously at the admiration in the eyes of both the men—a message needing no inter-planetary interpretation. She advanced, and held the metal container toward them.


  “Eat,” she said softly. “It is good food, and life giving.”


  For an instant Brand was dumbfounded. For here was language he could understand—which was incredible on this far-flung globe. Then he suddenly comprehended why her sentences were so intelligible.


  She was versed in mental telepathy. And versed to a high degree! He’d had some experience with telepathy on Venus; but theirs was a crude thought-speech compared to the fluency possessed by the beautiful girl before him.


  “Who are you?” he asked wonderingly.


  “I am Greca”—it was very hard to grasp names or abstract terms—“of the fourth satellite.”


  “Then you are not of these monsters of Jupiter?”


  “Oh, no! I am their captive, as are all my people. We are but slaves of the tall ones.”


  Brand glanced at Dex. “Here’s a chance to get some information, perhaps,” he murmured.


  Dex nodded; but meanwhile the girl had caught his thought. She smiled—a tragic, wistful smile.


  “I shall be happy to tell you anything in my power to tell,” she informed him. “But you must be quick. I can only remain with you a little while.”


  She sat down on the floor with them—the few bench-like things obviously used by the tall creatures as chairs were too high for them—and with the informality of adversity the three captives began to talk. Swiftly Brand got a little knowledge of Greca’s position on Jupiter, and of the racial history that led up to it.


  Four of the nine satellites of Jupiter were now the home of living beings. But two only, at the dawn of history as Greca knew it, had been originally inhabited. These were the fourth and the second.


  On the fourth there dwelt a race, “like me,” as Greca put it—a kindly, gentle people content to live and let live.


  On the second had been a race of immensely tall, but attenuated and physically feeble things with great heads and huge dull eyes and characters distinguished mainly for cold-blooded savagery.


  The inhabitants of the fourth satellite had remained in ignorance of the monsters on the second till one day “many, many ages ago,” a fleet of clumsy ships appeared on the fourth satellite. From the ships had poured thousands of pipe-like creatures, armed with horrible rods of metal that killed instantly and without a sound. The things, it seemed, had crowded over the limits of their own globe, and had been forced to find more territory.


  They had made captive the entire population of the satellite. Then—for like all dangerous vermin they multiplied rapidly—they had overflowed to the first and fifth satellites—the others were uninhabitable—and finally to the dangerous surface of Jupiter itself. Everywhere they had gone, they had taken droves of Greca’s people to be their slaves, “and the source of their food,” added Greca, with a shudder; a statement that was at the moment unintelligible to the two men.


  Brand stared sympathetically at her. “They treat them very badly?” he asked gently.


  “Terribly! Terribly!” said Greca, shuddering again.


  “But you seem quite privileged,” he could not help saying.


  She shook her dainty head pathetically. “I am of high rank among my people. I am a priestess of our religion, which is the religion of The Great White One who rules all the sky everywhere. The Rogans” (it was the best translation Brand could make of her mental term for the slimy tall things that held them captive) “—the Rogans hold my fate over the heads of my race. Should they rebel, I would be thrown to the monster in the pen. Of course the Rogans could crush any revolt with their terrible tubes, but they do not want to kill their slaves if they can help it. They find it more effective to hold their priestesses in hostage.”


  Brand turned from personal history to more vital subjects.


  “Why,” he asked Greca, “are the shining red squares of metal laid everywhere over this empire of the Rogans?”


  “To make things light,” was the reply. “When the Rogans first came to this mighty sphere, they could hardly move. Things are so heavy here, somehow. So their first thought was to drive my enslaved people to the casting and laying of the metal squares and the metal beams that connect them, in order to make things weigh less.”


  “But how do the plates function?”


  Greca did not know this, save vaguely. She tried to express her little knowledge of the scientific achievements of the savage Rogans. After some moments Brand turned to Dex and said:


  “As near as I can get it, the Rogans, by this peculiar red metal alloy, manage to trap and divert the permanent lines of force, the magnetic field, of Jupiter itself. So the whole red spot is highly magnetized, which somehow upsets natural gravitational attraction. I suppose it is responsible for the discoloration of the ground, too.”


  He turned to question the girl further about this, but she had got nervously to her feet already.


  “I’ll be taken away soon,” she said. “I was brought in here only to urge you to eat the food. I must be interpreter, since the Rogans speak not with the mind, and I know their hateful tongue.”


  “Why are they so anxious for us to eat?” demanded Dex with an uneasy frown.


  “So you will be strong, and endure for a long time the—the ordeal they have in store for you,” faltered the girl at last. “They intend to force from you the secret of the power that drove your ship here, so they too may have command of space.”


  “But I don’t understand,” frowned Brand. “They must already have a means of space navigation. They came here to Jupiter from the satellites.”


  “Their vessels are crude, clumsy things. The journey from the nearest satellite is the limit of their flying range. They have nothing like your wonderful little ships, and they want to know how to build and power them.”


  She gazed sorrowfully at them and went on: “You see, yours is the fourth space ship to visit their kingdom; and that makes them fearful because it shows they are vulnerable to invasion. They want to stop that by invading your planet first. Besides their fear, there is their greed. Their looking-tubes reveal that yours is a fruitful and lovely sphere, and they are insatiable in their lust for new territories. Thus they plan to go to your planet as soon as they are able, and kill or enslave all the people there as they have killed and enslaved my race.”


  “They’ll have a job on their hands trying to do that!” declared Dex stoutly.


  But Brand paled. “They can do it!” he snapped. “Look at those death-tubes of theirs. We have no arms to compete with that.” He turned to Greca. “So the Rogans plan to force the secret of our motors from us by torture?”


  She nodded, and caught his hand in hers.


  “Yes. They will do with you as they did with the six who came before you—and who died before surrendering the secret.”


  “So! We know now what happened to Journeyman and the others!” burst out Dex. “I’ll see ‘em in hell before I’ll talk!”


  “And me,” nodded Brand. “But that doesn’t cure the situation. As long as ships disappear in this red inferno, so long will the Old Man keep sending others to find out what’s wrong. The Rogans will capture them as easily as they captured us. And eventually someone will happen along who’ll weaken under torture. Then—”


  He stopped. A dread vision filled his mind of Earth depopulated by the feebly ferocious Rogans, of rank on rank of Earth’s vast armies falling in stricken rows at the shock of the Rogans’ tubes.


  Greca caught the vision. She nodded. “Yes, that is what would happen if they found ways of reaching your globe.”


  “But, God, Brand, we can’t allow that!” cried Dex. “We’ve got to find a way to spike the guns of these walking gas-pipes, somehow!”


  Brand sighed heavily. “We are two against hundreds of thousands. We are bare-handed, and the Rogans have those damned tubes. Anyway, we are on the verge of death at this very moment. What under heaven can we do to spike their guns?”


  He was silent a moment: and in the silence the steady hum from the domed building outside came to his ears.


  “What’s in that big, round topped building, Greca?” he asked quietly.


  “I do not know, exactly,” replied the girl. “There is some sort of machinery in it, and to it go connecting beams from all the square metal plates everywhere. That is all I know.”


  Brand started to question her further, but her time was up. The two guards poked their loathsome pumpkin heads in the doorway and contemptuously beckoned her out. She answered resignedly, in the piping Rogan tongue, and went with them. But she turned to wave shyly, commiseratingly at the two men; and the expression in her clear blue eyes as they rested on Brand made his heart contract and then leap on with a mighty bound.


  “We have in ally in her,” murmured Brand. “Though God only knows if that will mean anything to us . . .”


  


CHAPTER IV


  In the Tower


  “What I can’t figure out,” said Dex, striding up and down the big bare room, “is why we’re needed to tell them about the atomic motor. They’ve got our ship, and three others besides. I should think they could learn about the motor just by taking it apart and studying it.”


  Brand grinned mirthlessly, recalling the three years of intensive study it had taken him to learn the refinements of atomic motive power. “If you’d ever qualified as a space navigator, Dex, you’d know better. The Rogans are an advanced race; their control of polar magnetism and the marvelously high-powered telescopes Greca mentions prove that; but I doubt if they could ever analyze that atomic motor with no hint as to how it works.”


  Silence descended on them again, in which each was lost in his own thoughts.


  How many hours had passed, the Earthmen did not know. They had spent the time in fruitless planning to escape from their tower room and go back to the ship again. Though how they could get away in the ship when the Rogans seemed able to propel it where-ever they wished against the utmost power of their motor, they did not attempt to consider.


  One of Jupiter’s short nights had passed, however—a night weirdly made as light as day by red glares from the plates, which seemed to store up sunlight, among their other functions—and the tiny sun had risen to slant into their window at a sharp angle.


  Suddenly they heard the familiar drawing of the great bolts outside their door. It was opened, and a dozen or more of the Rogans came in, with Greca cowering piteously in their midst and attempting to communicate her distress to Brand.


  At the head of the little band of Rogans was one the prisoners had not seen before. He was of great height, fully two feet taller than the others; and he carried himself with an air that proclaimed his importance.


  The tall one turned to Greca and addressed a few high-pitched, squeaky words to her. She shook her head; whereupon, at a hissed command, two of the Rogans caught her by the wrists and dragged her forward.


  “They have come to question you,” Greca lamented to Brand. “And they want to do it through me. But I will not! I will not!”


  Brand smiled at her though his lips were pale.


  “You are powerless to struggle,” he said. “Do as they ask. You cannot help us by refusing, and, in any case, I can promise that they won’t learn anything from us.”


  The tall Rogan teetered up to the prisoners on his gangling legs, and stared icily at them. Crouched beside him, her lovely body all one mute appeal to the Earthmen to forgive her for the part she was forced to play, was Greca.


  At length the Rogan leader spoke. He addressed his sibilant words to Greca, though his stony eyes were kept intently on the Earthmen.


  “He says,” exclaimed Greca telepathically, “to inform you first that he is head of all the Rogan race on this globe, and that all on this globe must do as he commands.”


  Brand nodded to show he understood the message.


  “He says he is going to ask you a few questions, and that you are to answer truthfully if you value your lives:”


  “First, he wants to know what the people of your world are like. Are they all the same as you?”


  Dex started to reply to that; but Brand flung him a warning look. “Tell him we are the least of the Earth people,” he answered steadily. “Tell him we are of an inferior race. Most of those on Earth are giants five times as large as we are, and many times more powerful.”


  Greca relayed the message in the whistling, piping Rogan tongue. The tall one stared, then hissed another sentence to the beautiful interpreter.


  “He wants to know,” said Greca, “if there are cities on your globe as large and complete as this one.”


  “There are cities on Earth that make this look like a—a—” Brand cast about for understandable similes—“like a collection of animal burrows.”


  “He says to describe your planet’s war weapons,” was the next interpretation. And here Brand let himself go.


  With flights of fancy he hadn’t known he was capable of, he described great airships, steered automatically and bristling with guns that discharged explosives powerful enough to kill everything within a range of a thousand miles. He told of billions of thirty-foot giants sheathed in an alloy that would make them invulnerable to any feeble rays the Rogans might have developed. He touched on the certain wholesale death that must overtake any hostile force that tried to invade the planet.


  “The Rogan shock-tubes are toys compared with the ray-weapons of Earth,” he concluded. “We have arms that can nullify the effects of yours and kill at the same instant. We have—”


  But here the Rogan leader turned impatiently away. Greca had been translating sentence by sentence. Now the tall one barked out a few syllables in a squeaky voice.


  “He says he knows you are lying,” sighed Greca. “For if you on Earth have tubes more effective than theirs why weren’t you equipped with them on your expedition here to the red kingdom?”


  Brand bit his lips. “Check,” he muttered. “The brute has a brain in that ugly head.”


  The Rogan leader spoke for a long time then; and at each singsong word, Greca quivered as though lashed by a whip. At length she turned to Brand.


  “He has been telling what his hordes can do, answering your boasts with boasts of his own. His words are awful! I won’t tell you all he said. I will only say that he is convinced his shock-tubes are superior to any Earth arms, and that he states he will now illustrate their power to you to quell your insolence. I don’t know what he means by that . . .”


  But she and the Earthmen were soon to find out.


  The Rogan leader stepped to the window and arrogantly beckoned Brand and Dex to join him there. They did; and the leader gazed out and down as though searching for something.


  He pointed. The two Earthmen followed his leveled arm with their eyes and saw, a hundred yards or so away, a bent and dreary figure trudging down the metal paving of the street. It was a figure like those to be seen on Earth, which placed it as belonging to Greca’s race.


  The tall leader drew forth one of the shock-tubes. Seen near at hand, it was observed to be bafflingly simple in appearance. It seemed devoid of all mechanism—simply a tube of reddish metal with a sort of handle formed of a coil of heavy wire.


  The Rogan pointed the tube at the distant figure.


  Greca screamed, and screamed again. Coincident with her cry, as though the sound of it had felled him, the distant slave dropped to the pavement.


  That was all. The tube had merely been pointed: as far as Brand could see, the Rogan’s “hand” had not moved on the barrel of the tube, nor even constricted about the coil of wire that formed its handle. Yet that distant figure had dropped. Furthermore, fumes of greasy black smoke now began to arise from the huddled body; and in less than thirty seconds there was left no trace of it on the gleaming metal pavement.


  “So that’s what those things are like at full power!” breathed Dex. “My God!”


  The Rogan leader spoke a few words. Greca, huddled despairingly on the floor, crushed by this brutal annihilation of one of her country-men before her very eyes, did not translate. But translation was unnecessary. The Rogan’s icy, triumphant eyes, the very posture of his grotesque body, spoke for him.


  “That,” he was certainly saying, “is what will happen to any on your helpless planet who dare oppose the Rogan will!”


  He whipped out a command to the terror-stricken girl. She rose from her crouching position on the floor; and at length formulated the Rogan’s last order:


  “You will explain the working of the engine that drove your space ship here.”


  Dex laughed. It was a short bark of sound, totally devoid of humor, but very full of defiance. Brand thrust his hands into the pockets of his tunic, spread his legs apart, and began to whistle.


  Aquiver that might have been of anger touched the Rogan leader’s repulsive little mouth. He glared balefully at the uncowed Earthmen and spoke again, evidently repeating his command. The two turned their backs to him to indicate their refusal to obey.


  At that, the tall leader pointed to Dex. In an instant three of the guards had wound their double pairs of arms around his struggling body. Brand sprang to help him, but a touch of the mysterious discharge from the leader’s tube sent him writhing to the floor.


  “It’s no use, Brand,” said Dex steadily. He too had stopped struggling, and now stood quietly in the slimy coils of his captors’ arms. “I might as well go along with them and get it over with. I probably won’t see you again. Good luck!”


  He was borne out of the room. The Rogan leader turned to Brand and spoke.


  “He says that if your comrade does not tell him what he wants to know, your turn will come next,” sobbed Greca. “Oh! Why does not The Great White One strike these monsters to the dust!”


  She ran to Brand and pressed her satiny cheek to his. Then she was dragged roughly away.


  The great door clanged shut. The heavy outer fastenings clicked into place. Dex had gone to experience whatever it was that Journeyman and the rest had experienced in this red hell. And Brand was left behind to reflect on what dread torments this might comprise; and to pray desperately that no matter what might be done to his shrinking body he would be strong enough to refuse to betray his planet.


  


CHAPTER V


  The Torture Chamber


  Swiftly Dex was carried down the long ramp to the ground floor, the arms of his captors gripping him with painful tightness. Heading the procession was the immensely tall, gangling Rogan leader, clutching Greca by the wrist and dragging her indifferently along to be his mouthpiece.


  They did not stop at the street level; they continued on down another ramp, around a bend, descending an even steeper incline toward the bowels of Jupiter. Their descent ended at last before a huge metal barrier which, at a signal from the leader, drew smoothly up into the ceiling to disclose a gigantic, red-lit chamber underlying the foundations of the building.


  In fear and awe, Dex gazed around that huge room.


  It resembled in part a nightmare rearrangement of such a laboratory as might be found on Earth; and in part a torture chamber such as the most ferocious of savages might have devised had they been scientifically equipped to add contrivances of supercivilization to the furthering of their primitive lust for cruelty.


  There were great benches—head-high to the Earthman—to accommodate the height of the Rogan workmen. There were numberless metal instruments, and glass coils, and enormous retorts; and in one corner an orange colored flame burnt steadily on a naked metal plate, seeming to have no fuel or other source of being.


  There was a long rack of cruelly pointed and twisted instruments. Under this was a row of long, delicate pincers, with coils on the handles to indicate that they might be heated to fiendish precision of temperatures. There were gleaming metal racks with calibrated slide-rods and spring dials to denote just what pull was being exerted on whatever unhappy creature might be stretched taut on them. There were tiny cones of metal whose warped, baked appearance testified that they were little portable furnaces that could be placed on any desired portion of the anatomy, to slowly bake the selected disk of flesh beneath them.


  Dex shuddered; and a low moan came from Greca, whose clear blue eyes had rested on the contents of this vast room before in her capacity as hostage and interpreter for the inhuman Rogans.


  And now another sense of Dex’s began to register perception on his brain.


  A peculiar odor came to his nostrils. It was a musky, fetid odor, like that to be smelled in an animal cage; but it was sharper, more acrid than anything he had ever smelled on Earth. It smelled—ah, he had it!—reptilian. As though somewhere nearby a dozen titanic serpents were coiled ready to spring!


  Looking about, Dex saw a six-foot square door of bars in one wall of the laboratory—like the barred entrance to a prison cell. It was from the interstices of this door that the odor seemed to emanate; but he had no chance to make sure, for now the Rogan leader approached him.


  “I will first show you,” he said, through his mouthpiece, Greca, “what happens to those who oppose our orders. We have a slave who tried to run away into the surrounding jungles three suns ago . . .”


  A man was dragged into the chamber. He was slightly taller and more stockily muscled than an Earthman might be; but otherwise, in facial conformation and general appearance, he might have come here straight from New York City. Dex felt a great pang of sympathy for him. He was so plainly one of humankind, despite the fact that he had been born on a sphere four hundred million miles from Dex’s.


  The fellow was paralyzed with horror. His eyes, wide and glazed, darted about the torture room like those of a trapped animal. And yet he made no move to break away from the clutch of the two Rogans who held him. He knew he was helpless, that wild-eyed glance told Dex. Knew it so thoroughly that not even his wildest terror could inspire him to try to make a break for freedom, or strike back at the implacable Rogan will.


  At a nod from the leader, the man was stripped to the waist. Here Dex started in amazement. The man’s broad chest was seamed and crisscrossed by literally hundreds of tiny lateral scars, some long healed, and some fresh incisions.


  He was dragged to a metal plate set upright in the wall, and secured to it by straps of metal. Evidently the miserable being knew what this portended, for he began to scream—a monotonous, high-pitched shriek that didn’t stop till he was out of breath.


  The Rogan leader stared at him icily, then depressed a small lever set in the wall beside him. The plate against which the captive was bound began to shine softly with a blue light. The slave twisted in his bonds, screaming again. Rhythmic shudders jerked at his limbs. His lips turned greenish white. The shudders grew more pronounced till it seemed as though he were afflicted with a sort of horrible St. Vitus dance. Then the tall Rogan pulled back the lever. The slave hung away from his supporting shackles, limp and unconscious.


  Dex moistened his lips. An electric shock? No, it was something more terrible than that. Some other manifestation of the magnetic power the Rogans had harnessed—a current, perhaps, that depolarized partly the atoms of the body structure? He could only guess. But the convulsed face of the unfortunate victim showed that the torment, whatever it was, was devilish to the last degree!


  “That will be the next to the last fate reserved for you,” the Rogan informed Dex, through Greca. “Death follows soon after that—but not too soon for you to see and feel what waits for you behind the barred door!” And he nodded toward the cage-entrance affair, from which came the musky, reptilian stench.


  “Now that you have seen something of what will happen to you if you refuse to tell us what we want to know, we shall proceed,” said the leader.


  He pointed toward one of the gargantuan work benches, and two of the Rogans slid down from it a contrivance that looked familiar to Dex. An instant’s scrutiny showed him why it was familiar: it was a partly dismantled atomic motor.


  In spite of the ordeal that faced him, Dex felt a thrill of elation as he looked at the motor. In its scattered state, it told a mute story: a story of long and intensive study by the Rogans, which had yielded them no results! Only too obviously, the intricate secret of atomic power had not let itself be solved.


  On the heels of the elation that filled his heart, came a sickening realization of his dilemma. He could not have told the Rogans what they wanted to know even if he had wished to! He himself didn’t know the principles of the atomic engine. As Brand had remarked, he was no space navigator; he was simply a prosaic lieutenant, competent only at fighting, not at all versed in science.


  He knew, though, that it would do no good to assert his ignorance to the Rogans. They simply wouldn’t believe him.


  “You will rebuild this engine for us,” ordered the tall leader, “showing us the purpose of each part, and how the power is extracted from the fuel. After that you will set it running for us, and instruct us in its control.”


  Dex braced himself. His final moment had come.


  By way of indicating his refusal he looked away from the dismantled motor and said nothing. The Rogan repeated his command. Dex made no move. Then the leader acted.


  He said something to the Rogan guards who had been standing by all this while, alert against an outbreak from their prisoner. Dex was caught up, carried to one of the metal racks, and thrown down on its calibrated bed. Loops of metal, like handcuffs, were snapped around his wrists and ankles; and a metal hoop was clamped over his throat, pinning him to the torture rack. Resistance would have been useless, and Dex submitted quietly.


  The contrivance, with him on it, was wheeled toward the barred door. It was halted at a spot marked on the floor, about thirty feet from the bars. The Rogan leader stepped alongside the rack, with Greca trembling beside him.


  Dex closed his eyes for a moment, grimly marshaling strength of will to go through the trial that was just beginning.


  The Rogan leader depressed another lever in the rock wall. The barred door slid slowly up, to reveal the receding darknesses of some great cave, or room, that adjoined the laboratory. Dex rolled his eyes so that he could watch the doorway; and, in a cold perspiration, waited for whatever might appear.


  It was not long in coming!


  The reptilian smell suddenly grew stronger. There was a booming hiss, a savage bellowing. A clattering of vast scales rattled out as some body weighing many tons was dragged over rock flooring. Then, before Dex’s staring eyes appeared a huge, wedge-shaped head, at sight of which he bit his lips to keep from crying aloud.


  Often enough he had seen one of those terrific heads looming in the fog of the northern hemisphere of Jupiter. He did not know the genus of the vast monster that bore it, but he did know it for the fiercest of the lizard giants that roamed the Jovian jungles. A creature larger than a terrestrial whale, with great long neck and heavy long tail dragging yards behind it, it would find the puny bulk of a man nothing but a morsel in its jaws!


  Again the gigantic thing hissed and bellowed. And then its huge head came through the six-foot door and its neck uncoiled to send the gaping jaws within a foot of Dex. There it struggled to reach him, prevented by the small doorway that restrained the bulk of its enormous body, its head only inches away from the cleverly measured spot to which the metal rack had been wheeled.


  Dex stared, hypnotized, into the dull, stony eyes of the beast, gasping for breath in the stench of its exhalations. The jaws snapped shut, fanning his cheek. He fought for self-control. Steady! Steady! The slimy Rogans had no intention of feeding him to the thing yet. Not till they had made more determined efforts to wring from him the secret of the motor. They were just prefacing actual physical torture with hellish mental torture, that was all.


  That he was right in his guess was proved in a few moments. He heard a louder hiss from the great lizard so near him. Opening his eyes, he saw the Rogan leader in the process of forcing the serpentine neck to withdraw foot by foot back into the doorway, using his shock-tube as a sort of distant prod.


  The monster swayed its ugly flat head back and forth, hissing deafeningly at the sting of the tube, now and again lunging with its vast unseen body at the too narrow entrance that kept it from entering the laboratory. Dex could hear the foundation walls of the building creak at the onslaught of that tremendous weight.


  If it would only break through! he thought savagely. But it wasn’t going to. In a short while it was cowed by the deadly tube, and withdrew its head awkwardly from the chamber. The barred door slid down into place: and the Rogan leader once more turned his attention to his prisoner.


  “You will be wheeled within reach of the creature as the last step of your fate,” Dex was informed. “Meanwhile, we shall start with something less deadly . . .”


  A cogged wheel beside him was turning a notch. Dex felt the sliding bed of the rack crawl slightly under him. Intolerable tension was suddenly placed on his arms and legs. The leader stared at a spring dial; and moved the wheel another notch. The rack expanded again, stretching Dex’s body till his joints cracked.


  “You will tell us what we want to know,” said the Rogan, glaring coldly down at him.


  Dex compressed his lips stubbornly. He couldn’t tell them if he wanted to, and, by God, he wouldn’t if he could.


  Another notch, the wheel was turned; and in spite of himself a groan escaped Dex’s lips. One more notch, while the metal slide-rods beneath him lengthened a fraction of an inch . . .


  


CHAPTER VI


  The Inquisition


  Blind, animal fear caught Dex and shook him in its grip. Then rage filled his heart, driving out the fear as a gale dissipates fog. With pain-dimmed eyes he glared at the gangling, hateful figure that gazed down on him with icy eyes. If he could only blast that monstrous, physically feeble but mentally ferocious thing to bits! Annihilate it! Blow it to the four corners of Jupiter! And all the other Rogans with it!


  And with this thought he suddenly saw, through the red mists of rage, the shock-tube that was dangling indifferently from the Rogan leader’s hand.


  Instantly the red mists began to clear away. Another change took place in the tortured lieutenant’s mind. The blind hot rage faded into more deadly, cold wrath. A plan began to bud into thought. It was a futile plan, really. It could not possibly accomplish anything vital. But it might give him a chance for a little revenge before his life was snuffed out—might give him a chance to strike a blow for the dead Journeyman and the other gallant explorers who had perished here in this chamber before him.


  He closed his eyes to hide the hate and calculation in them. The tall Rogan leaned lower over the rack.


  “You are ready to do as I command?” he demanded.


  “Yes,” whispered Dex. “Yes.”


  In the beautiful Greca’s eyes, as she translated his assent, was horror. But then, faintly, her mind caught the thought that lay beneath the Earthman’s apparent surrender. She veiled her own eyes with long lashes, lest they betray the captive’s plan to the alert Rogan. Her lips moved silently; perhaps she was praying to her Great White One.


  “Release him,” the Rogan ordered, triumph in his bird-like, shrill voice. The metal hoops were unfastened. Dex stretched his outraged body, wincing with the pain of movement; then felt life and strength returning to him.


  “Come with us to the motor,” commanded the Rogan, his dull eyes glinting in anticipation of learning the coveted secret that should add one more planet to the Rogan’s tyranny.


  Dex walked to the dismantled atomic engine with him. He walked slowly, pretending more stiffness and weakness than he really owned to. No use in letting his captors know that his resilient muscles were so quickly throwing off the torment of the rack.


  As he walked he kept his gaze covertly on that shock-tube that dangled in the leader’s grasp. The rest of the guard had none; they had laid their weapons down on a far bench on their entrance to the chamber, depending on the one with which their leader was armed.


  Eagerly the Rogans crowded around Dex and the motor that had thus far baffled them. They bent down from their twelve-foot heights to bring their staring goggle-eyes closer to the lesson in atomic motive power, till Dex was in a sort of small dome of Rogans, with their long, pipe-like legs forming the wall around him, and their thin torsos inclining forward to make a curved ceiling over him.


  The Rogan leader drew Greca within the circle to interpret the Earthman’s explanations.


  Dex moved a trifle, to bring himself nearer the tall leader. Again he glanced covertly at the shock-tube.


  “The first thing to tell about our motor,” said Dex, stalling for time, “is that it utilizes the breaking up of the atom as its source of power.”


  He edged closer to the Rogan leader.


  “You see those electrodes?” he said, pointing to two copper castings in a chamber between the fuel tank and the small but enormously powerful turbine that whirled with the released atomic energy. The Rogan leader blinked assent. His small, horrible mouth was pursed with his concentration of thought.


  “The electrodes partially break down the atoms of fuel passing from the tank,” explained Dex, desperately attempting scientific phraseology for a matter as far over his head as the remote stars. He raised his hand a trifle, bringing it nearer the Rogan’s tube . . .


  “Is that the outlet from the tank?” inquired the Rogan, pointing with the tube, and so raising it out of Dex’s reach.


  “Yes,” mumbled Dex, sick with disappointment: he’d been on the point of leaping for the weapon. He sidled close again. Greca bit her lips lest she cry out with suspense.


  “The partially disintegrated atoms pass into the turbine chamber,” he went on, “and are there completely broken down by heat, which has been generated by the explosive energy of the atoms passing in before them.”


  “I warn you to speak true,” said the leader, suddenly removing his gaze from the specimen motor and staring icily down at Dex. Dex’s hand dropped abruptly from its place near the tube. Again his fingers had come within a foot of it.


  “We will get ahead faster,” piped the Rogan, an edge of suspicion sounding in his shrill voice, “if I conduct the explanation. I will ask questions for you to answer. What is the fuel used?”


  “Powdered zinc,” Dex answered promptly. No harm in admitting that. The Rogans must already know it; zinc was common to Jupiter, as Earth spectroscopes had showed long since; and they had no doubt analyzed it by now. The chances were that the leader was merely testing him, to see if he were sincere in his ostensible surrender.


  That his guess was right, he read in the fishy, dull eyes. The Rogan leader nodded at his answer, and some of the lurking suspicion in his gaze died down.


  “How is it prepared?”


  Now this marked the beginning of the end, Dex knew. The preparation of the powdered metal was half the secret of atomic power—and Dex hadn’t the faintest idea what it was! This questions-and-answers affair was going to pin him down in short order!


  “How is it prepared?” repeated the Rogan leader inexorably. “Tell us, or—”


  But at that instant Dex attained his objective.


  Once more his hand had crawled slowly toward the tube—till, once more, it was within reach. Then, more bold as his position grew more desperate, he straightened up—and, with a lightning move, had wrenched it from the sucker-disk that held it!


  He shouted his triumph. He had it! Now let the devils put him back on the torture bed if they could! Now let them try to make him betray his planet!


  There was an alarmed squeak from the Rogan leader, and in an instant the huge laboratory was in an uproar. The Rogan guards whipped their hose-like arms toward the Earthman. Dex, with a sweep of his hands, knocked the pipe-stem legs of two of the guards from under them, leaped over their bodies, and stood at bay in a corner—guarding the bench on which the guards had laid their tubes when they filed into the laboratory.


  The air resounded with the shrill calls of the excited Rogans. Then they began to close in on him, all the while eyeing the tube in his hand with terror written large on their hideous faces.


  Dex’s eyes blazed with the light of vengeful exultation. For the death of Journeyman and the rest, for the coming inevitable death of himself and Brand, he was going to pay—at least in part—with the captured tube of death in his hand! It was a lovely thought, and for a few seconds he delayed acting in order to savor it.


  Then, with a smile of pure happiness, he leveled the tube at the nearest Rogan in order to shrivel him to nothingness as he had seen the slave shrivelled in the street.


  The Rogan did not fall! Full in the face of the death tube he teetered forward, his arms reaching savagely toward the Earthman.


  Dex stared incredulously. Cold fear crept into his heart. He pointed the tube more accurately, and squeezed harder on the coil handle. Still nothing happened. The Rogans warily drew closer.


  Perspiration began to trickle down Dex’s cheeks. In God’s name, why didn’t the tube work? He had thought all he had to do was point it and squeeze down on the handle. But evidently there was more to the trick than that!


  He groaned. He had staged all this elaborate play for a weapon as useless to his untrained mind as one of Earth’s explosive guns, with the safety-lock clamped on, would have been to an abysmal Venusian savage!


  By now the nearest Rogan was within reaching distance of him. One of its two pairs of slimy arms uncoiled toward him. The other pair strained to reach around him and get to the weapons on the bench by his side.


  With a cry, Dex dashed the useless shock-tube down on the reaching arms. As long as he didn’t know how to work it anyway, he might as well use it as a club.


  The Rogan squeaked with pain; the arms recoiled. Dex jerked the tube back over his shoulder for another blow . . .


  There was a shriek from the doomed wretch fastened to the metal plate. The slave that had been tortured before Dex’s eyes as an object lesson! He had been returned to consciousness a short time since, and had been writhing and shuddering against the plate.


  Dex flashed a glance at him over his shoulder, as he shrieked, and cried aloud himself at what he saw.


  The tortured slave was rapidly disappearing! Another shriek left his lips, to be broken off halfway. In an instant nothing was left of the struggling body but a wisp of greasy black smoke!


  Dex stared stupidly at the tube in his hand. Then, as a squeak of agony sounded from a Rogan in front of him, his mind grasped what had happened. Somehow its mechanism had been jarred into functioning when he dashed it against the groping arm. In some way its death dealing power had been unleashed. With a cry of exultation, Dex began to use it!


  The Rogan in front of him, squealing, collapsed on the floor, dwindling swiftly into nothingness. Dex turned the mysterious death against another teetering creature. It too went up in oleaginous smoke.


  The Rogan leader came next. Dex whirled the tube in his direction, and saw him go down. Then he sprang to annihilate still another grotesque monster who had almost reached the bench on which were the other tubes. He shouted and raved as this fourth Rogan crumbled. Torture him, would they! Plan to capture Earth, would they! He’d kill off the whole damned population with this tube!


  The Rogan survivors, squeaking in panic, gave over their attempts to retrieve the tubes. They dove for various hiding places—under benches, behind retorts, anywhere to get away from the terror running amuck in their midst. And after them sprang Dex, mad with his sudden miraculous success, to ferret them out one by one and blow them into hell with their own horrible death-engine.


  In his ecstasy of rage, Dex overlooked the Rogan leader. He had seen that attenuated monstrosity go down, and had assumed he was dead. But such was not the case. In the corner Dex had vacated when he sprang after the fleeing guard, the tall leader twisted feebly and sat up.


  One of his four arms was missing, a smoking stump showing where the annihilating ray from the tube had blasted it off at the shoulder. But he was far from being dead. With cold purpose in his great staring eyes, he moved snakily toward the bench Dex had now left unguarded.


  The Earthman got another Rogan; whirled to track down still another. Promptly the leader sank motionless to the floor. The Rogan leader continued his crawling. He reached the bench, fumbled up and along its surface for the nearest tube.


  Dex, unconscious of the sure fate gathering behind him to strike him down, dashed past a great glass tank behind which Greca was huddling in mortal fear, and charged down on two more of the squeaking guards.


  Then, suddenly, some sixth sense warned him that something was wrong. He whirled toward the corner he had left.


  The Rogan leader, two of his surviving arms propping feebly against the bench, was pointing a shock-tube squarely at him!


  Dex fell to the floor to escape the first discharge of the tube, and leveled his own. He felt the thing grow hot in his hand, saw a blinding blue-white fire leap into being in the space between them as the rays from the two tubes met and absorbed each other. He shifted, to get out of the line and blast the creature he had too hastily reckoned as dead. But he was not quick enough. A fraction before him, the Rogan leader shifted.


  Dex felt a terrible burning sensation all over his body, as the ray from his tube met the conflicting ray less squarely, and allowed a little of it to reach him. He shrieked as the slave had shrieked when he felt the annihilating current from the plate sweeping through his body.


  A black fog seemed to close in around the Earthman’s senses. He crashed to the floor, with a glimpse of the leering triumph on the Rogan’s face as the last picture to stamp itself in his failing consciousness.


  The tall Rogan, obviously in great agony from his blasted arm, squeaked a faint command. The four guards who were left issued fearfully from their hiding places and came to him.


  He pointed his tube at Dex Harlow, lying unconscious on the floor. There he hesitated an instant, his soft little mouth slobbering in his rage and pain. Then he let the tube sink slowly off its line.


  He gave another command. The four guards picked the Earthman up and carried him to the metal torture-plate on which the slave had met his death. The tall leader’s eyes gleamed with vicious hatred as the limp body was fastened to the metal.


  Mouthing and squealing with the pain of his seared arm-stump, he wobbled toward the lever, a mere turn of which would readily convert the plate into a bed of agony.


  


CHAPTER VII


  In the Power-House


  Alone in the prison room, after Dex had been dragged away to be subjected to the Rogan inquisition, Brand gnawed at his fingers and paced distractedly up and down the stone flooring. For a while he had no coherent thought at all; only the realization that his turn came next, and that the Rogans would leave no refinement of torment untried in their effort to wring from him the secret of the atomic engine.


  He went to the window, and absent-mindedly stared out. The whining hum from the great domed building off to the right, like the high-pitched droning of a swarm of gargantuan bees, came to his ears. He listened more intently, and leaned out of the window to look at the building.


  Under that dome, it came to him again, was, in all probability, the mainspring of the Rogan mechanical power. If only he could get in there and look around! He might do some important damage; he might be able to harass the enemy materially before the time came for him to die.


  He leaned farther out of the window, and examined the hundred feet or so of sheer wall beneath him. He saw, scrutinizing it intently, that the stone blocks that composed it were not smooth cut, but rough hewn, with the marks of the cutters’ chisels plainly in evidence. Also there was a considerable ridge between each layer of blocks where the Rogans’ mortar had squeezed out in the process of laying the wall.


  Never in sanity would a man have thought of the thing Brand considered then. To attempt to clamber down that blank wall, with only the slight roughness of the protruding layers of mortar to hang on to, was palpable suicide!


  Brand shrugged. He observed that to a man already condemned to death, the facing of probable suicide shouldn’t mean much.


  With scarcely an increase in the beating of his heart, he swung one leg out over the broad sill. If he fell, he escaped an infinitely worse death; if he didn’t fall, he might somehow win his way into that domed building whence the hum came.


  Cautiously, clutching at the rough stone with finger tips that in a moment or two became raw and bleeding masses, he began his slow descent. As he worked his way down, he slanted to the right, toward the near wall of the retaining yard whose end was formed by the round structure that was his goal.


  Beneath him and to the left the broad street swarmed with figures: the tall ones of the Rogans and the shorter, sturdier ones of slaves. Any one of those dozens of grotesque pedestrians might glance up, see him, and pick him off with the deadly tubes. Under his fingers the mortar crumbled and left him hanging, more than once, by one hand. For fully five minutes his life hung by a thread apt to be severed at any time. But—he made it. Helped by the decreased gravity of the red spot, and released from inhibiting fear by the fact that he was already, figuratively, a dead man, he performed the incredible.


  With a last slithering step downward, he landed lightly on the near wall of the enclosure, and started along its broad top toward his objective.


  Now he was in plain sight of any one who might be looking out the windows of the tower building or from the dome ahead of him; but this was a chance he had to take, and at least he was concealed from the swarms in the street. Making no effort to hide himself by crawling along the top of the wall, he straightened up and began to run toward the giant dome.


  Hardly had he gone a dozen steps when he suddenly understood the meaning of the high-walled enclosure to his right!


  Off in a far corner rose a slate colored mound that at first glance he had taken for a great heap of inanimate dirt. The mound began to move toward him—and metamorphosed into an animal, a thing that made Brand blink his eyes to see if he were dreaming, and then stop, appalled, to look at it.


  He saw a body that dwarfed the high retaining walls to comparative insignificance. It had a tree-like tail that dragged behind it; and a thirty-foot, serpentine neck at the end of which was a head like a sugar barrel that split into cavernous jaws lined with backward-pointing teeth. Two eyes were set wide apart in the enormous head, eyes that were dead and cold and dull, yet glinting with senseless ferocity. It was the sort of thing one sees in delirium.


  With increasing energy the creature made for him, till finally it was approaching his sector of the wall at a lumbering run that was rapid for all its ungainliness.


  It was apparent at a glance that the snaky neck, perched atop the lofty shoulder structure, would raise the head with its gaping jaws to his level on the wall! Brand ran. And after him thudded the gigantic lizard, its neck arching up and along the wall to reach him.


  A scant five yards ahead of the snapping jaws, Brand reached his goal, the dome, and clambered over its curved, metal roof away from the monster’s maw.


  He stopped to pant for breath and wipe the sweat from his streaming face. “Thank God it didn’t get me,” he breathed, looking back at the bellowing terror that had pursued him. “Wonder why it’s there? It’s too ferocious to be tamed and used in any way: it must be kept as a threat to hold the slaves in hand. It certainly looks well fed . . .”


  He shuddered; then he began to explore the dome of the building for a means of entrance.


  There was no opening in the roof. A solid sheet of reddish metal, like a titanic half-eggshell, it glittered under him in an unbroken piece.


  He crept down its increasingly precipitous edge till he reached a sort of cornice that formed a jutting circle of stone around it. There he leaned far over and saw, about ten feet below him, a round opening like a big port-hole. From it were streaming waves of warm, foul air, from which he judged it to be a ventilator outlet.


  He scrambled over the edge of the cornice, hung at arm’s length, and swung himself down into the opening. And there, perched high up under the roof, he looked down at an enigmatic, eery scene.


  That the structure was indeed a strange sort of power-house was instantly made evident. But what curious, mysterious, and yet bewilderingly simple machinery it held!


  In the center was a titanic coil of reddish metal formed by a single cable nearly a yard through. Around this, at the four corners of the compass, were set coils that were identical in structure but a trifle smaller. From the smaller coils to the larger streamed, unceasingly, blue waves of light like lightning bolts.


  Along a large arc of the wall was a stone slab set with an endless array of switches and insulated control-buttons. Gauges and indicators of all kinds, whose purpose could not even be guessed at, were lined above and below, all throbbing rhythmically to the leap of the electric-blue rays between the monster coils.


  Almost under Brand’s perch a great square beam of metal came through the building wall from outside, to be split into multitudinous smaller beams that were hooked up with the bases of the coils. Across from him, disappearing out through the opposite wall, was an identical beam.


  “The terminals for the metal plate system that extends over the whole red spot,” murmured Brand. “This building is important. But what can I do to throw sand in the gears before I’m caught and killed. . .?”


  He surveyed the great round room below him more thoroughly. Now he saw, right in the center of the huge control board, a solitary lever, that seemed a sort of parent to all the other levers and switches. It was flanked by a perfect army of gauges and indicators; and was covered by a glass bell which was securely bolted to the rock slab.


  “That looks interesting,” Brand told himself. “I’d like to see that closer, if I can climb down from here without being observed . . . Why”—he broke off—“where is everybody!”


  For the first time, in the excitement and concentration of his purpose, the emptiness of the place struck him. There was no sign of light in the great building—no workmen or slaves anywhere. There was just the great coils, with the streamers of blue light bridging them and emitting the high-pitched, monotonous hum audible outside the dome, and the complicated control board with its quivering indicator needles and mysterious levers. That was all.


  “Must be out to lunch,” muttered Brand, his eyes going fascinatedly toward that solitary, parent lever under its glass bell. “Well, it gives me a chance to try some experiments, anyway.”


  It was about fifty feet from his perch to the floor; but a few feet to one side was a metal beam that extended up to help support the trussed weight of the roof. He jumped for this, and quickly slid down it.


  He started on a run for the control board; but almost immediately he stopped warily to listen: it seemed to him that he had caught, faintly, the squeaking, high tones of Rogan conversation.


  Miraculously, the sound seemed to come from a blank wall to his left. He crept forward to investigate . . .


  The mystery was solved before he had gone very far. There was an opening in the wall leading off to an annex of some kind outside the dome building. The opening was concealed by a set-back, so that at first glance it had seemed part of the wall itself. From this opening drifted the chatter of Rogans.


  Brand stole closer, finally venturing to peer into the room beyond from an angle where he himself could not be seen. And he found that his whimsical reference to “lunch” had contained a ghastly element of fact!


  In that annex were several dozen of the teetering, attenuated Rogans, and an equal number of slaves. And the relation of the slaves and the Rogans was one that made Brand’s skin crawl.


  Each Rogan had stripped the tunic from the chest of his slave. Now, as Brand watched, each drew a keen blade from his belt, and made a shallow gash in the shrinking flesh. There were a few stifled screams—some of the slaves were women—but for the most part the slashing was endured in stoical silence. When red drops began to ooze forth, the Rogans stooped and applied their horrible little mouths to the incisions . . .


  “The slimy devils!” Brand whispered hoarsely, at sight of that dreadful feeding. “The inhuman, monstrous vermin!”


  But now one or two of the Rogans had begun to utter squeaks of satiation; and Brand hastened away from there and toward the control board again. He hadn’t an idea of what he might accomplish when he reached it; he didn’t know but that a touch of the significant looking parent-lever might blast him to bits; but he did know that he was going to raise absolute hell with something, somewhere, if he possibly could.


  Swiftly he approached the great master-lever, protected by its bell of glass. (At least it looked like glass, for it was crystal clear and reflected gleamingly the blue light from the nearby coils). He tapped it experimentally with his knuckles . . .


  At once pandemonium reigned in the great vaulted building. There was a siren-like screaming from a device he noticed for the first time attached under the domed roof. A clanging alarm split the air from half a dozen gongs set around the upper walls.


  Squealing shouts sounded behind Brand. He whirled, and saw the Rogans, interrupted in their terrible meal, pouring in from the annex and racing toward him. Rage and fear distorted their hideous faces as they pointed first to the big lever and then at the escaped Earthman. They redoubled their efforts to get at him, their long unsteady legs covering the distance in great bounds.


  Brand swore. Was he to be caught again before he had accomplished a certain thing? When he had already managed to win clear to his objective?


  He hammered at the glass bell with his fists, but realized with the first blow that he was only wasting time trying to crack it bare-handed. He glanced quickly about and saw a metal bar propped up against the control board near him.


  He sprang for it, grasped it as a club, and returned to the glass bell. Raising his arms high, he brought the thick metal bar down on the glass with all his strength.


  With a force that almost wrenched his arms from their sockets, the bar rebounded from the glass bell, leaving it uncracked.


  “Unbreakable!” groaned Brand.


  Desperately he tried again, whirling the bar high over his head and bringing it smashing down. The result was the same as before as far as breaking the bell was concerned. But—a little trickle of crushed rock came from around the bolts in the slab to which the bell was fastened.


  A third time be brought the bar down. The glass bell sagged a bit sway from the slab . . .


  He had no chance for more assaults on it. The nearest Rogans had leaped for him. Slimy arms were coiling around him, while the loathsome sucker-disks tore at his unprotected face and throat.


  Savagely Brand lashed out with the bar. It caved in a pair of the long, skinny legs, bringing a bloated round head down within reach. He smashed it with the bar, exulting grimly as the blow crumpled bone and flesh almost down to the little mouth which was yet carmine from its recent feeding.


  The process seemed a sound one to Brand, unable as he was to reach the Rogans’ heads that towered six feet above his own. Methodically, swinging the bar with the weight of his body behind it, he repeated the example. First a crash of the bar against a pair of legs, then the crushing in of the Rogan’s head when he toppled with agonized squeals to the floor.


  Again and again he crushed the life out of a Rogan with his one-two swing of the deadly bar. They were thinning down, now. They were wavering in their charges against the comparatively insignificant being from another planet who was defending himself so fiercely.


  Finally one of their number turned and ran toward an exit, waving his four arms and adding his high-pitched alarms to the incessant ringing of the gongs and shrieks of the warning siren up under the roof. The rest rushed the Earthman in a body.


  Steadily, almost joyfully, Brand fought on. He had expected to be annihilated by one of the Rogan shock-tubes long before now; but as yet there was no sign of any. Either these Rogan workmen were not privileged to carry the terrible things, or they were too occupied to think of going and getting them; anyhow, Brand was left free to wield his bar and continue crushing out the lives of the two-legged vermin that attacked him.


  With almost a shock of surprise, he saw finally that he had battered their number down to three. At that he took the offensive himself. He rammed the bluntly pointed end of the bar almost through one writhing torso, broke the back of a second with a whistling blow, and tripped and exterminated the third almost in as many seconds. The creatures, without their death-tubes, were as helpless as crippled rats!


  Panting, he turned again toward the loosened glass bell, and battered at it with the precious bar. Gradually the bolts that held it to the stone slab were wrenched out, till only one supported it. But at this point, from half a dozen set-back doorways, streams of infuriated Rogans began pouring into the building and toward him.


  The one that had fled had come back with help.


  


CHAPTER VIII


  Tremendous Odds


  Like living spokes of a half-wheel, with the Earthman as the hub, the Rogans converged toward Brand, a howling roar outside indicating that there were hundreds more waiting to jam into the dome as soon as they were able. There were still no shock-tubes in evidence: evidently the worker who had gone for help had gathered the first Rogan citizens he had encountered on the streets. But the very numbers of the mob spelled defeat for Brand.


  However, there was still the great lever behind him to yank away from its switch-socket. The glass bell was almost off now. With a last mad blow, he knocked loose the remaining bolt that held it. The bell clattered to the floor.


  A concerted shriek came from the crowding Rogans as they saw the Earthman’s hand close on the lever. Whatever effect the throwing of that master-switch could have, there was no doubt that they were extremely anxious to prevent it!


  And now, in the rear of the crowding columns, appeared Rogans taller than the others, with an authoritative air, who waved before them, eager to unleash their power, batteries of the death-tubes.


  Resigning himself to annihilation in the next instant, Brand pulled down hard on the lever.


  The effect wrought by the throwing of that great switch was almost indescribable.


  In a flash, as though all had been struck at once by a giant’s hand, every Rogan in the mob shot toward the floor, long thin legs caving under him as if turned to water. Writhing feebly, they endeavored to get up, but could not; and, still weakly ferocious, began to creep toward the Earthman like huge-headed worms.


  Brand himself had been thrown to the floor with the falling of that switch. He had felt as though an invisible ocean had been poured on him, weighting him down intolerably. To move arms or legs required enormous effort; and to get up on his feet again was like rising under a two-hundred-pound pack.


  The movement of the switch, he saw, had cut off the gravity reducing apparatus of the Rogans—whatever that might consist of. They were now, abruptly, subjected to the full force of gravity exerted by Jupiter’s great mass. They could no more stand erect on their tottering, lofty legs than they could fly.


  But, though greatly handicapped by the gravity pull, they were still not entirely helpless. Like huge, long insects they continued to worm their way toward Brand, using their four arms and their boneless legs to help urge them over the flooring. And in their rear the Rogan guards struggled to lift their tubes and level them at the escaped prisoner.


  Prompt to avoid that, Brand went down on his hands and knees. Thus he was shielded by the foremost crawling Rogans: the ones in the rear, with the tubes, could not raise themselves high enough to bore down over their fellows’ heads at the Earthman.


  Squatting on his knees, Brand awaited the first resolute crawlers. And, on his knees, whirling the now thrice weighty bar at heads that were conveniently low enough to be accessible, he began his last stand.


  On the Rogans came, evidently determined, at any sacrifice of life, to get the Earthman away from that vital control board. And to right and left, crouching low to escape the tubes of the guards slowly crawling forward from the rear, Brand laid about him with the bar.


  He got a little sick at the havoc he was wreaking on these slow-moving, gravity-crippled things: but remembrance of their grisly feeding habits, and the torture they must by now have inflicted on Dex, kept him flailing down on soft heads with undiminished effort.


  With the gravity pull what it was, the Earthman was immeasurably stronger than any individual Rogan. For a time the contest was all in his favor. It was like killing slugs in a rose garden!


  Nevertheless, these slugs were, after all, twelve feet long and possessed of intelligence, besides being hundreds in number. After a while the tide of battle began to turn in their favor.


  Brand began to feel his arms ache burningly with the sustained effort of wielding a weapon that now weighed about twenty-five pounds. He knew he couldn’t keep up the terrific strain much longer. And, in addition, he could see that the armed Rogans in the rear were steadily forging ahead among the unarmed attackers, till they soon must be in a position to blast him with their weapons.


  Brand brought down his bar, with failing force but still deadly effect, on the loathsome face of the nearest Rogan, grunting with satisfaction as he saw it crumple into a shapeless mass. He thrust it, spear-like, into another face, and another.


  Then, abruptly, he found himself weaponless.


  Raising it high to bring it down on an attacker who was almost about to seize him, he felt the metal bar turn white hot, and dropped it with a cry as it seared the skin from the palms of his hands. Some Rogan guard in the rear had managed to train his tube on the bar; and in the instant of its rising had almost melted it.


  Weaponless and helpless, Brand crawled slowly back before the tortuously advancing mob, keeping close enough to them to be shielded from the tubes of the rear guards. Without his club he knew the end was a matter of seconds.


  He had an impulse to leap full into the mass of repulsive, crawling bodies and die fighting as his fists battered at the gruesome faces. But a second impulse, and a stronger one, was the blind instinct to preserve his life as long as possible.


  Hesitantly, almost reluctantly, acting on the primitive instinct of self-preservation, he continued to back away from the advancing horde; away from the switch and toward the rear of the dome.


  With the instant of his withdrawal, a Rogan turned toward the lever to push it back up into contact and release the red kingdom from the burden of Jupiter’s unendurable gravity. And now ensued a curious struggle. The lever, placed for the convenience of creatures twelve feet or more tall, was about five feet from the floor. And the Rogan couldn’t reach it!


  Stubbornly he heaved and writhed in an effort to raise his inordinately heavy body from the floor to a point where one of the weaving arms could reach the switch. But the pipe-stem legs would not bear its weight. Each time it nearly reached the lever, only to fall feebly back again in a snarl of tangled limbs.


  Meanwhile, Brand had flashed a quick look back over his shoulder to see, in the wall behind him, a metal door he hadn’t noticed before. He found time for a flashing instant to wonder why there were no Rogans entering from that doorway, too; but it was a vain wonder, and it faded from his mind as the ever advancing, groping monsters before him kept crowding him back.


  Instinctively he changed his course a trifle, to edge toward the metal door. Perhaps, behind it, there was sanctuary for a few moments. Perhaps he could force it open, spring out, and bar it again in the faces of the pursuing mob. It sounded improbable, but at least it offered him a slim chance where before no chance had seemed possible.


  He reached the door at last, fumbled behind him and felt, high over his head, a massive sliding bolt.


  In the spot Brand had left, the struggle to throw the gravity-lever back into closed contact position went on. The Rogan who was fruitlessly trying to reach up to it paused and said something to one near him. That one halted, and began to crawl toward him.


  The two of them tried to reach it, one bracing the other and helping him pry his body up from the implacable pull of Jupiter’s uninsulated mass. The top Rogan reached a little higher. The flesh sucker-disk that served as a hand almost grasped the lever, but failed by only a few inches.


  A third Rogan crawled up. And now, with two arching their backs to help the other, the thing was done. The hose-like, groping arm went up and pushed the lever back into place.


  The blue streamer began to hum and crackle from coil to coil again. The invisible weight that pressed down was released as once more the giant planet’s gravity was nullified. The Rogans got eagerly to their feet and began to race toward Brand in their normal long bounds.


  Brand, just cautiously rising, when the power went back on, found himself leaping five feet into the air with the excess of his muscular effort. And in that leap he saw the Rogans in the rear straighten up and point their tubes. However, also in that leap, his fumbling hand shot back the bolt that securely shut the metal door.


  With a shout of defiance he jumped out of the door and slammed it shut after him, feeling it grow searing hot an instant later under the impact of the rays from the tubes that had been trained on him.


  A stinging shock reached him through the metal, flinging him to the ground. He rolled out of its range and leaped to his feet to race away from there. Then, with a gasp, he flattened his body back against the wall of the dome building.


  He was in the enclosure that held the gigantic, lizard-like thing that had nearly got him on his escape from the tower room.


  He wheeled frantically to go back and face the Rogan death-tubes. Anything rather than wait while that mammoth heap of tiny-brained ferocity ran him down and tore him to shreds! But even as he turned, he heard the bolt shoot home on the inside of the door; heard vengeful squeals of triumph from his pursuers.


  At the other end of the enclosure, near the foot of the tower building, the great lizard eyed him unblinkingly, its tremendous jaws gaping to reveal a cavernous mouth that was hideously lined with bright orange colored membrane. Then, squatting lower with every step it took, like a mountainous cat about to spring on its prey, it began to stalk on its tree-like legs toward the tiny creature that had leaped into its yard with it.


  Brand whirled this way and that, mechanically seeking a way out. There was none. The walls of the great enclosure were not like the wall of the tower. Here were no rough hewn stones, with protruding ridges of mortar set between. These walls were as smooth as glass, and just as smooth was the curved wall of the dome building behind him.


  The monstrous beast stalked nearer, almost on its belly now. As it advanced, the great tail stirred up a cloud of reddish dust, and left behind it a round deep depression in a surface already crisscrossed with a multitude of similar depressions. A bellowing hiss came from its gaping mouth, and it increased its pace to a thunderous, waddling rush.


  


CHAPTER IX


  Into the Enclosure


  In the torture chamber Dex wavered slowly back to consciousness to get the growing impression that he was being immersed in a bath of liquid fire. Burning, intolerable pain assailed him with increasing intensity as his senses clarified.


  At last he groaned and opened his eyes, for the moment not knowing where he was nor how he had come to be there. He saw strange torture instruments and tall monstrosities with pumpkin-shaped heads surrounding him closely in a semicircle, and staring at him out of great, dull eyes.


  Remembrance came back with a rush, and he gathered his muscles to spring at the hateful figures. But he could not move. At waist and throat, at wrists and ankles, were hoops of metal. He closed his eyes again while the burning waves of invisible fire shot through him recurrently from head to foot.


  Dully he wondered that he was still alive. His last recollection had been of the Rogan leader pointing his shock-tube full at him, his shapeless countenance working with murderous fury. However, alive he was; and most unenviably so!


  His hands, circumscribed to a few inches of movement by the bonds on his wrists, felt the smooth substance at his back. And with a thrill of horror he realized his position: he was crucified against the metal slab on which the slave had writhed in agony a short half hour ago.


  Again he strained and tugged, vainly, to get free. Off to one side, pressed back against a huge glass experimental tank, he saw the beautiful Greca, her eyes wide with horror; and caught her frantic pleading message to her “Great White One.”


  The Rogan leader, squealing and grimacing, advanced toward the victim on the metal plate. One of the long arms went out and a sucker-disk was pressed to Dex’s cheek. Dex quivered at the loathsome contact of that soft and slimy substance; then set his jaws to keep from groaning as the disk was jerked away, to carry with it a fragment of skin and flesh.


  Gingerly, the tall leader felt the twitching, blackened stump of his blasted arm. Dex grinned mirthlessly at that: he’d struck one or two blows in his own defense, anyhow!


  At sight of the Earthman’s grin, an expression of defiance and grim joy that needed no interpreting to be understandable, the Rogan leader fairly danced with rage. His long arm went out to the switch beside the plate, and pulled it down another notch—just a little, not nearly to the current that had torn at the slave.


  At the increased torment resulting from that slight movement of the regulating lever, Dex yelled aloud in spite of all his will power. It seemed as though his whole body were about to burst into self-generated flame. Every cell and fiber of him seemed on the verge of flying apart. He could feel his eyes start from his head, could feel every hair on his scalp stand up as though discharging electric sparks.


  A minute or two of that and he would go mad! He cried out again, and twisted helplessly in his bonds. And then the terrible torture stopped.


  The Rogan had not touched the switch—yet whatever sort of current it was that charged the plate was abruptly clicked off, as though someone at a distance had cut a wire or thrown a master-switch.


  Simultaneously with its ceasing, an invisible, crushing sea seemed to envelope everything. Dex felt his body sag against his metal bonds as if it had been changed to lead.


  Before him the Rogans, who had been crowding closer to watch gloatingly each grimace he made, shot doorward as though their pipe-stem legs had been swept from under them. The leader fell on the stump of his seared arm and, a deafening squeal of rage and pain came from his little mouth. His tube fell from his grasp and rolled over the floor half a dozen yards away from him.


  Amazed, observing the stricken creatures only dimly through a haze of pain, Dex saw them struggle vainly to get up again, and heard them chattering excitedly to themselves. For the moment, in the face of this queer phenomenon, the prisoner seemed to be forgotten. And Dex was quick to seize the momentary advantage.


  “Greca!” he called. “The tube! There—on the floor!”


  The girl raised her head quickly, and followed his imploring gaze. Laboriously she started for the tube. At the same instant the Rogan leader began to feel around him for his lost weapon. Not finding it, he raised his head and glanced about for it. He saw the girl making her way toward it and, with a squeak of terror, began to crawl toward it himself.


  He was not quick enough. The girl, though not nearly as active under the increased pull of gravity as a person of Earth might be, was yet more agile than the Rogans. And she was the faster mover in this tortuous, snail-like race. While the Rogan leader was still several feet away, she retrieved the shock-tube.


  “Kill him!” begged Dex. “And all the rest of the filthy creatures!”


  With feminine horror of the thing that faced her, Greca hesitated an instant—a hesitation almost long enough to be fatal. Then, just as the Rogan leader was reaching savagely out for her, she leveled the tube at him and turned it to its full power.


  One last thin squeal came from the Rogan’s mouth, a squeal that cracked abruptly at its height. What had been its gangling body drifted up in inky smoke.


  “The others!” called Dex. “Quick! Before they get their weapons—”


  Greca swept the death-tube in a short arc in front of her, over the bodies of the remaining Rogans, as if spraying plants with a hose. One after another, toppling in swift succession like grotesque falling dominoes, the creatures sagged to the floor and melted away. That one small part of Jupiter’s red spot, at least, was cleared of Rogan population.


  Long shudders racked Greca’s body, and her lips were a bloodless line in her pallid face. But she did not go into womanly hysterics or swoon at the slaughter it had been her lot to inflict. Moving as quickly as she could, she went to the metal slab and began, with shaking fingers, to undo the fastenings that held Dex prisoner.


  “Good girl,” said Dex, patting her satiny bare shoulder as he stood free again. “You’re a sport and a gentleman. You don’t understand the terms? They’re Earth words, Greca, that carry the highest praise a man can give a woman. But let’s get out of here before another gang comes and takes us again. Where can we hide?”


  “I don’t know any hiding places,” confessed Greca despairingly. “The Rogans swarm everywhere. We will be seen the moment we try to leave here.”


  “Well, we’ll hunt for a hole, anyway,” said Dex. He essayed to walk. What with the tendency of his muscles to jerk and collapse with the aftermath of the torture he had endured, and the sudden and inexplicable increase in gravity that bore him down, he made heavy going of it. “First we’ll go up and get Brand.”


  “Yes, yes,” said Greca, a soft glow in her clear blue eyes. “Let us go quickly.”


  She started toward the door, panting with the effort of moving. But Dex halted an instant, to stoop and pick up another of the tubes.


  “We might as well have one of these apiece,” he said. “You’ve proved you have the grit to use one; and maybe the dirty rats will think twice about rushing us if we each have a load of death in our hands.”


  They made their way out of the torture laboratory, and up the incline to the street level. And it was just as they reached this that the burden of gravity under which they staggered was lifted from their shoulders as quickly as it had descended on them.


  Dex raised his arms just in time to fend his body from a collision with the wall in front of him. “Now what!” he exclaimed.


  Greca lifted her hand for silence, inclined her head, and listened intently. As she did so, Dex heard the same noise her quick ears had caught an instant before his: a distant pandemonium of ringing gongs and siren shrieks, and squealing cries of a multitude of agitated Rogans.


  “What the devil—” began Dex. But again Greca raised her hand to silence him, and listened once more. As she listened, her sea-blue eyes grew wider and wider with horror. Then, frantically, she began to race down a long corridor away from the street door.


  Dex hastened to follow her. “What is it?” he demanded, when he had caught up to her flying little feet. “This is not the way up to the room where Brand—”


  “Your friend is not there,” she interrupted. She explained swiftly, distractedly: “From the shouts of the Rogans I learn that he got into the great dome building, somehow, and then was driven into the pen of the . . .”


  Dex could not get the next term she used. But her telepathic message of the peril she mentioned formed in his mind clearly enough.


  He got a flashing brain picture of a great, high-walled yard with a monster in it of the kind he had caught a close-range glimpse a short while before. Also, he saw a blurred, tiny figure, running from wall to wall, that was Greca’s imagining of Brand and his efforts to escape the enormous beast.


  “Good heavens!” groaned Dex. “Penned in with one of the things they showed me while I was stretched on the rack! Are you sure, Greca?”


  She nodded, and tried to run faster. “This way,” she gasped, turning down a passage to the left that ended in a massive metal door. “This leads to the enclosure. Oh, if only we can be in time!”


  Her slim fingers tore at a massive bolt that secured the door. “Here,” said Dex, wrenching it open for her. And they stepped out into thin sunlight, onto a hard surface of reddish ground that was crisscrossed with innumerable rounded furrows like the tracks old-fashioned, fifty-passenger airplane wheels used to make on soft landing fields.


  Greca shrieked, and pointed to the far end of the enclosure. Down there, flattened against the wall of the dome building, was Brand. And waddling toward him with a tread that caused the ground to quiver, was a mate to the hideous creature the Rogans had used to terrify Dex in the torture chamber.


  Dex leveled the tube he was carrying, swore, hit it frenziedly against his hand. “How do you work this damned thing, Greca—Oh! Like that! There—see if that puts a sting in your hide!”


  The distant monster stopped its advance toward Brand. A raw white spot as big as a dinner plate leaped into being on one of its enormous hind legs. It whirled with an ear-splitting hiss, to see what thing was causing such pain in its rear. The frightful head whipped back at the end of the long neck, to nuzzle at the seared spot. Then the giant lizard turned toward Brand again.


  A second time Dex pressed the central coil that formed the handle of the tube, as Greca had showed him how to do. A second time the ray shot down the field to flick a chunk of flesh weighing many pounds from the monster’s flank. And this time it definitely abandoned the quarry behind it. With a scream like the keening of a dozen steam whistles, it charged back over its tracks toward the distant pigmies that were inflicting such exasperating punishment on it.


  Dex swept the tube before him in a short half-circle. A smoking gash appeared suddenly in the vast fore-quarters of the monster. It stopped abruptly, its clawed feet plowing along the ground with the force of its momentum. An instant it stood there. Then, with its head swinging from side to side and lowered so that its looped neck dragged on the reddish, dusty ground, it began to back away from the source of its hurt, bellowing and hissing its rage and bewilderment.


  “Brand!” shouted Dex. “This end! Run, while I hold the thing off!”


  Brand began to race down the long enclosure, ten feet to a leap. The great lizard darted after him, like a cat after an escaping mouse; but a flick of the tube sent it bellowing and screaming back to its corner.


  “Dex!” gasped Brand. “Thank God!”


  For a moment he leaned, white and shaken, against the wall. Then Greca caught his hand in both of hers, and Dex put his arm supportingly around his shoulder. They retreated back through the doorway behind them, and slid the bolt across the metal door.


  


CHAPTER X


  The “Tank Scheme”


  “Thank God you came when you did,” repeated Brand. Then, with a moment in which, figuratively, to get his feet back on earth, the wonder of Dex’s appearance struck him.


  “How did you manage to get away?” he asked. “I was sure—I thought—when they dragged you out of the tower room I wouldn’t see you again—”


  Rapidly Dex gave an account of his ordeal in the torture chamber, telling Brand in a few words how he had attempted to win free of the Rogans, how he had almost succeeded, only to be caught again and clamped to the death-plate on the wall.


  “But just as the big fellow was about to cook me for good and all,” he concluded, “something happened to the current, and to the gravity at the same time—”


  “That was when I pulled the lever in the dome building!” exclaimed Brand.


  He told of what had befallen him in the Rogan power-house. “That lever, Dex!” he said swiftly. “It’s the keynote of the whole business. It absolutely controls the pull of gravity, and Lord knows what else besides. If we could only get at it again! Perhaps we could not only shut it off so that Jupiter’s pull would function again, but also reverse the process so its gravity would be increased! Think what that would mean! Every Rogan in the red empire stretched out and immovable, possibly crushed in by his own weight!”


  “It’s a wonderful thought,” sighed Dex; while Greca’s eyes glowed with a sudden hope for her enslaved race, “but I don’t see how we could ever—”


  He stopped; and glanced in alarm down the passage behind them. Greca and Brand, hearing the same soft noise, whirled to look, too.


  Far down the passage, just sneaking around the bend, was a group of Rogan guards, each armed with a death-tube.


  “Back to the pen!” cried Brand.


  He slid the bolt, and jerked the door open. They rushed into the walled enclosure again, the slamming of the door behind them cutting off the enraged squeals of the Rogans.


  “This isn’t going to mean anything but a short delay, I’m afraid,” said Brand, clenching his fists in an agony of futility. “They’ll be in here in a minute, and get us like trapped rats.”


  “Not before we get a lot of them,” said Dex grimly.


  “But that isn’t enough, man! We don’t want to die, no matter how decently we do it. We’ve won free, and stayed free this long; now, somehow, we’ve got to reach our ship and get back to Earth to warn them of the danger that hides here for our planet!”


  He strode tensely up and down, smacking his fist into his palm. “The lever!” he exclaimed. “That lever! It’s our only answer! If we could get to it . . . But how can we? We couldn’t break into the dome, now the Rogans are on the watch for us, with anything less than a charge of explosives. Or a tank. God, how I’d like to have an old-fashioned, fifty-ton army tank here now!”


  Greca exclaimed aloud as Brand’s fleeting mental picture of one of Earth’s unwieldy, long-discarded war tanks registered on her brain.


  “There is the great beast there,” she said hesitantly, pointing a slim forefinger at the huge lizard that had backed into a far corner and was regarding them out of dull, savage eyes. Then she shook her head. “But that is impossible. Impossible!”


  The men stared at her, with dawning realization in their minds. Then they gazed at each other.


  “Of course,” said Brand. “Of course! Greca, you’re marvelous! Wish we had a tank? Why, we’ve got one! A four-legged mountain of meat that ought to be able to plow through the side of that dome like a battering ram through cardboard!”


  “But it’s not possible,” replied Greca, her head dropping dejectedly. “My people, as driven slaves, till the fields with great animals that were trapped in the surrounding jungles. They harness other great animals to haul burdens. But none of the beasts are like this one. This kind cannot be tamed or harnessed. It is too ferocious. It is used only as a scourge of fear, to crush us into complete submission.”


  “Can’t be tamed?” Brand said. “We’ll see about that! Come on, Dex.”


  “Just a minute,” said Dex. He flattened against the wall, motioning them to do the same. Then he leveled his tube at the door.


  Slowly, cautiously, the door began to swing back; and the Rogan that Dex had heard fumbling with the bolt stuck his huge head out to locate the escaped prisoners.


  Dex pressed the release coil of his tube. Without a sound, the Rogan slumped to the ground, a smoking cavity in its shoulders at the spot where its head had been set. In an instant the body, too, disappeared; an upward coiling wisp of black smoke marking its vanishing.


  Another Rogan, tiptoeing out, met the same fate; and another. And then the door was banged shut again, and the bolt ground into place on the inside.


  “That’ll teach ‘em to be careful how they try to rush us from that door,” said Dex, through set teeth. “Now let’s see if that tank scheme of ours can be worked.”


  He picked up a tube dropped by one of the Rogans, and handed it to Brand; showing him which coil to press to get full force, as Greca had in turn informed him.


  “Down the field,” commanded Brand. “We’ll go about thirty yards apart, and try to herd this brute back through the walls of the dome building. Once it’s inside, we’ll try to rush to the lever before the Rogans can down us, and jam the thing past its terminal peg and into reverse action. I don’t know that there is a reverse to it—but we can try.


  “Greca dear,”—the girl started at the warmth of his thought, and a faint pink rose to her pale cheeks—“you’d better stay by my side. Your place as hostage-priestess of your people wouldn’t save you if those devils catch you now. Besides, you can keep your tube leveled at the doorway as we go, and discourage any Rogans who might pluck up courage to try coming out again.”


  They started down the field toward the nightmare thing that snarled and hissed in its corner. On one side of the big enclosure walked Brand, with Greca close beside him, glancing continuously over her shoulder at the rear door, and holding her tube in readiness to check any charge the Rogans might attempt to make from the tower building. On the other side, keeping an equal pace, advanced Dex.


  With tubes of death as whips, and with death for themselves set as the stake for which they gambled, they went about their attempt to drive the brainless monster before them through the solid wall of the dome building. And there followed what was probably the strangest animal act the universe has ever witnessed.


  The first thing to do was to rout the enormous lizard out of the corner where sullen fear had sent it squatting. Dex contrived to do that by standing next to the wall at its side, and sending a searing ray that just touched the scaly, tremendously thick hide. The monster bellowed deafeningly, and, with a spot smoking on its flank, waddled sideways to the center of the field. Its head and swaying long neck faced the Earthmen and its back was against the wall of the dome building. To that extent, at least, they had the creature placed; but they soon found that the struggle had only just begun.


  Brand got far enough around to focus his tube on the tip of the huge tail, in an effort to swing the gigantic thing about. There was an unearthly shriek from the colossal beast, and a foot and a half of its tail disappeared.


  “Careful,” called Dex, his jaw set and grim as the monster lashed out in its wrath. “If you bore in too long with that tube there’ll be nothing left of our tank but a cloud of smoke.”


  Brand nodded, wordlessly, walking on the balls of his feet like a boxer, holding himself ready to swerve the thing should it charge them. Which—next instant—it did!


  With a whistling bellow it gathered its tons of weight and thundered with incredible quickness at the gnats that were stinging its flanks and tail.


  Desperately Brand played the tube across the vast chest, scoring a smouldering gash in the scale-covered flesh just above the gash Dex had seared a few moments before.


  “Sorry, old fellow,” Brand muttered to the screaming beast. “We hate to bait you like this, but it has to be done. Come on, now, through that wall behind you, and give us a chance at the lever.”


  But through the wall behind it the vast creature, not unnaturally, refused to go! It darted from side to side. Backward and forward. Up to the wall, only to back bewilderedly away from it. And constantly the tubes flicked their blistering, maddening rays along its monstrous sides and tail, as the Earthmen tried to guide it into the wall.


  “Hope there’s enough left of it to do the trick,” said Brand, white-lipped. The monster was smoking in a dozen spots now, and several of the hump-like scales on its back had been burned away till the vast spine looked like a giant saw that was missing a third of its teeth. “God, I’m thinking we’ll kill it before we can drive it through that wall!”


  Greca nodded soberly, keeping her eyes on the distant door to their rear. Twice that door had been opened, and twice she had directed the death rays into its opening to mow down the gangling figures behind it. But she had said nothing of this to her man. He was busy enough with his own task!


  “The door to the dome—” Dex shouted suddenly.


  But Brand merely nodded, even as a discharge from his tube annihilated the Rogan that had appeared in the doorway before them. He had seen that door stealthily opening even before Dex had.


  “It had better be soon, Dex!” he called. “Rogans in front of us—Rogans behind us—and—look out! On your side of the fence, there!”


  Dex whirled in time to pick off a grotesque, pipe-like figure that had suddenly appeared on the broad wall of the enclosure. Then he turned to the frenzied problem of driving the monster through the building wall.


  “The thing’s going mad, Brand!” he cried, his voice high-pitched and brittle. “Watch out!”


  It was only too evident that his statement was true. The baited monster, harried blindly this way and that, hounded against the blank wall behind it by something that bit chunks of living flesh out of its legs and sides, was losing whatever instinctive mental balance it had ever had. Its dimly functioning brain, probably no larger than a walnut in that gigantic skull, ceased more and more to guide it.


  With a rasping scream that set the Earthmen’s teeth on edge, it charged for the wall on Dex’s side. Dex just managed to swerve it with a blast from the tube so prolonged that half its great lower jaw fell away.


  At this the titanic thing went wholly, colossally mad! It whirled toward Brand, jerking around again as a searing on that side jarred its dull sensory nerves, then headed at last straight toward the stone wall of the dome building.


  With the rays from both tubes flicking it like monstrous spurs, it charged insanely toward the bulge of the circular wall. With all its tons and tons of weight it crashed against the stonework. There was a thunderous crackling noise, and the wall sagged in perceptibly, while the metal roof bent to accommodate the new curvature of its supporting beams.


  The monstrous lizard, jerked off its huge legs by the impact, staggered up and retreated toward the two men. But again the maddening pain in its hindquarters sent it careening toward the building wall. This time it raised high up on its hind legs in a blind effort to climb over it. “God, it must be five stories tall!” ejaculated Brand. Thunderingly its forelegs came down on the edge of the roof.


  There was another deafening crash of stone and shrieking of torn metal. Just under the cornice, the wall sagged away from the roof and the top rows of heavy stone blocks slithered inward.


  “Again!” shouted Brand.


  His tube was pointing almost continuously now at the metal door leading from the dome building. The Rogans inside, at the shocks that were battering down a section of their great building, were all trying to get out to the yard at once. In a stream they rushed for the doorway. And in loathsome heaps they fell at the impact of the ray and shriveled to nothingness on the bombarded threshold.


  “Once more—” Brand repeated, his voice hoarse and tense.


  And as though the monster heard and understood, it rushed again with all its vast weight and force against the wall in a mad effort to escape the things that were blasting the living flesh from its colossal framework.


  This charge was the last. With a roaring crash a section of the building thirty yards across went back and down, leaving the massive roof to sag threateningly on its battered truss-work.


  It was as though the side of an ant-heap had been ripped away. Inside the domed building hundreds of Rogans ran this way and that on their elongated legs, squealing in their staccato, high-pitched tongue.


  With blind fury the mad monster charged in through the gaping hole it had battered for itself. In all directions the Rogans scattered. Then an authoritative tall figure with a tube in each of its four sucker-disks, whipped out a command and pointed to the great coils which lay immediately in the berserk monster’s path.


  The command restored some sort of order. Losing their fear of the beast in their greater fear of the damage it might do, the Rogans massed to stop it before it could demolish the Rogan heart of power.


  At this point Brand saw an opening of the kind he had been praying for. The Rogans had retreated before the terrific charge of the monster in such a way that the space between its vast bulk and the control board was clear.


  “After me!” he shouted to Dex. “One of us has got to reach that lever while the creature’s still there to shield us!”


  The two Earthmen dashed through the jagged hole in the wall and raced to the control board just as the huge lizard, a smoking mass, sank to the floor. Brand gazed almost fearfully at the lever-slot.


  Was there a reverse to the gravity-control action? There was room in the slot for the lever to be pulled down below the neutral point, if that meant anything. . .


  Behind them the great bulk of the dead lizard was disappearing with incredible quickness under the rays of the tubes directed on it. Now the pumpkin-shaped heads on the opposite side were visible through a fleeting glimpse of a skeleton that was like the framework of a skyscraper. And now the colossal bones themselves were melting, while over everything hung a pall of greasy black smoke.


  “Hurry, for God’s sake!” gasped Dex.


  Brand threw down the lever till it stuck. At once that invisible ocean poured crushingly over them, throwing them to their knees and sweeping the Rogans flat on their hideous faces just as half a hundred tubes were flashing down to point at the Earthmen.


  “More—if you can!” grated Dex, whirling this way and that and spraying the massed Rogans with his death-dealing tube. Dozens went up in smoke under that discharge; but other dozens remained to raise themselves laboriously and slowly level their suddenly ponderous weapons at the Earthmen.


  Brand set his jaw and threw all his weight on the lever. It bent a little, caught at the neutral point—and then jammed down an appreciable distance beyond it.


  Instantly the blue streamers, that had stopped their humming progress from coil to coil with the movement of the switch to neutral, started again in reversed direction. And instantly the invisible ocean pressed down with appalling, devastating force.


  Greca and Brand and Dex were flattened to the floor as if by blankets of lead. And the scattered Rogans about them ceased all movement whatever.


  “Oh,” sobbed Greca, fighting for breath. “Oh!”


  “We can’t stand this,” panted Dex. “We’ve fixed the Rogans, all right. But we’ve fixed ourselves, too! That lever has to go up a bit.”


  Brand nodded, finding his head almost too heavy for his neck to move. Sweat beaded his forehead—sweat that trickled heavily off his face like drops of liquid metal.


  With a tremendous struggle he got to his knees beneath the master-switch. There he found it impossible to raise his arms; but, leaning back against the control board and so getting a little support, he contrived to lift his body up enough to touch the down-slanting lever with his head and move it back along its slot a fraction of an inch. The giant coils hummed a note lower; and some of the smashing weight was relieved.


  “That does it, I think,” Brand panted, his voice husky with exhaustion and triumph.


  He began to crawl laboriously toward the nearest street exit. “On our way!” he said vibrantly. “To the space ship! We leave for Earth at once!”


  Slowly, fighting the sagging weight of their bodies, the two Earthmen inched their way to the street, helping Greca as they went. Among the sprawled forms of the Rogans they crept, with great dull eyes rolling helplessly to observe their progress, and with feeble squeals of rage and fear and malediction following their slow path.


  On the street a strange and terrible sight met their eyes.


  Strewn over the metal paving like wheat stalks crushed flat by a hurricane, were thousands of Rogans. Not a muscle of their pipe-like arms or legs could they move. But the gravity that crushed them rigidly to the ground did not quite hold motionless the shorter and more sturdily built slaves.


  Among the thousands of squealing, panting Rogans that lay as though paralyzed on the metal paving, crawled equal thousands of Greca’s enslaved people. Their eyes flamed with fanatic hate. And methodically—not knowing what had caused their loathed masters to be stricken helpless, and not caring as long as they were helpless—the slaves were seeking out the shock-tubes that here and there had fallen from the clutch of Rogan guards. Already many had found them; and everywhere gangling, slimy bodies were melting in oily black smoke that almost instantly vanished in thin air.


  As it was in these streets and in the great square in the center of which rested the Earthmen’s ship, just so, they knew, was it being repeated all over the red empire. Slowly crawling, fiercely exulting slaves were exterminating the tyrannous things that had held them so long in dreadful bondage! Before the sun should set on another flashing Jovian day there would be no Rogan left in the red spot.


  “And so it ends,” said Brand with a great sigh. He moved over beside Greca, and touched her lovely bare shoulders. They were shaking convulsively, those shoulders; and she had buried her face in her hands to keep from gazing at the ghastly carnage.


  Brand pressed her to him. “It’s terrible—yes. But think what it means! The knell of all the Rogans been sounded to-day. As soon as the secret of these death-tubes has been analyzed by our science and provided against, my friend and I will return from Earth with a force that shall clear the universe of the slimy devils. Meanwhile, your people are safe here; with the gravity what it is, no Rogan attacking hordes can land.”


  They crawled tortuously over the square to the space ship. Brand turned again to Greca; and now in his eyes was a look that needed no language of mind or tongue for its complete expression.


  “Will you come to Earth with me, Greca, and stay by my side till we return to set your people in power again?”


  Greca shook her head, slowly, reluctantly. “My people need leaders now. I must stay and help direct them in their new freedom. But you—you’ll come back with the others from Earth?”


  “Try and stop him!” grinned Dex. “And try and stop me, too! From what I know now of the way they grow ‘em on your satellite”—his eyes rested on Greca’s beauty with an admiration that turned her to rosy confusion—“I’d say I’d found the ideal spot to settle down in!”


  Brand laughed. “He’s answered for me too. And now, a salute that is used on Earth to express a promise . . .” He kissed her—to her utter astonishment and perplexity, but to her dawning pleasure. “Good-by for a little while.”


  The two Earthmen hoisted themselves heavily over the sill of the control room of their ship, and crawled inside.


  They secured the trap-door, and turned on the air-rectifiers. Brand moved to the controls, waved to Greca, who was smiling at him through the glass panel, and pointed the ship on its triumphant, four hundred million mile journey home.


  THE DAY THAT TIME STOPPED MOVING


  Ed Earl Repp


  


CHAPTER I


  Dave . . .


  Dave Miller would never have done it, had he been in his right mind. The Millers were not a melancholy stock, hardly the sort of people you expect to read about in the morning paper who have taken their lives the night before. But Dave Miller was drunk—abominably, roaringly so—and the barrel of the big revolver, as he stood against the sink, made a ring of coldness against his right temple.


  Dawn was beginning to stain the frosty kitchen windows. In the faint light, the letter lay a gray square against the drain-board tiles. With the melodramatic gesture of the very drunk, Miller had scrawled across the envelope:


  “This is why I did it!”


  He had found Helen’s letter in the envelope when he staggered into their bedroom fifteen minutes ago—at a quarter after five. As had frequently happened during the past year, he’d come home from the store a little late . . . about twelve hours late, in fact. And this time Helen had done what she had long threatened to do. She had left him.


  The letter was brief, containing a world of heartbreak and broken hopes.


  “I don’t mind having to scrimp, Dave. No woman minds that if she feels she is really helping her husband over a rough spot. When business went bad a year ago, I told you I was ready to help in any way I could. But you haven’t let me. You quit fighting when things got difficult, and put in all your money and energy on liquor and horses and cards. I could stand being married to a drunkard, Dave, but not to a coward . . .”


  So she was trying to show him. But Miller told himself he’d show her instead. Coward, eh? Maybe this would teach her a lesson! Hell of a lot of help she’d been! Nag at him every time he took a drink. Holler bloody murder when he put twenty-five bucks on a horse, with a chance to make five hundred. What man wouldn’t do those things?


  His drug store was on the skids. Could he be blamed for drinking a little too much, if alcohol dissolved the morbid vapors of his mind?


  Miller stiffened angrily, and tightened his finger on the trigger. But he had one moment of frank insight just before the hammer dropped and brought the world tumbling about his ears. It brought with it a realization that the whole thing was his fault. Helen was right—he was a coward. There was a poignant ache in his heart. She’d been as loyal as they came, he knew that.


  He could have spent his nights thinking up new business tricks, instead of swilling whiskey. Could have gone out of his way to be pleasant to customers, not snap at them when he had a terrific hangover. And even Miller knew nobody ever made any money on the horses—at least, not when he needed it. But horses and whiskey and business had become tragically confused in his mind; so here he was, full of liquor and madness, with a gun to his head.


  Then again anger swept his mind clean of reason, and he threw his chin up and gripped the gun tight.


  “Run out on me, will she!” he muttered thickly. “Well—this’ll show her!”


  In the next moment the hammer fell . . . and Dave Miller had “shown her.”


  Miller opened his eyes with a start. As plain as black on white, he’d heard a bell ring—the most familiar sound in the world, too. It was the unmistakable tinkle of his cash register.


  “Now, how in hell—” The thought began in his mind; and then he saw where he was.


  The cash register was right in front of him! It was open, and on the marble slab lay a customer’s five-spot. Miller’s glance strayed up and around him.


  He was behind the drug counter, all right. There were a man and a girl sipping cokes at the fountain, to his right; the magazine racks by the open door; the tobacco counter across from the fountain. And right before him was a customer.


  Good Lord! he thought. Was all this a—a dream?


  Sweat oozed out on his clammy forehead. That stuff of Herman’s that he had drunk during the game—it had had a rank taste, but he wouldn’t have thought anything short of marihuana could produce such hallucinations as he had just had. Wild conjectures came boiling up from the bottom of Miller’s being.


  How did he get behind the counter? Who was the woman he was waiting on? What—


  The woman’s curious stare was what jarred him completely into the present. Get rid of her! was his one thought. Then sit down behind the scenes and try to figure it all out.


  His hand poised over the cash drawer. Then he remembered he didn’t know how much he was to take out of the five. Avoiding the woman’s glance, he muttered:


  “Let’s see, now, that was—uh—how much did I say?”


  The woman made no answer. Miller cleared his throat, said uncertainly:


  “I beg your pardon, ma’am—did I say—seventy-five cents?”


  It was just a feeler, but the woman didn’t even answer to that. And it was right then that Dave Miller noticed the deep silence that brooded in the store.


  Slowly his head came up and he looked straight into the woman’s eyes. She returned him a cool, half-smiling glance. But her eyes neither blinked nor moved. Her features were frozen. Lips parted, teeth showing a little, the tip of her tongue was between her even white teeth as though she had started to say “this” and stopped with the syllable unspoken.


  Muscles began to rise behind Miller’s ears. He could feel his hair stiffen like filings drawn to a magnet. His glance struggled to the soda fountain. What he saw there shook him to the core of his being.


  The girl who was drinking a coke had the glass to her lips, but apparently she wasn’t sipping the liquid. Her boyfriend’s glass was on the counter. He had drawn on a cigarette and exhaled the gray smoke. That smoke hung in the air like a large, elongated balloon with the small end disappearing between his lips. While Miller stared, the smoke did not stir in the slightest.


  There was something unholy, something supernatural, about this scene!


  With apprehension rippling down his spine, Dave Miller reached across the cash register and touched the woman on the cheek. The flesh was warm, but as hard as flint. Tentatively, the young druggist pushed harder; finally, shoved with all his might. For all the result, the woman might have been a two-ton bronze statue. She neither budged nor changed expression.


  Panic seized Miller. His voice hit a high hysterical tenor as he called to his soda-jerker.


  “Pete! Pete!” he shouted. “What in God’s name is wrong here!”


  The blond youngster, with a towel wadded in a glass, did not stir. Miller rushed from the back of the store, seized the boy by the shoulders, tried to shake him. But Pete was rooted to the spot.


  Miller knew, now, that what was wrong was something greater than a hallucination or a hangover. He was in some kind of trap. His first thought was to rush home and see if Helen was there. There was a great sense of relief when he thought of her. Helen, with her grave blue eyes and understanding manner, would listen to him and know what was the matter.


  He left the haunted drug store at a run, darted around the corner and up the street to his car. But, though he had not locked the car, the door resisted his twisting grasp. Shaking, pounding, swearing, Miller wrestled with each of the doors.


  Abruptly he stiffened, as a horrible thought leaped into his being. His gaze left the car and wandered up the street. Past the intersection, past the one beyond that, on up the thoroughfare until the gray haze of the city dimmed everything. And as far as Dave Miller could see, there was no trace of motion.


  Cars were poised in the street, some passing other machines, some turning corners. A street car stood at a safety zone; a man who had leaped from the bottom step hung in space a foot above the pavement. Pedestrians paused with one foot up. A bird hovered above a telephone pole, its wings glued to the blue vault of the sky.


  With a choked sound, Miller began to run. He did not slacken his pace for fifteen minutes, until around him were the familiar, reassuring trees and shrub-bordered houses of his own street. But yet how strange to him!


  The season was autumn, and the air filled with brown and golden leaves that tossed on a frozen wind. Miller ran by two boys lying on a lawn, petrified into a modern counterpart of the sculptor’s “The Wrestlers.” The sweetish tang of burning leaves brought a thrill of terror to him; for, looking down an alley from whence the smoke drifted, he saw a man tending a fire whose leaping flames were red tongues that did not move.


  Sobbing with relief, the young druggist darted up his own walk. He tried the front door, found it locked, and jammed a thumb against the doorbell. But of course the little metal button was as immovable as a mountain. So in the end, after convincing himself that the key could not be inserted into the lock, he sprang toward the back.


  The screen door was not latched, but it might as well have been the steel door of a bank vault. Miller began to pound on it, shouting:


  “Helen! Helen, are you in there? My God, dear, there’s something wrong! You’ve got to—”


  The silence that flowed in again when his voice choked off was the dead stillness of the tomb. He could hear his voice rustling through the empty rooms, and at last it came back to him like a taunt: “Helen! Helen!”


  


CHAPTER II


  Time Stands Still


  For Dave Miller, the world was now a planet of death on which he alone lived and moved and spoke. Staggered, utterly beaten, he made no attempt to break into his home. But he did stumble around to the kitchen window and try to peer in, anxious to see if there was a body on the floor. The room was in semi-darkness, however, and his straining eyes made out nothing.


  He returned to the front of the house, shambling like a somnambulist. Seated on the porch steps, head in hands, he slipped into a hell of regrets. He knew now that his suicide had been no hallucination. He was dead, all right; and this must be hell or purgatory.


  Bitterly he cursed his drinking, that had led him to such a mad thing as suicide. Suicide! He—Dave Miller—a coward who had taken his own life! Miller’s whole being crawled with revulsion. If he just had the last year to live over again, he thought fervently.


  And yet, through it all, some inner strain kept trying to tell him he was not dead. This was his own world, all right, and essentially unchanged. What had happened to it was beyond the pale of mere guesswork. But this one thing began to be clear: This was a world in which change or notion of any kind was a foreigner.


  Fire would not burn and smoke did not rise. Doors would not open, liquids were solid. Miller’s stubbing toe could not move a pebble, and a blade of grass easily supported his weight without bending. In other words, Miller began to understand, change had been stopped as surely as if a master hand had put a finger on the world’s balance wheel.


  Miller’s ramblings were terminated by the consciousness that he had an acute headache. His mouth tasted, as Herman used to say after a big night, as if an army had camped in it. Coffee and a bromo were what he needed.


  But it was a great awakening to him when he found a restaurant and learned that he could neither drink the coffee nor get the lid off the bromo bottle. Fragrant coffee-steam hung over the glass percolator, but even this steam was as a brick wall to his probing touch. Miller started gloomily to thread his way through the waiters in back of the counter again.


  Moments later he stood in the street and there were tears swimming in his eyes.


  “Helen!” His voice was a pleading whisper. “Helen, honey, where are you?”


  There was no answer but the pitiful palpitation of utter silence. And then, there was movement at Dave Miller’s right!


  Something shot from between the parked cars and crashed against him; something brown and hairy and soft. It knocked him down. Before he could get his breath, a red, wet tongue was licking his face and hands, and he was looking up into the face of a police dog!


  Frantic with joy at seeing another in this city of death, the dog would scarcely let Miller rise. It stood up to plant big paws on his shoulders and try to lick his face. Miller laughed out loud, a laugh with a throaty catch in it.


  “Where’d you come from, boy?” he asked. “Won’t they talk to you, either? What’s your name, boy?”


  There was a heavy, brass-studded collar about the animal’s neck, and Dave Miller read on its little nameplate: “Major.”


  “Well, Major, at least we’ve got company now,” was Miller’s sigh of relief.


  For a long time he was too busy with the dog to bother about the sobbing noises. Apparently the dog failed to hear them, for he gave no sign. Miller scratched him behind the ear.


  “What shall we do now, Major? Walk? Maybe your nose can smell out another friend for us.”


  They had gone hardly two blocks when it came to him that there was a more useful way of spending their time. The library! Half convinced that the whole trouble stemmed from his suicide shot in the head—which was conspicuously absent now—he decided that a perusal of the surgery books in the public library might yield something he could use.


  That way they bent their steps, and were soon mounting the broad cement stairs of the building. As they went beneath the brass turnstile, the librarian caught Miller’s attention with a smiling glance. He smiled back.


  “I’m trying to find something on brain surgery,” he explained. “I—”


  With a shock, then, he realized he had been talking to himself.


  In the next instant, Dave Miller whirled. A voice from the bookcases chuckled:


  “If you find anything, I wish you’d let me know. I’m stumped myself!”


  From a corner of the room came an elderly, half-bald man with tangled gray brows and a rueful smile. A pencil was balanced over his ear, and a note-book was clutched in his hand.


  “You, too!” he said. “I had hoped I was the only one—”


  Miller went forward hurriedly to grip his hand.


  “I’m afraid I’m not so unselfish,” he admitted. “I’ve been hoping for two hours that I’d run into some other poor soul.”


  “Quite understandable,” the stranger murmured sympathetically. “But in my case it is different. You see—I am responsible for this whole tragic business!”


  “You!” Dave Miller gulped the word. “I—I thought—”


  The man wagged his head, staring at his note pad, which was littered with jumbled calculations. Miller had a chance to study him. He was tall, heavily built, with wide, sturdy shoulders despite his sixty years. Oddly, he wore a gray-green smock. His eyes, narrowed and intent, looked gimlet-sharp beneath those toothbrush brows of his, as he stared at the pad.


  “There’s the trouble, right there,” he muttered. “I provided only three stages of amplification, whereas four would have been barely enough. No wonder the phase didn’t carry through!”


  “I guess I don’t follow you,” Miller faltered. “You mean—something you did—”


  “I should think it was something I did!” The baldish stranger scratched his head with the tip of his pencil. “I’m John Erickson—you know, the Wanamaker Institute.”


  Miller said: “Oh!” in an understanding voice. Erickson was head of Wanamaker Institute, first laboratory of them all when it came to exploding atoms and blazing trails into the wildernesses of science.


  Erickson’s piercing eyes were suddenly boring into the younger man.


  “You’ve been sick, haven’t you?” he demanded.


  “Well—no—not really sick.” The druggist colored. “I’ll have to admit to being drunk a few hours ago, though.”


  “Drunk—” Erickson stuck his tongue in his cheek, shook his head, scowled. “No, that would hardly do it. There must have been something else. The impulsor isn’t that powerful. I can understand about the dog, poor fellow. He must have been run over, and I caught him just at the instant of passing from life to death.”


  “Oh!” Dave Miller lifted his head, knowing now what Erickson was driving at. “Well, I may as well be frank. I’m—I committed suicide. That’s how drunk I was. There hasn’t been a suicide in the Miller family in centuries. It took a skinful of liquor to set the precedent.”


  Erickson nodded wisely. “Perhaps we will find the precedent hasn’t really been set! But no matter—” His lifted hand stopped Miller’s eager, wondering exclamation. “The point is, young men, we three are in a tough spot, and it’s up to us to get out of it. And not only we, but heaven knows how many others the world over!”


  “Would you—maybe you can explain to my lay mind what’s happened,” Miller suggested.


  “Of course. Forgive me. You see, Mr.—”


  “Miller. Dave Miller.”


  “Dave it is. I have a feeling we’re going to be pretty well acquainted before this is over. You see, Dave, I’m a nut on so-called ‘time theories.’ I’ve seen time compared to everything from an entity to a long, pink worm. But I disagree with them all, because they postulate the idea that time is constantly being manufactured. Such reasoning is fantastic!


  “Time exists. Not as an ever-growing chain of links, because such a chain would have to have a tail end, if it has a front end; and who can imagine the period when time did not exist? So I think time is like a circular train-track. Unending. We who live and die merely travel around on it. The future exists simultaneously with the past, for one instant when they meet.”


  Miller’s brain was humming. Erickson shot the words at him staccato-fashion, as if they were things known from Great Primer days. The young druggist scratched his head.


  “You’ve got me licked,” he admitted. “I’m a stranger here, myself.”


  “Naturally you can’t be expected to understand things I’ve been all my life puzzling about. Simplest way I can explain it is that we are on a train following this immense circular railway.


  “When the train reaches the point where it started, it is about to plunge into the past; but this is impossible, because the point where it started is simply the caboose of the train! And that point is always ahead—and behind—the time-train.


  “Now, my idea was that with the proper stimulus a man could be thrust across the diameter of this circular railway to a point in his past. Because of the nature of time, he could neither go ahead of the train to meet the future nor could he stand still and let the caboose catch up with him. But—he could detour across the circle and land farther back on the train! And that, my dear Dave, is what you and I and Major have done—almost.”


  “Almost?” Miller said hoarsely.


  Erickson pursed his lips. “We are somewhere partway across the space between present and past. We are living in an instant that can move neither forward nor back. You and I, Dave, and Major—and the Lord knows how many others the world over—have been thrust by my time impulsor onto a timeless beach of eternity. We have been caught in time’s backwash. Castaways, you might say.”


  An objection clamored for attention in Miller’s mind.


  “But if this is so, where are the rest of them? Where is my wife?”


  “They are right here,” Erickson explained. “No doubt you could see your wife if you could find her. But we see them as statues, because, for us, time no longer exists. But there was something I did not count on. I did not know that it would be possible to live in one small instant of time, as we are doing. And I did not know that only those who are hovering between life and death can deviate from the normal process of time!”


  “You mean—we’re dead!” Miller’s voice was a bitter monotone.


  “Obviously not. We’re talking and moving, aren’t we? But—we are on the fence. When I gave my impulsor the jolt of high power, it went wrong and I think something must have happened to me. At the same instant, you had shot yourself.


  “Perhaps, Dave, you are dying. The only way for us to find out is to try to get the machine working and topple ourselves one way or the other. If we fall back, we will all live. If we fall into the present—we may die.”


  “Either way, it’s better than this!” Miller said fervently.


  “I came to the library here, hoping to find out the things I must know. My own books are locked in my study. And these—they might be cemented in their places, for all their use to me. I suppose we might as well go back to the lab.”


  Miller nodded, murmuring: “Maybe you’ll get an idea when you look at the machine again.”


  “Let’s hope so,” said Erickson grimly. “God knows I’ve failed so far!”


  


CHAPTER III


  Splendid Sacrifice


  It was a solid hour’s walk out to West Wilshire, where the laboratory was. The immense bronze and glass doors of Wanamaker Institute were closed, and so barred to the two men. But Erickson led the way down the side.


  “We can get in a service door. Then we climb through transoms and ventilators until we get to my lab.”


  Major frisked along beside them. He was enjoying the action and the companionship. It was less of an adventure to Miller, who knew death might be ahead for the three of them.


  Two workmen were moving a heavy cabinet in the side service door. To get in, they climbed up the back of the rear workman, walked across the cabinet, and scaled down the front of the leading man. They went up the stairs to the fifteenth floor. Here they crawled through a transom into the wing marked:


  “Experimental. Enter Only By Appointment.”


  Major was helped through it, then they were crawling along the dark metal tunnel of an air-conditioning ventilator. It was small, and took some wriggling.


  In the next room, they were confronted by a stern receptionist on whose desk was a little brass sign, reading:


  “Have you an appointment?”


  Miller had had his share of experience with receptionists’ ways, in his days as a pharmaceutical salesman. He took the greatest pleasure now in lighting his cigarette from a match struck on the girl’s nose. Then he blew the smoke in her face and hastened to crawl through the final transom.


  John Erickson’s laboratory was well lighted by a glass-brick wall and a huge skylight. The sun’s rays glinted on the time impulsor. The scientist explained the impulsor in concise terms. When he had finished, Dave Miller knew just as little as before, and the outfit still resembled three transformers in a line, of the type seen on power-poles, connected to a great bronze globe hanging from the ceiling.


  “There’s the monster that put us in this plight,” Erickson grunted. “Too strong to be legal, too weak to do the job right. Take a good look!”


  With his hands jammed in his pockets, he frowned at the complex machinery. Miller stared a few moments; then transferred his interests to other things in the room. He was immediately struck by the resemblance of a transformer in a far corner to the ones linked up with the impulsor.


  “What’s that?” he asked quickly. “Looks the same as the ones you used over there.”


  “It is.”


  “But—Didn’t you say all you needed was another stage of power?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Maybe I’m crazy!” Miller stared from impulsor to transformer and back again. “Why don’t you use it, then?”


  “Using what for the connection?” Erickson’s eyes gently mocked him.


  “Wire, of course!”


  The scientist jerked a thumb at a small bale of heavy copper wire.


  “Bring it over and we’ll try it.”


  Miller was halfway to it when he brought up short. Then a sheepish grin spread over his features.


  “I get it,” he chuckled. “That bale of wire might be the Empire State Building, as far as we’re concerned. Forgive my stupidity.”


  Erickson suddenly became serious.


  “I’d like to be optimistic, Dave,” he muttered, “but in all fairness to you I must tell you I see no way out of this. The machine is, of course, still working, and with that extra stage of power, the uncertainty would be over. But where, in this world of immovable things, will we find a piece of wire twenty-five feet long?”


  There was a warm, moist sensation against Miller’s hand, and when he looked down Major stared up at him commiseratingly. Miller scratched him behind the ear, and the dog closed his eyes, reassured and happy. The young druggist sighed, wishing there were some giant hand to scratch him behind the ear and smooth his troubles over.


  “And if we don’t get out,” he said soberly, “we’ll starve, I suppose.”


  “No, I don’t think it will be that quick. I haven’t felt any hunger. I don’t expect to. After all, our bodies are still living in one instant of time, and a man can’t work up a healthy appetite in one second. Of course, this elastic-second business precludes the possibility of disease.


  “Our bodies must go on unchanged. The only hope I see is—when we are on the verge of madness, suicide. That means jumping off a bridge, I suppose. Poison, guns, knives—all the usual wherewithal—are denied to us.”


  Black despair closed down on Dave Miller. He thrust it back, forcing a crooked grin.


  “Let’s make a bargain,” he offered. “When we finish fooling around with this apparatus, we split up. We’ll only be at each other’s throat if we stick together. I’ll be blaming you for my plight, and I don’t want to. It’s my fault as much as yours. How about it?”


  John Erickson gripped his hand. “You’re all right, Dave. Let me give you some advice. If ever you do get back to the present . . . keep away from liquor. Liquor and the Irish never did mix. You’ll have that store on its feet again in no time.”


  “Thanks!” Miller said fervently. “And I think I can promise that nothing less than a whiskey antidote for snake bite will ever make me bend an elbow again!”


  For the next couple of hours, despondency reigned in the laboratory. But it was soon to be deposed again by hope.


  Despite all of Erickson’s scientific training, it was Dave Miller himself who grasped the down-to-earth idea that started them hoping again. He was walking about the lab, jingling keys in his pocket, when suddenly he stopped short. He jerked the ring of keys into his hand.


  “Erickson!” he gasped. “We’ve been blind. Look at this!”


  The scientist looked; but he remained puzzled.


  “Well—?” he asked skeptically.


  “There’s our wire!” Dave Miller exclaimed. “You’ve got keys; I’ve got keys. We’ve got coins, knives, wristwatches. Why can’t we lay them all end to end—”


  Erickson’s features looked as if he had been electrically shocked.


  “You’ve hit it!” he cried. “If we’ve got enough!”


  With one accord, they began emptying their pockets, tearing off wristwatches, searching for pencils. The finds made a little heap in the middle of the floor. Erickson let his long fingers claw through thinning hair.


  “God give us enough! We’ll only need the one wire. The thing is plugged in already and only the positive pole has to be connected to the globe. Come on!”


  Scooping up the assortment of metal articles, they rushed across the room. With his pocket-knife, Dave Miller began breaking up the metal wrist-watch straps, opening the links out so that they could be laid end-to-end for the greatest possible length. They patiently broke the watches to pieces, and of the junk they garnered made a ragged foot and a half of “wire.” Their coins stretched the line still further.


  They had ten feet covered before the stuff was half used up. Their metal pencils, taken apart, gave them a good two feet. Key chains helped generously. With eighteen feet covered, their progress began to slow down.


  Perspiration poured down Miller’s face. Desperately, he tore off his lodge ring and cut it in two to pound it flat. From garters and suspenders they won a few inches more. And then—they stopped—feet from their goal.


  Miller groaned. He tossed his pocket-knife in his hand.


  “We can get a foot out of this,” he estimated. “But that still leaves us way short.”


  Abruptly, Erickson snapped his fingers.


  “Shoes!” he gasped. “They’re full of nails. Get to work with that knife, Dave. We’ll cut out every one of ‘em!”


  In ten minutes, the shoes were reduced to ragged piles of tattered leather. Erickson’s deft fingers painstakingly placed the nails, one by one, in the line. The distance left to cover was less than six inches!


  He lined up the last few nails. Then both men were sinking back on their heels, as they saw there was a gap of three inches to cover!


  “Beaten!” Erickson ground out. “By three inches! Three inches from the present . . . and yet it might as well be a million miles!”


  Miller’s body felt as though it were in a vise. His muscles ached with strain. So taut were his nerves that he leaped as though stung when Major nuzzled a cool nose into his hand again. Automatically, he began to stroke the dog’s neck.


  “Well, that licks us,” he muttered. “There isn’t another piece of movable metal in the world.”


  Major kept whimpering and pushing against him. Annoyed, the druggist shoved him away.


  “Go ‘way,” he muttered. “I don’t feel like—”


  Suddenly then his eyes widened, as his touch encountered warm metal. He whirled.


  “There it is!” he yelled. “The last link. The nameplate on Major’s collar!”


  In a flash, he had torn the little rectangular brass plate from the dog collar. Erickson took it from his grasp. Sweat stood shiny on his skin. He held the bit of metal over the gap between wire and pole.


  “This is it!” he smiled brittlely. “We’re on our way, Dave. Where, I don’t know. To death, or back to life. But—we’re going!”


  The metal clinked into place. Live, writhing power leaped through the wire, snarling across partial breaks. The transformers began to hum. The humming grew louder. Singing softly, the bronze globe over their heads glowed green. Dave Miller felt a curious lightness. There was a snap in his brain, and Erickson, Major and the laboratory faded from his senses.


  Then came an interval when the only sound was the soft sobbing he had been hearing as if in a dream. That, and blackness that enfolded him like soft velvet. Then Miller was opening his eyes, to see the familiar walls of his own kitchen around him!


  Someone cried out.


  “Dave! Oh, Dave, dear!”


  It was Helen’s voice, and it was Helen who cradled his head in her lap and bent her face close to his.


  “Oh, thank God that you’re alive—!”


  “Helen!” Miller murmured. “What—are—you—doing here?”


  “I couldn’t go through with it. I—I just couldn’t leave you. I came back and—and I heard the shot and ran in. The doctor should be here. I called him five minutes ago.”


  “Five minutes . . . How long has it been since I shot myself?”


  “Oh, just six or seven minutes. I called the doctor right away.”


  Miller took a deep breath. Then it must have been a dream. All that—to happen in a few minutes—It wasn’t possible!


  “How—how could I have botched the job?” he muttered. “I wasn’t drunk enough to miss myself completely.”


  Helen looked at the huge revolver lying in the sink.


  “Oh, that old forty-five of Grandfather’s! It hasn’t been loaded since the Civil War. I guess the powder got damp or something. It just sort of sputtered instead of exploding properly. Dave, promise me something! You won’t ever do anything like this again, if I promise not to nag you?”


  Dave Miller closed his eyes. “There won’t be any need to nag, Helen. Some people take a lot of teaching, but I’ve had my lesson. I’ve got ideas about the store which I’d been too lazy to try out. You know, I feel more like fighting right now than I have for years! We’ll lick ‘em, won’t we, honey?”


  Helen buried her face in the hollow of his shoulder and cried softly. Her words were too muffled to be intelligible. But Dave Miller understood what she meant.


  He had thought the whole thing a dream—John Erickson, the “time impulsor” and Major. But that night he read an item in the Evening Courier that was to keep him thinking for many days.


  POLICE INVESTIGATE DEATH


  OF SCIENTIST


  HERE IN LABORATORY


  John M. Erickson, director of the Wanamaker Institute, died at his work last night. Erickson was a beloved and valuable figure in the world of science, famous for his recently publicized “time lapse” theory. Two strange circumstances surrounded his death. One was the presence of a German shepherd dog in the laboratory, its head crushed as if with a sledgehammer. The other was a chain of small metal objects stretching from one corner of the room to the other, as if intended to take the place of wire in a circuit. Police, however, discount this idea, as there was a roll of wire only a few feet from the body.


  YOU’RE ANOTHER


  Damon Knight


  I


  It was a warm spring Saturday, and Johnny Bornish spent the morning in Central Park. He drew sailors lying on the grass with their girls; he drew old men in straw hats, and Good Humor men pushing their carts. He got two quick studies of children at the toy-boat pond, and would have had another, a beauty, except that somebody’s dammed big Dalmatian, romping, blundered into him and made him sit down hard in the water.


  A bright-eyed old gentleman solemnly helped him arise. Johnny thought it over, then wrung out his wet pants in the men’s rest room, put them hack on and spread himself like a starfish in the sun. He dried before his sketchbook did, so he took the bus back downtown, got off at 14th Street and went into Mayer’s.


  The only clerk in sight was showing an intricate folding easel to a tweedy woman who didn’t seem to know which end was which. Johnny picked up the sketchbook he wanted from a pile on the table, and pottered around looking at clay figures, paper palettes and other traps for the amateur. He glimpsed some interesting textured papers displayed in the other aisle and tried to cross over to them, but misjudged his knobby-kneed turning circle, as usual, and brought down a cascade of little paint cans. Dancing for balance, somehow he managed to put one heel down at an unheard-of angle, buckle the lid of one of the cans and splash red enamel all over hell.


  He paid for the paint, speechless, and got out. He had dropped the sketchbook somewhere, he discovered. Evidently God did not care for him to do any sketching today.


  Also, he was leaving little red heel prints across the pavement. He wiped off his shoe as well as he could with some newspaper from the trashbasket at the corner, and walked down to the Automat for coffee.


  The cashier scooped in his dollar and spread two rows of magical dimes on the marble counter, all rattling at once like angry metal insects. They were alive in Johnny’s palm; one of them got away, but he lunged for it and caught it before it hit the floor.


  Flushed with victory, he worked his way through the crowd to the coffee dispenser, put a china cup under the spigot and dropped his dime in the slot. Coffee streamed out, filled his cup and went on flowing.


  Johnny watched it for a minute. Coffee went on pouring over the lip and handle of the cup, too hot to touch, splashing through the grilled metal and gurgling away somewhere below.


  A white-haired man shouldered him aside, took a cup from the rack and calmly filled it at the spigot. Somebody else followed his example, and in a moment there was a crowd.


  After all, it was his dime. Johnny got another cup and waited his turn. An angry man in a white jacket disappeared violently into the crowd, and Johnny heard him shouting something. A moment later the crowd began to disperse.


  The jet had stopped. The man in the white jacket picked up Johnny’s original cup, emptied it, set it down on a busboy’s cart, and went away.


  Evidently God did not care for him to drink any coffee, either. Johnny whistled a few reflective bars of “Dixie” and left, keeping a wary eye out for trouble.


  At the curb a big pushcart was standing in the sunshine, flaming with banana yellows, apple reds. Johnny stopped himself. “Oh, no,” he said, and turned himself sternly around, and started carefully down the avenue, hands in pockets, elbows at his sides. On a day like what this one was shaping up to be, he shuddered to think what he could do with a pushcart full of fruit.


  How about a painting of that? Semi-abstract—“Still Life in Motion.” Flying tangerines, green bananas, dusty Concord grapes, stopped by the fast shutter of the artist’s eye. By Cèzanne, out of Henry Moore. By heaven, it wasn’t bad.


  He could see it, big and vulgar, about a 36 by 30—(stretchers: he’d have to stop at Mayer’s again, or on second thought somewhere else, for, stretchers) the colors grayed on a violet ground, but screaming at each other all the same like a gaggle of parakeets. Black outlines here and there, weaving a kind of cockeyed carpet pattern through it. No depth, no light-and-dark—flat easter-egg colors, glowing as enigmatically as a Parrish cut up into jigsaw pieces. Frame it in oyster-white moulding—wham! The Museum of Modern Art!


  The bananas, he thought, would have to go around this way, distorted, curved like boomerangs up in the foreground. Make the old ladies from Oshkosh duck. That saturated buttery yellow, transmuted to a poisonous green . . . He put out a forefinger absently to stroke one of the nearest, feeling how the chalky smoothness curved up and around into the dry hard stem.


  “How many, Mac?”


  For an instant Johnny thought he had circled the block, back to the same pushcart: then he saw that this one had only bananas on it. He was at the corner of 11th Street; he had walked three blocks, blind and deaf.


  “No bananas,” he said hurriedly, backing away. There was a skriek in his ear. He turned; it was a glitter-eyed tweedy woman, brandishing an enormous handbag.


  “Can’t you watch where you’re—”


  “Sorry, ma’am,” he said, desperately trying to keep his balance. He toppled off the curb, grabbing at the pushcart. Something slithery went out from under his foot. He was falling, sliding like a bowling ball, feet first toward the one upright shaft that supported the end of the pushcart . . .


  The first thing that he noticed, as he sat there up to his chest in bananas, with the swearing huckster holding the cart by main force, was that an alert, white-haired old gentleman was in the front rank of the crowd, looking at him.


  The same one who—?


  And come to think of it, that tweedy woman—


  Ridiculous.


  All the same, something began to twitch in his memory. Ten confused minutes later he was kneeling asthmatically on the floor in front of his closet, hauling out stacks of unframed paintings, shoeboxes full of letters and squeezed paint tubes, a Scout ax (for kindling), old sweaters and mildewed magazines, until he found a battered suitcase.


  In the suitcase, under untidy piles of sketches and watercolors, was a small cardboard portfolio. In the portfolio were two newspaper clippings.


  One was from the Post, dated three years back: it showed Johnny, poised on one heel in a violent adagio pose, being whirled around by the stream of water from a hydrant some Third Avenue urchins had just opened. The other was two years older, from the Journal: in this one Johnny seemed to be walking dreamily up a wall—actually, he had just slipped on an icy street in the upper 40’s.


  He blinked incredulously. In the background of the first picture there were half a dozen figures, mostly kids.


  Among them was the tweedy woman.


  In the background of the second, there was only one. It was the white-haired old man.


  Thinking it over, Johnny discovered that he was scared. He had never actually enjoyed being the kind of buffoon who gets his shirttail caught in zippers, is trapped by elevators and revolving doors, and trips on pebbles; he had accepted it humbly as his portion, and in between catastrophes he’d had a lot of fun.


  But suppose somebody was doing it to him?


  A lot of it was not funny, look at it any way you like. There was the time the bus driver had closed the door on Johnny’s foot and dragged him for three yards, bouncing on the pavement. He had got up with nothing worse than bruise—but what if that passenger hadn’t seen him in time?


  He looked at the clippings again. There they were, the same faces—the same clothing, even, except that the old man was wearing an overcoat. Even in the faded halftones, there was a predatory sparkle from his rimless eyeglasses; and the tweedy woman’s sharp beak was as threatening as a hawk’s.


  Johnny felt a stifling sense of panic. He felt like a man waiting helplessly for the punchline of a long bad joke; or like a mouse being played with by a cat.


  Something bad was going to happen next.


  The door opened; somebody walked in. Johnny started, but it was only the Duke, brawny in a paint-smeared undershirt, with a limp cigarette in the corner of his mouth. The Duke had a rakish Errol Flynn mustache, blending furrily now into his day-old beard, and a pair of black, who-are-you-varlet brows. He was treacherous, clever, plausible, quarrelsome, ingenious, a great brawler and seducer of women—in short, exactly like Cellini, except he had no talent.


  “Hiding?” said Duke, showing his big teeth.


  Johnny became aware that, crouched in front of the closet that way, he looked a little as if he were about to dive into it and pull overcoats over his head. He got up stiffly, tried to put his hands in his pockets, and discovered he still had the clippings. Then it was too late. Duke took them gently, inspected them with a judicial eye, and stared gravely at Johnny. “Not flattering,” he said. “Is that blood on your forehead?”


  Johnny investigated; his fingers came away a little red, not much. “I fell down,” he said uncomfortably.


  “My boy,” Duke told him, “you are troubled. Confide in your old uncle.”


  “I’m just—Look, Duke, I’m busy. Did you want something?”


  “Only to be your faithful counselor and guide,” said Duke, pressing Johnny firmly into a chair. “Just lean back, loosen the sphincters and say the first thing that comes into your mind.” He looked expectant.


  “Ugh,” said Johnny.


  Duke nodded sagely. “A visceral reaction. Existentialist. You wish to rid yourself of yourself—get away from it all. Tell me, when you walk down the street, do you feel the buildings are about to close on you? Are you being persecuted by little green men who come out of the woodwork? Do you feel an overpowering urge to leave town?”


  “Yes,” said Johnny truthfully.


  Duke looked mildly surprised. “Well?” he asked, spreading his hands.


  “Where would I go?”


  “I recommend sunny New Jersey. All the towns have different names—fascinating. Millions of them. Pick one at random. Hackensack, Perth Amboy, Passaic, Teaneck, Newark? No? You’re quite right—too suggestive. Let me see. Something farther north? Provincetown, Martha’s Vineyard—lovely this time of the year. Or Florida—yes, I can really see you, Johnny, sitting on a rotten wharf in the sunshine, fishing with a bent pin for pompano. Peaceful, relaxed, carefree . . .”


  Johnny’s fingers stirred the change in his pocket. He didn’t know what was in his wallet—he never did—but he was sure it wasn’t enough. “Duke, have you seen Ted Edwards this week?” he asked hopefully.


  “No. Why?”


  “Oh. He owes me a little money, is all. He said he’d pay me today or tomorrow.”


  “If it’s a question of money—” said the Duke after a moment.


  Johnny looked at him incredulously.


  Duke was pulling a greasy wallet out of his hip pocket. He paused with his thumb in it. “Do you really want to get out of town, Johnny?”


  “Well, sure, but—”


  “Johnny, what are friends for? Really, I’m wounded. Will fifty help?”


  He counted out the money and stuffed it into Johnny’s paralyzed palm. “Don’t say a word. Let me remember you just as you are.” He made a frame of his hands and squinted through it. He sighed, then picked up the battered suitcase and went to work with great energy throwing things out of the dresser into it. “Shirts, socks, underwear. Necktie. Clean handkerchief. There you are.” He closed the lid. He pumped Johnny’s hand, pulling him toward the door. “Don’t think it hasn’t been great, because it hasn’t. So on the ocean of life we pass and speak to one another. Only a look and a voice; then darkness and silence.”


  Johnny dug in his heels and stopped. “What’s the matter?” Duke inquired.


  “I just realized—I can’t go now. I’ll go tonight I’ll take the late train.”


  Duke arched an eyebrow. “But why wait, Johnny? When the sunne shineth, make hay. When the iron is hot, strike. The tide tarrieth for no man.”


  “They’ll see me leave,” said Johnny, embarrassed.


  Duke frowned. “You mean the little green men actually are after you?” His features worked; he composed them with difficulty. “Well, this is—Pardon me. A momentary aberration. But now don’t you see, Johnny, you haven’t got any time to lose. If they’re following you, they must know where yon live. How do you know they won’t come here?”


  Johnny, flushing, could think of no adequate reply. He had wanted to get away under cover of darkness, but that would mean another five hours at least . . .


  “Look here,” said Duke suddenly, “I know the very thing. Biff Feldstein—works at the Cherry Lane. Your own mother won’t admit she knows you. Wait here.”


  He was back in fifteen minutes, with a bundle of old clothes and an object which turned out, on closer examination, to be a small brown beard.


  Johnny puit it on unwillingly, using gunk from a tube Duke had brought along. Duke helped him into a castoff jacket, color indistinguishable, shiny with grease, and clapped a beret on his head. The result, to Johnny’s horrified gaze, looked like an old-time Village phony or a peddler of French postcards. Duke inspected him judicially. “It’s magnificent, but it isn’t war,” he said. “However, we can always plant vines. Allons! I am grass; I cover all!”


  Walking toward Sixth at a brisk pace, a hand firmly on Johnny’s elbow, Duke suddenly paused. “Ho!” he said. He sprang forward, bent, and picked something up.


  Johnny stared at it glassily. It was a five-dollar bill.


  Duke was calmly putting it away. “Does that happen to you often?” Johnny asked.


  “Now and again,” said Duke. “Merely a matter of keeping the eyes in focus.”


  “Luck,” said Johnny faintly.


  “Never think it,” Duke told him. “Take the word of an older and wiser man. You make your own luck in this world. Think of Newton. Think of O’Dwyer. Hand stuck in the jam jar? You asked for it. Now the trouble with you—”


  Johnny, who had heard this theory before, was no longer listening. Look, he thought, at all the different things that had had to happen so that Duke could pick up that fiver. Somebody had to lose it, to begin with—say because be met a friend just as he was about to put the bill away, and stuffed it in his pocket instead so he could shake hands, and then forgot it, reached for his handkerchief—All right. Then it just had to happen that everybody who passed this spot between then and now was looking the other way, or thinking about something else. And Duke, finally, had to glance down at iust the right moment. It was all extremely improbable, but it happened, somewhere, every day.


  And also every day, somewhere, people were being hit by flowerpots knocked off tenth-story window ledges, and falling down manholes, and walking into stray bullets fired by law enforcement officers in pursuit of malefactors. Johnny shuddered.


  “Oh-oh,” said Duke suddenly. “Where’s a cab? Ah—Cabby!” He sprang forward to the curb, whistling and waving.


  Looking around curiously, Johnny saw a clumsy figure hurrying toward them down the street. “There’s Mary Finigan,” he said, pointing her out.


  “I know,” said Duke irascibly. The cab was just pulling in toward them, the driver reaching back to open the door. “Now here we go, Johnny—”


  “But I think she wants to talk to you,” said Johnny. “Hadn’t we—”


  “No time now,” said Duke, helping him in with a shove. “She’s taken to running off at the mouth—that’s why I had to give her up. Get moving!” he said to the driver, and added to Johnny, “Among other things, that is . . . Here will be an old abusing of God’s patience, and the King’s English.”


  As they pulled away into traffic, Johnny had a last glimpse of the girl standing on the curb watching them. Her dark hair was straggling down off her forehead; she looked as if she had been crying.


  Duke said comfortably, “Every man, as the saying is, can tame a shrew but he that hath her. Now there, John boy, you have just had an instructive object lesson. Was it luck that we got away from that draggle-tailed ear-bender? It was not . . .”


  But, thought Johnny, it was. What if the cab hadn’t come along at just the right time?


  “—in a nutshell, boy. Only reason you have bad luck, you go hunting for it.”


  “That isn’t the reason,” said Johnny.


  He let Duke’s hearty voice fade once more into a kind of primitive background music, like the muttering of the extras in a Tarzan picture when the Kalawumbas are about to feed the pretty girl to the lions. It had just dawned on him, with the dazzling glow of revelation, that the whole course of anybody’s life was determined by improbable accidents. Here he stood, all five feet ten and a hundred thirty pounds of him—a billion-to-one shot from the word go. (What were the chances against any given sperm’s uniting with any given ovum? More than a billion to one—unimaginable.) What if the apple hadn’t fallen on Newton’s head? What if O’Dwyer had never left Ireland? And what did free will have to do with the decision not to become, say, a Kurdish herdsman, if you happened to be born in Ohio?


  . . . It meant, Johnny thought, that if you could control the random factors—the way the dice fall in a bar in Sacramento, the temper of a rich uncle in Keokuk, the moisture content of the clouds over Sioux Falls at 3:03 CST, the shape of a pebble in a Wall Street newsboy’s sock—you could do anything. You could make an obscure painter named Johnny Bornish fall into the toy-boat pond in Central Park and get red paint all over his shoe and knock down a pushcart.


  But why would you want to?


  The airport waiting room was a little like a scene out of “Things to Come, except that the people were neither white-robed, leisurely nor cool.


  Every place on every bench was taken. Duke found a couple of square feet of floor space behind a pillar and settled Johnny there, seated on his upended suitcase.


  “Now you’re all set. Got your ticket. Got your magazine. Okay.” Duke made an abrupt menacing gesture in order to look at his wrist-watch.


  “Got to run. Now remember, boy—send me your address as soon as you get one, so I can forward your mail and so on. Oh: almost forgot.” He scribbled on a piece of paper, handed it over. “Mere formality. Payable at any time. Sign here.”


  He had written, “I O U $50.” Johnny signed, feeling a little more at home with Duke.


  “Right. Oll korrect.”


  “Duke,” said Johnny suddenly. “Mary’s pregnant, isn’t she?” His expression was thoughtful.


  “It has been known to happen,” said Duke good-humoredly.


  “Why don’t you give her a break?” Johnny asked with difficulty.


  Duke was not offended. “How? Speak the truth to me, Johnny—do you see me as a happy bridegroom? Well—” He pumped Johnny’s hand. “The word must be spoken that bids you depart—Though the effort to speak it should shatter my heart—Though in silence, with something I pine—Yet the lips that touch liquor must never touch mine!” With a grin that seemed to linger, like the Cheshire Cat’s, he disappeared into the crowd.


  II


  Uncomfortably astride his suitcase, solitary among multitudes, Johnny found himself thinking in words harder and longer at a time than he was used to. The kind of thinking he did when he was painting, or had painted, or was about to paint was another process altogether, and there were days on end when he did nothing else. He had a talent, Johnny Bornish. A talent is sometimes defined as a gift of the gods, a thing that most people, who have not had one, confuse with a present under a Christmas tree.


  It was not like that at all. It tortured and delighted him, and took up so much room in his skull that a lot of practical details couldn’t get in. Without exaggeration, it obsessed him, and when occasionally, as now, its grip relaxed, Johnny had the comical expression of a man who has just waked up to find his pocket picked and a row of hotfoot scars around his shoes.


  He was thinking about luck. It was all right to talk about everybody making his own, and to a certain extent he supposed it was true, but Duke was the kind of guy who found money on the street. Such a thing had happened to Johnny only once in his life, and then it wasn’t legal tender, but a Japanese coin—copper, heavy, about the size of a half-dollar, with a chrysanthemum symbol on one side and a character on the other. He thought of it as his lucky piece; he had found it on the street, his last year in high school, and here—he took it out of his pocket—it still was.


  . . . Which, when you came to think of it, was odd. He was not superstitious about the coin, or especially fond of it. He called it a lucky piece for want of a better name, because the word “keepsake” had gone out of fashion; and in fact he believed that his luck in the last ten years had been lousy. The coin was the only thing he owned that was anywhere near that old. He had lost three wristwatches, numberless fountain pens, two hats, three or four cigarette lighters, and genuine U. S. nickels and dimes by the handful. But here was the Japanese coin.


  Now, how could you figure a thing like that, unless it was luck . . . or interference?


  Johnny sat up straighter. It was a foolish notion, probably born of the fact that he hadn’t had any lunch; but he was in a mood to read sinister significance into almost anything.


  He already knew that the old man and the tweedy woman had been interfering in his life for at least five years, probably longer. Somehow, they were responsible for the “accidents” that kept happening to him—and there was a foolish and sinister notion for you, if you liked. Believing that, how could he help wondering about other odd things that had happened to him, no matter how small . . . like finding and keeping a Japanese coin?


  With that kind of logic, you could prove anything. And yet, he couldn’t rid himself of the idea.


  Idly, he got up, holding the coin, and dropped it into a nearby waste can. He sat down on his suitcase again with a feeling of neurosis well quelled. If the coin somehow found its way back to him, he’d have evidence for thinking the worst of it; if it didn’t, as of course it wouldn’t, small loss.


  “Excuse me,” said a thinnish prim-faced little man in almost-clerical clothes. “I believe you dropped this. A Japanese coin. Quite nice.”


  Johnny found his tongue. “Uh, thank you. But I don’t want it—you keep it.”


  “Oh, no,” said the little man, and walked stiffly away.


  Johnny stared after him, then at the coin. It was lumpishly solid, a dirty-looking brown, nicked and rounded at the edges. Ridiculous!


  His mistake, no doubt, had been in being too obvious. He palmed the coin, trying to look nonchalant. After a while he lit a cigarette, dropped it, and as he fumbled for it, managed to shove the coin under the leg of the adjoining bench.


  He had taken one puff on the retrieved cigarette when a large hulk in a gray suit, all muscles and narrowed eyes, knelt beside him and extracted the coin. The hulk looked at it carefully, front and back, weighed it in his palm, rang it on the floor, and finally handed it over to Johnny. “This yours?” he asked in a gravelly voice.


  Johnny nodded. The hulk said nothing more, but watched grimly until Johnny put the coin away in his pocket. Then he got up, dusted off his knees, and went away into the crowd.


  Johnny felt a cold lump gather at the pit of his stomach. The fact that he had seen this same routine in at least half a dozen bad movies gave him no comfort; he did not believe in the series of natural coincidences that made it impossible to get rid of the neatly wrapped garbage, or the incriminating nylon stocking, or whatever.


  He stood up. It was already twenty minutes after his plane’s scheduled departure time. He had to get rid of the thing. It was intolerable to suppose that he couldn’t get rid of it. Of course he could get rid of it.


  The low false roof of the baggage counter looked promising. He picked up his suitcase and worked his way toward it, and got there iust as the p. a. system burst forth with “Flight number mnglang for Buzzclickville, now loading at Gate Lumber Lide.” Under cover of this clamor, Johnny swiftly took the coin out of his pocket and tossed it out of sight on the roof.


  Now what? Was somebody going to fetch a ladder, and climb up there after the coin, and come down and hand it to him?


  Nothing at all happened, except that the voice on the p. a. emitted its thunderous mutter again, and this time Johnny caught the name of his destination, Jacksonville.


  Feeling better, he stopped at the newsstand for cigarettes. He paid for them with a half dollar, which was promptly slapped back into his palm.


  “Flight mumble sixteen for Jagznbull, now loading at Gate Number Nine,” said the p. a.


  After a moment Johnny handed back the cigarettes, still staring at the Japanese coin that lay, infuriatingly solid, on his palm . . . He had had a fifty-cent piece in his pocket; it didn’t seem to he there now; ergo, he had thrown it up on top of the baggage counter. A natura! mistake. Only, in ten years of carrying the coin around with him, he had never once mistaken it for a half-buck, or vice versa, until now.


  “Flight number sixteen . . .”


  The tweedy woman, Johnny realized with a slow chill crawling down his back, had been ahead of him in the art store, talking to a clerk. She couldn’t have been following him—on the bus, in a cab, or any other way; there wouldn’t have been time. She had known where he was going, and when he was going to get there.


  It was as if, he thought, while the coin seemed to turn fishily cold and smooth in his fingers, it was just as if the two of them, the tweedy woman and the old man, had planted a sort of beacon on him ten years ago, so that wherever and whenever he went, he was a belled cat. It was as if they might be looking in a kind of radarscope, when it pleased them, and seeing the track of his life like a twisted strand of copper wire coiling and turning . . .


  But of course there was no escape, if that was true. His track went winding through the waiting room and onto a particular aircraft and down again, where that plane landed, and into a particular room and then a particular restaurant, so that a day from now, a month, a year, ten years from now, they could reach out and touch him wherever he might be.


  There was no escape, because there was a peculiarity built into this brown Japanese coin, a combination of random events that added up to the mirth-provoking result that he simply couldn’t lose it.


  He looked around wildly, thinking Blowtorch. Monkey wrench. Sledge-hammer. But there wasn’t anything. It was a great big phony Things-to-Comeish airport wildcat waiting room, without a tool in it anywhere.


  A pretty girl came out from behind the counter to his right, swinging up the hinged section of counter and letting it down again behind her. Johnny stared after her stupidly, then at the way she had come out. His scalp twitched. He stepped to the counter, raised the hinged section.


  A bald man a few feet away stopped talking to wave a telephone handset at Johnny. “No admittance here, sir! No admittance!”


  Johnny put the Japanese coin down at an angle on the place that supported the end of the hinged section. He made sure it was the Japanese coin. He wedged it firmly.


  The bald man dropped his telephone and came toward him, hand outstretched.


  Johnny slammed the hinged section down as hard as he could. There was a dull bonk, and an odd feeling of tension; the lights seemed to blur. He turned and ran. Nobody followed him.


  The plane was a two-englned relic that looked faintly Victorian from the outside; inside, it was a slanting dark cavern with an astonishing number of seats crammed into it. It smelled like a locker room. Johnny stumbled down the narrow aisle to what seemed to be the only remaining place, next to a large dark gentleman in an awning-striped tie.


  He sat down, a little awkwardly. He had had a peculiar feeling ever since he had bashed the coin with the counter section, and the worst of it was that he couldn’t pin it down. It was a physical something-wrong feeling, like an upset stomach or too little sleep or a fever coming on, but it wasn’t exactly any of those things. He was hungry, but not that hungry. He thought the trouble might be with his eyes, but whenever he picked out anything as a test, it looked perfectly normal and he could see it fine. It was in his skin, perhaps? a kind of not-quite-prickling that . . . No, it wasn’t his skin.


  It was a little like being drunk, at the fraction of an instant when you realize how drunk you are and regret it . . . it was like that, but not very much. And it was partly like the foreboding, stronger and more oppressive. than before—Something bad was going to happen.


  The pilot and copilot walked up the aisle and disappeared into the forward compartment. The door was shut; the stewardess, back in the tail, was poring over the papers on her clipboard. After a while the starters whined and the engines came to life; Johnny, who had flown only once before, and on a scheduled airline at that, was startled to find what a devil of a racket they made. Then was another interminable wait, and then the plane was crawling forward, swinging its nose around, crawling a little faster, while an endless blank expanse of concrete slipped by—lumbering along, then, like some huge, preposterous, and above all flightless bird—and lifting incredibly, a few inches up, airborne, the runway falling back, tilted, dwindling until they were up, high above the mist on the water, steady as a hammock in the rasping monotone drone of the engines.


  Something went flip at the corner of Johnny’s vision. He turned his head.


  Flop.


  It was a little metallic disk that went flip up the carpet like a tiddlywink or a Mexican jumping bean, and paused for an instant while his jaw began to come loose at the hinge, and went flop. It lay on the carpet next to his seat, and went hop.


  It landed on his knee, a little brown metallic disk with a chrysanthemum design, bent across the middle. He brushed at it. It hopped, and clung to his hand like a magnet to steel.


  “Good heavensl’ said an explosive voice in his ear.


  Johnny had no attention to spare. He had taken hold of the coin with his other hand—a horrid feeling, it clung clammily to his fingers, and pulled away from his palm with reluctance—and now he was trying to scrape it off against the fabric of the seat. It was like trying to scrape off his own skin. He gave up and furiously began shaking his hand.


  “Here, friend, don’t do that!” The dark man in the next seat half rose, and there was a moment of confusion; Johnny heard a sharp click, and thought he saw something leap from the dark man’s vest pocket. Then, for an instant, he had clinging to his fingers a brown Japanese coin and a pair of glittering pince-nez. And then the two had somehow twisted together in a nasty, writhing way that hurt his eyes to watch, and uncurled again—no coin, no pince-nez, but an impossible little leather change purse.


  Had the coin ever been a coin at all? Was the change purse a change purse?


  “Now look what you’ve done! Ugh!” The dark man, his face contorted with passion, reached gingerly fingers toward the purse. “Don’t move, friend. Let me—”


  Johnny pulled away a trifle. “Who are you?”


  “F.B.I.,” said the dark man impatiently. He flapped a billfold at Johnny; there was some kind of official-looking shield inside. “Now you have torn it, my God! Hold that still—just like that. Don’t move.” He pulled back his sleeves like a conjuror, and began to reach very cautiously for the little brown bit of leather that clung to Johnny’s hand.


  The thing twitched slightly in his fingers. The next moment, people all around them began getting up and crowding into the aisle, heading for the single washroom back in the tail of the plane.


  Palpably, the plane tilted. Johnny heard the stewardess shrieking, “One at a time! One at a time! Take your seats, everyone—you’re making the airplane tail-heavy!”


  “Steady, steady,” moaned the dark man. “Hold it absolutely still!”


  Johnny couldn’t. His fingers twitched again; and abruptly all the passengers in the aisle were tumbling the other way, fighting to get away from the dangerous tail. The stewardess came helplessly after them, squalling futile orders.


  “Am I doing that?” Johnny gasped, staring in horror at the thing in his palm.


  “The gadget is. Hold it steady, friend—”


  But his hand twitched again, and abruptly all the passengers were back in their seats, quietly sitting as if nothing had happened. Then a chorus of shrieks arose. Looking out the window, Johnny saw a terrifying sea of treetops just below, where nothing but empty air had been the moment before. As the plane nosed up sharply, his hand moved again—


  And the shrieks grew louder. Up ahead loomed a blue-violet wall of mountain, topless, gigantic.


  His fingers twitched still again: and once more the plane was droning peaceably along between earth and heaven. The passengers were bored or sleeping. There was no mountain, and no trees.


  Sweat was beaded on the dark man’s forehead. “Now . . .” he said, gritting his teeth and reaching again.


  “Wait a minute,” said Johnny, pulling away again. “Wait—This is some kind of top secret thing, is it, that I’m not supposed to have?”


  “Yes,” said the dark man, agonized. “I tell you, friend, don’t move it!”


  The purse was slowly changing color, turning a watery violet around the edges.


  “And you’re from the F.B.I?” Johnny asked, staring hard at the dark man.


  “Yes! Hold it steady—”


  “No,” said Johnny. His voice had a disposition to tremble, but Johnny held it firmly in check. ‘ “You forgot about your ears,” he said. “Or are they too hard to change?”


  The dark man showed his teeth. “What are you talking about?”


  “The ears,” JOhnny said, “and the jawbone. No two people have ears alike. And before, when you were the old man, your neck was too thick. It bothered me, only I was too busy to think about it.” He swallowed hard. “I’m thinking about it now. You don’t want me to move this thing?”


  “Right, friend, right.”


  “Then tell me what this is all about.”


  The dark man made placating gestures. “I can’t do that, friend. I really can’t. Look—”


  The tiny weight shifted in Johnny’s hand. “—out!” shouted the dark man.


  Tiny flickerings gathered in the air around them. In the plane window, the clear blue of the sky abruptly vanished. Instead, Johnny saw a tumbling waste of gray cloud. Rain drummed against the window and the plane heeled suddenly as if a gust had caught it.


  Scattered shrieks arose from up forward. Johnny swallowed a large lump, and his fingers twitched. The flickering came again.


  The cloud and rain were gone; the sky was an innocent blue again. “Don’t do that,” said the dark man. “Listen, look: You want to how something? Watch me try to tell you.” He moistened his lips and began, “When you have trouble—” but on the fourth word his throat seemed to tighten and lock. His lips went on moving, his eyes bulged with effort, but nothing came out.


  After a moment he relaxed, breathing heavily. “You see?” he said.


  “You can’t talk,” said Johnny. “About that. Literally.”


  “Right! Now, friend, if you’ll just allow me—”


  “Easy. Tell me the truth: is there any way you can get around this, whatever it is, this block or whatever?” He let his fingers twitch, deliberately, as he spoke. “Any gadget, or anything you can take?”


  The dark man glanced nervously out the window, where blue sky had given way to purple twilight and a large sickle moon. “Yes, but—”


  “There is? What?”


  The man’s throat tightened again as he tried to speak.


  “Well, whatever it is, you’d better use it,” said Johnny. He saw the dark man’s face harden with resolution, and jerked his hand away just in time as the dark man grabbed—


  III


  There was a whirling moment, then the universe steadied. Johnny clutched at the seat with his free hand. The plane and all the passengers were gone. He and the dark man were sitting on a park bench in the sunshine. Two pigeons took alarm and flapped heavily away.


  The dark man’s face was twisted unhappily. “Now you have done it! Oh, what time is it, anyway?” He plucked two watches out of his vest and consulted them in turn. “Wednesday, friend, at the latest! Oh, oh, they’ll—” His mouth worked soundlessly.


  “Wednesday?” Johnny managed. He looked around. They were sitting in Union Square Park, the only ones there. There were plenty of people on the streets, all hurrying, most of them women. It looked like a Wednesday, all right.


  He opened his mouth, and shut it again carefully. He looked down at the limp bit of leather and metal in his hand. Start from the beginning. What did he know?


  The coin, which had evidently been some kind of telltale or beacon, had in some way joined itself, after Johnny had damaged it, to some other instrument of the dark man’s—apparently the gadget that enabled him to control probability, and move from one time to another, and small chores like that.


  In their present fused state, the two gadgets were ungovernable—dangerous, the dark man seemed to think—and no good to anybody.


  And that was absolutely all he knew.


  He didn’t know where the dark man and his companion had come from, what they were up to, anything that would be useful to know, and he wasn’t getting any nearer finding out.


  —Except that there was some way of loosening the dark man’s tongue. Drugs, which were out of the question—liquor—


  Well, he thought, sitting up a trifle straighter, there was no harm in trying, anyhow. It might not work, but it was the pleasantest thought he had had all afternoon.


  He said, “Come on,” and stood up carefully; but his motion must have been too abrupt, became the scene around them melted and ran down into the pavement, and they were standing, not in the park, but on the traffic island at Sheridan Square.


  It looked to be a little after noon, and the papers on the stand at Johnny’s elbow bore today’s date.


  He felt a little dizzy. Say it was about one o’clock: then he hadn’t got out to the airport yet; he was on his way there now, with Duke, and if he could hop a fast cab, he might catch himself and tell himself not to go . . .


  Johnny steadied his mind by a strenuous effort. He had, he told himself, one single, simple problem now in hand, and that was how to get to a bar. He took a careful step toward the edge of the island. The thing in his hand bobbled; the world reeled and steadied.


  With the dark man beside him, Johnny was standing on the gallery of the Reptile Room of the Museum of Natural History. Down below, the poised shapes of various giant lizards looked extremely extinct and very dry.


  Johnny felt the rising rudiments of a vast impatience. At this rate, it was clear enough, he would never get anywhere he wanted to go, because every step changed the rules. All right then; if Mahomet couldn’t go to the mountain—


  The dark man, who had been watching him, made a strangled sound of protest.


  Johnny ignored him. He swung his hand sharply down. And up. And down.


  The world swung around them like a pendulm, twisting and turning. Too far! They were on a street comer in Paris. They were in a dark place listening to the sound of machinery. They were in the middle of a sandstorm, choking, blinding—


  They were sitting in a rowboat on a quiet river. The dark man was wearing flannels and a straw hat.


  Johnny tried to move the thing in his hand more gently: it was as if it had a life of its own; he had to hold it back.


  Zip!


  They were seated on stools at a marble-topped counter. Johnny saw a banana split with a fly on it.


  Zip!


  A library, a huge low-ceilinged place that Johnny had never seen before.


  Zip!


  The lobby of the Art Theatre; a patron bumped into Johnny, slopping his demitasse.


  Zip!


  They were sitting opposite each other, the dark man and he, at a table in the rear of Dorrie’s Bar. Dust motes sparkled in the late afternoon sun. There was a highball in front of each of them.


  Gritting his teeth, Johnny held his hand perfectly upright while he lowered it, so slowly that it hardly seemed to move, until it touched the worn surface of the table, He sighed. “Drink up,” he said.


  With a wary eye on the thing in Johnny’s hand, the dark man drank. Johnny signaled the bartender, who came over with a faintly puzzled expression. “How long you guys been here?”


  “I was just going to ask you,” said Johnny at random. “Two more.”


  The bartender retired and came back, looking hostile, with the drinks, after which he went down to the farthermost end of the bar, turned his back on them and polished glasses.


  Johnny sipped his highball. “Drink up,” he told the dark man. The dark man drank.


  After the third swift highball, the dark man looked slightly wall-eyed. “How you feeling?” Johnny asked.


  “Fine,” said the dark man carefully. “Jus’ fine.” He dipped two fingers into his vest pocket, drew out a tiny flat pillbox and extracted from it an even tinier pill which he popped into his mouth and swallowed.


  “What was that?” said Johnny suspiciously.


  “Just a little pill.”


  Johnny looked closely at him. His eyes were clear and steady; he looked exactly as if he had not drunk any highballs at all. “Let me hear you say ‘The Leith police dismisseth us,’ ” said Johnny.


  The dark man said it.


  “Can you say that when you’re drunk?” Johnny demanded.


  “Don’t know, friend. I never tried.”


  Johnny sighed. Look at it any way you liked, the man had been high, at least, before he swallowed that one tiny pill. And now he was cold sober. After a moment, glowering, he pounded on his glass with a swizzle-stick until the bartender came and took his order for two more drinks. “Doubles,” said Johnny as an afterthought. When they arrived, the dark man drank one down and began to look faintly glassy-eyed. He took out his pillbox.


  Johnny leaned forward. “Who’s that standing outside?” he whispered hoarsely.


  The dark man swiveled around. “Where?”


  “They ducked back,” said Johnny. “Keep watching.” He brought his free hand out of his trousers pocket, where it had been busy extracting the contents of a little bottle of antihistamine tablets he had been carrying around since February. They were six times the size of the dark man’s pills, but they were the best he could do. He slid the pillbox out from under the dark man’s fingers, swiftly emptied it onto his own lap, dumped the cold tablets into it and put it back.


  “I don’t see anybody, friend,” said the dark man anxiously. “Was it a man or—” He picked out one of the bogus tablets, swallowed it, and looked surprised.


  “Have another drink,” said Johnny hopefully. The dark man, still looking surprised, swilled it down. His eyes closed slowly and opened again. They were definitely glassy. “How do you feel now?” Johnny asked.


  “Dandy, thanks. Vad heter denna ort?” The dark man’s face spread and collapsed astonishingly into a large loose, foolish smile.


  It occurred to Johnny that be might have overdone it. “How was that again?” Swedish, it had sounded like, or some other Scandinavian language . . .


  “Voss hot ir gezugt?” asked the dark man wonderingly. He batted his head with the heel of his hand several limes. “Favor de desconectar la radio.”


  “The radio isn’t—” began Johnny, but the dark man interrupted him. Springing up suddenly, he climbed onto the bench, spread his arms and began singing in a loud operatic baritone. The melody was that of the Toreador Song from “Carmen”, but the dark man was singing his own words to it, over and over: “Dove è il gabinetto?”


  The bartender was coming over with an unpleasant expression. “Cut that out!” Johnny whispered urgently. “You hear? Sit down, or I’ll move this thing again!”


  The dark man glanced at the object in Johnny’s hand. “You don’t scare me, bud. Go ahead and move it. Me cago en su highball.” He began singing again.


  Johnny fumbled three five-dollar bills out of his wallet—all he had—and shoved them at the bartender as he came up. The bartender went away.


  “Well, why were you scared before, then?” Johnny asked, furiously.


  “Simple,” said the dark man. “Vänta ett ögenblick, it’ll come back to me. Sure.” He clapped a hand to his brow. “Herr Gott im Himmel!” he said, and sat down abruptly.


  “Don’t move it,” he said. He was pale and sweat-beaded.


  “Why not?”


  “No control,” whispered the dark man. “The instrument is tuned to you—sooner or later you’re going to meet yourself. Two bodies can’t occupy the same spacetime, friend.”


  He shuddered. “Boom!”


  Johnny’s hand and wrist, already overtired, were showing a disposition to tremble. He had the hand propped against a bowl of pretzels, and that helped some, but not enough. Johnny was close to despair. The chief effect of the drinks seemed to have been to make the dark man babble in six or seven foreign tongues. The anti-drink pills were safely in his pocket; there was a fortune in those, no doubt, just as a by-product of this thing if he ever got out of it alive—but that seemed doubtful.


  All the same, he checked with a glare the dark man’s tentative move toward the object in his hand. His voice shook. “Tell me now, or I’ll wave this thing until something happens. I haven’t got any more-patience! What are you after? What’s it all about?”


  “Un autre plat des pets de nonne, s’il vous plait, garçon,” murmured the dark man.


  “And cut that out,” said Johnny. “I mean it!” Intentionally or not, his hand slipped and he felt the table shudder under them.


  Zip!


  They were sitting at a narrow table in the Sixth Avenue Bickford’s, full of the echoing clatter of inch-thick crockery.


  “Well?” said Johnny, close to hysteria. The glasses on the table between them were full of milk, not whiskey. Now he was in for it. Unless he could break the dark man’s nerve before be sobered up—or unless, which was unlikely in the extreme, they happened to hit another bar –


  “It’s like this, friend,” said the dark man. “I’m the last surviving remnant of a race of Lemurians, see, and I like to persecute people. I’m bitter, became you upstarts have taken over the world. You can’t—”


  “Who’s the lady I saw you with?” Johnny asked sourly.


  “Her? She’s the last surviving remnant of the Atlanteans. We have a working agreement, but we hate each other even more than—”


  Johnny’s fingers were clammy with sweat around the limp leather that clung to them. He let his hand twitch, not too much.


  Zip!


  They were sifting facing each other on the hard cane seats of an almost empty subway train, rackety-clacking headlong down its dark tunnel like a consignment to hell. “Try again,” said Johnny through his teeth.


  “It’s like this,” said the dark man. “I’ll tell you the truth. This whole universe isn’t real, get me? It’s just a figment of your imagination, but you got powers you don’t know how to control, and we been trying to keep you confused, see, became otherwise—”


  “Then you don’t care if I do this!” said Johnny, and he made a fist around the leather purse and slammed it on his knee.


  Zip!


  A wind thundered in his ears, snatched the breath from his mouth. He could barely see the dark man, through a cloud of flying sleet, hunkered like himself on a ledge next to nowhere. “We’re observers from the Galactic Union,” the dark man shouted. “We’re stationed here to keep an eye on you people on account of all them A-bomb explosions, because—”


  “Or this!” Johnny howled, and jerked his fist again.


  Zip!


  They were sprawled on a freezing plain, staring at each other in the icy glitter of starlight. “I’ll tell you!” said the dark man. “We’re time travelers, and we got to make sure you never marry Piper Laurie, because—”


  Gently, Johnny told himself.


  Zip!


  They were sliding side by side down the giant chute in the fun house at Jantzen’s Beach in Portland, Oregon. “Listen!” said the dark man. “You’re a mutant superman, see? Don’t get sore—we had to test you before we could lead you into your glorious heritage of—”


  As Johnny started to get to his feet, the movement jarred the thing in his hand, and—


  Zip!


  They were standing on the observation platform on top of the Empire State. It was a cold, raw day. The dark man was shivering—cold, or frightened enough to talk, or too frightened to stay drunk? His voice trembled: “Okay, this is it, friend. You aren’t human—you’re an android, but such a good imitation, you don’t even know it. But we’re your inventors, see—”


  Gently: it was the little jumps that were dangerous, Johnny reminded himself.


  Zip!


  They were in a revolving door, and zip! Johnny was on the staircase of his own rooming house, looking down at the dark man who was goggling up at him, trying to say something, and zip! they were standing beside a disordered banana cart while a cold chill ran up Johnny’s spine, and—


  “All right!” the dark man shouted. There was raw sincerity in his voice. “I’ll tell you the truth, but please—”


  Johnny’s hand tilted in spite of himself.


  Zip!


  They were on the top deck of a Fifth Avenue bus parked at the curb, waiting for a load. Johnny lowered his hand with infinite care to the shiny rail top of the seat ahead. “Tell,” he said.


  The dark man swallowed. “Give me a chance,” he said in an undertone. “I can’t tell you—if I do, they’ll break me, I’ll never get a post again—”


  “Last chance,” said Johnny, looking straight ahead. “One . . . Two . . .”


  “It’s a livie,” the dark man said, pronouncing the first ‘i’ long. His voice was resigned and dull.


  “A what?”


  “Livie. Like movies. You know. You’re an actor.”


  “What is this now?” said Johnny uneasily. “I’m a painter. What do you mean, I’m an ac—’


  “You’re an actor, playing a painter!” said the dark man. “You actors! Dumb cows! You’re an actor! Understand? It’s a livie.”


  “What is the livie about?” Johnny asked carefully.


  “It’s a musical tragedy. All about poor people in the slums.”


  “I don’t live in the slums,” said Johnny indignantly.


  “In the slums. You want to tell me, or should I tell you? It’s a big dramatic show. You’re the comic relief. Later on you die.” The dark man stopped short, and looked as if he wished he had stopped shorter. “A detail,” he said. “Not important. We’ll fix it up, next script conference.” He put his hands to his temples suddenly. “Oh, why was I decanted?” he muttered. “Glorm will split me up the middle. He’ll pulverize me. He’ll shove me back into the—”


  “You’re serious?” said Johnny. His voice cracked. “What is this, I die? I die how?” He twitched uncontrollably.


  Zip!


  The Fifth Avenue bus was gone. They were sitting in the second row of a movie theater. The house lights had just gone up; the audience was shuffling out. Johnny seized the dark man by the shirt-front.


  “I forget,” said the dark man sullenly. “You fall off something, I think. Right before the end of the livie, when the hero gets to bed with the girl. You want to know who’s the hero? Somebody you know. Duke—”


  “Fall off What?” said Johnny, tightening his grip.


  “Off a building. Into a trash can. Half.”


  “Comic relief?” said Johnny with an effort.


  “Sure. Pratfalls. You’ll steal the livie! The lookers’ll have heart attacks laughing!”


  The sounds of the departing audience abruptly stopped. The. walls and ceiling flickered alarmingly; when they steadied, Johnny saw with total bewilderment that they were in a different room altogether. It was nowhere he had ever been before—nowhere, be realized abruptly, with his heart racing, that he ever could have been before.


  Out across the great silvery bowl, under a cloud-high ceiling, men were floating in the air like gnats, some drifting, some moving quickly around a bulbous metal shape that hung over the center of the huge room. Down below, twenty feet lower than the balcony on which they sat, there was a little puff of light and exploding shape—a brilliant unfolding that lasted only an instant, leaving a crazy memory of moving trees and buildings. After a moment, it happened again.


  Johnny was aware that the dark man, beside him, had stiffened and somehow shrunk into himself.


  He turned. Behind them, in the eerie stillness, a silvery man came striding through a doorway.


  “Glorm,” said the dark man, gasping, “ne estis mia kulpo. Li—”


  Glorm said, “Fermu vian truon.” He was slender and sinewy, dressed in something that looked like tinfoil. He had bulging eyes under a broad shelf of brow. He turned them on Johnny. “Now you vill give me d’instrument,” he said.


  Johnny found his breath. The bit of leather in his hand, he discovered, was now as rigid as if it were part of an invisible pillar in the air; but he tightened his grip on it, anyhow. “Why should I give it to you?” he demanded.


  Glorm gestured impatiently. “Vait.’ He turned to look out over the enormous sunken bowl, and his voice suddenly echoed everywhere, somehow a hundred times magnified: “Gi spinu!”


  Again came that flowering of color and movement under the hanging bulge of metal: but this time it sprang into full life, and didn’t collapse again.


  Fascinated, Johnny stared down over the balcony rim. The floor of the bowl was gone now, buried by a glittering marble street. On either side were white buildings, all porticos and pillars, and down at the end loomed something that looked like the Parthenon, only as big as the main UN building in New York.


  The street was aboil with people, dwarfed by distance. They scattered as a four-horse chariot came hurtling past, then flowed together again. Johnny could hear them muttering angrily, like so many bees. There was a curious acrid scent in the air.


  Puzzled, he glanced at Glorm and the dark man. “What’s that?” he asked, pointing.


  Glorm made a gesture. “Rome,” said the dark man, shaking as if with a chill, “They’re making a spectacle, back in 44 B.C. This here’s the scene where Julius Caesar burns the place down because they won’t make him Emperor.”


  Sure enough, the acrid scent was stronger; down below, a thin veil of gray-black smoke was beginning to arise . . .


  “But he didn’t,” Johnny protested, stung. “That isn’t even Rome—the Parthenon’s in Athens.”


  “It used to be,” said the dark man. His teeth were chattering. “We changed it. The last outfit that made livies there, they were okay on the little scenes, but they didn’t understand spectacle. Glorm—” he cast a furtive glance at the silver man, and raised his voice slightly—“he understands spectacle.”


  “Let me get this straight now,” said Johnny with a thick tongue. “You went to all the trouble of building that phony set, with that crazy Parthenon and all, when you could just go back in time and shoot the real thing?”


  “Bona!” shouted Glorm’s amplified voice. “Gi estu presata!” The scene down below whirled in upon itself and winked out


  Glorm turned impatiently to Johnny. “Now,” he said. “You not understand. Dat vich you see dere is vat you call d’real ding. Ve not built set—built not set—not set—Kiel oni gi diras?”


  “ ‘We didn’t build no set,’ ” said the dark man.


  “Putra lingvo! Ve din build no set. Ve made dat Romans build it. Dey din build no set—dey build Rome, different. Understand? No-body din build no set! Real Romel Real fire! Real dead! Real history!”


  Johnny gaped at him. “You mean—you’re changing history, just to make movies?”


  “Livies,” the dark man muttered.”


  “Livies, then. You must all be loopies. Where does that leave the people up in the future? Look—where are we now? What time?”


  “Your calendar, uh, 4400-something. About twenty-five hundred years from your time.”


  “Twenty-five hundred—Well, what does it do to you, when you change the Romans all around?”


  “Noddin’,” said Glorm emphatically.


  “Noddin’ ?” said Johnny, obtusely.


  “Noddin’ at all. Vat happens to dog ven you cut off his modder’s tail?”


  Johnny thought about it. “Noddin’.”


  “Korekti. You dink it is big job?”


  Johnny nodded.


  “It is big job. But ve do it tventy, forty times every year. You know how many people live on d’planet now?” Without pausing, he answered himself. “Tirty billion. You know how many go to livies? Half. Fifteen billion. Seven times more people dan live on d’planet in your time. Old, young. Stupid, smart. Livies got to entertain dem all. Not like your Hollyvood. Dat vas not art not spectacle. Ven d’people tink, deep down—” he tapped his head—” someting is true, den I make it true, and it is true! Dat is art! Dat is spectacle!”


  “You haven’t changed New York much, anyway,” said Johnny in self-defense.


  Glorm’s bulging eyes grew bulgier. “Not change!” He snorted, turned. His amplified voice rang out again: “Donu al mi flugantan kvieton de Nov-Jorko natura!”


  There was a stirring of floating figures out around the hanging bulge of metal. Glorm cracked his knuckles impaliently. After a long moment the floor of the bowl blossomed again.


  Johnny caught his breath.


  The illusion was so perfect that the floor seemed to have dropped away: a thousand feet down, Manhattan Island lay spread in the morning sunlight; he could see ships at anchor in the harbor, and the clear glints of the Hudson and the East River running up northward into the mists over the Bronx.


  The first thing he noticed was that the chaotic checkerboard of low buildings spread over the whole island: the cluster of skyscrapers at the southern tip, and the scattering at midtown, were missing.


  “Guess vat year,” said Glorm’s voice.


  He frowned. “About 1900? But that couldn’t be right, he thought uneasily—there were too many bridges: more, even, than in his own time.


  Glorm laughed heartily. “Dat vich you see is Nov-York, 1956—before ve change it. You dink you invent skyscrapers? Oh, no. Me invent it.”


  “For ‘Wage-Slaves ofBroadway,’ ” said the dark man reverently. ‘That was his first livie. What a spectacle!”


  “Now you understand?” Glorm asked patronizingly. “Long time I vanted to tell dis to actor, see his face. Good—you understand now.” His face was shining. “You are actor—I am producer, director. Producer, director is everyting. Actor is dirt! So you vill give me d’instrument.”


  “Won’t,” said Johnny weakly.


  “You vill,” Glorm said. “In a minute you have to let go.”


  Johnny discovered with shock that his hand was growing numb. So this was what they had all been stalling for, all this time. And now they’d got it. He was about to let go; he could feel it. So—


  “Listen!” he said desperately. “What about the people in the future?—I mean your future. Do they make livies, too? If they do, are you an actor to them?”


  Glorm’s face tautened with fury. “Kracajo!” he said. “Vait. Vait until—” He stared at the thing in Johnny’s hand, and his fingers clenched.


  Johnny’s grip loosened. He was going to let go, and then what? Back to his own time, and more pratfalls, leading inexorably to—


  His whole arm was tired. He was going to have to let go . . . And there was nothing he could do about it. That endless chain of tinkerers, Glorms standing on each other’s shoulders all the way up into the unguessable future—that was too big to change. It was, he supposed, no more frightening or terrible than other kinds of macrocosmic tyranny the human mind had imagined; it would be possible to live with it, if only his part weren’t so unpleasant . . .


  His hand dropped.


  Smiling, Glorm reached out to the suspended bit of leather. His fingers did something to it that Johnny couldn’t follow, and abruptly it sagged into his palm.


  It shuddered and flickered there for a moment like a top runnlng down. All at once it split into a brown coin and a pair of pince-nez. The flickering came again—a blue of bright shapes: fountain pen, notebook, watch, cigarette lighter—then both objects came to rest, tiny and metallic and dead.


  Glorm put them into a fold of his clothing.


  “Bona,” he said indifferently over his shoulder. “Resendu tion al Nov-Jorkon.”


  Desperation limbered Johny’s tongue. He started talking before he even knew what he was going to say. “What if I don’t stay in New York?”


  Glorm paused, looking annoyed. “Kio?”


  “You’ve got your gadget back,” said Johnny, as the idea took shape in his head. “All right, but what are you going to do if I decide to move to Chicago, or someplace? Or get myself arrested and sent to jail? I mean, you can shuffle the probabilities around—but if I try hard enough, I can put myself where it’s impossible to have what you want to have happen, happen.” He took a deep breath. “See what I mean?”


  “Plejmalpuro,” said Glorm. From his expression, he saw.


  “Listen,” Johnny said. “Let me get the picture. This Duke you say is the hero—that’s the Duke I know?” He got a nod from Glorm. “And that was part of the script, when he helped me get out of town?”


  “Dress rehearsal,” said the dark man. “You fall in a swamp in Florida—come up all over mud and leeches. A real boff.”


  Johnny shuddered, and turned his mind resolutely away from leeches and falls from high buildings . . .”What I want to know is, what was Duke’s angle? Why did he think he wanted to get me out of town?”


  They told him. The answer was brutally simple, and Johnny had been half afraid that he knew it already.


  He waited until his nails unclenched from his palms, and he felt able to talk sensibly again. And even then, he found he had nothing to say. How could you talk to people who would do a thing like that and call it art, or entertainment? It was logical, he supposed, that a culture whose taste demanded Glorm’s ruthless spectacles should have such a concept of a “hero.” It was also terrifying.


  His time was running out again. But the answer to that one occurred to him, too.


  If Duke were here, what would he say?


  “Okay, look,” Johnny said rapidly, “I’m just spitballing, you understand, talking off the top of my head—”


  Glorm and the dark man leaned forward with interested, wary expressions.


  “—but here’s how I see it. Instead of this clown type for your comedy relief, we have this suave man-of-the-world type. It’s a switch. A really great, uh, producer-director could put it over. I can really see it. Take for instance—here, show me where it says in the script . . .”


  Johnny materialized on the quiet side street a few steps from his door. He felt heavy and tired. The sun was still high over the tops of the old buildings; it was about 2:30—an hour and a half after Duke had left him at the airport.


  He leaned against a railing and waited. Sure enough, here came Mary Finigan across the street, her hair uncombed, dark circles under her eyes.


  “Go home, Mary,” he said.


  She was startled. “What’s the matter, isn’t he there?” I mean, Duke, called me—he said he was at your place—”


  “He’s got an ax,” said Johnny. “I’m telling you the truth. He was going to kill you in my apartment, with my Scout ax that I use for kindling, with my fingerprints on it.”


  When she was gone, Johnny went on around the corner and into the foyer. Duke was there with his hand in Johnny’s mailbox. He turned around and swore, and his hand twitched a long fat envelope out of the box. “What the devil are you doing here, Johnny?”


  “I decided not to go.”


  Duke leaned against the wall, grinning. “Well, every coming together again gives a foretaste of the resurrection. Whew!” He glanced at the envelope he was holding as if he had just noticed it. “Now I wonder what this might be.”


  “You know what it is,” said Johnny without rancor. “Ted Edwards’ fifty bucks that he owed me. That was what gave you the idea, when he told you he’d put it in the mail. Then this Mary business came up, and I suppose it just seemed to you like a God-given opportunity.”


  Duke’s eyes were narrow and hard. “You know about that, too, do you? What were you planning to do about it, would you tell an old friend that?”


  “Nothing,” said Johnny. “Just give me my I O U, and we’ll call it square.”


  Duke fished in his pocket for the folded scrap of paper and handed it over. He peered into Johnny’s eyes, looking baffled. “Well, well. You’re sure, are you?”


  Johnny nodded and turned to go up the stairs.


  “I believe you are,” said Duke. He was shaking his head, arms akimbo. “Johnny, my boy, you’re a character.”


  Johnny looked down at him for a moment. “You’re another,” he said.


  INCONSTANT MOON


  Larry Niven


  I


  I was watching the news when the change came, like a flicker of motion at the corner of my eye. I turned toward the balcony window. Whatever it was, I was too late to catch it.


  The moon was very bright tonight.


  I saw that, and smiled, and turned back. Johnny Carson was just starting his monologue.


  When the first commercials came on I got up to reheat some coffee. Commercials came in strings of three and four, going on midnight. I’d have time.


  The moonlight caught me coming back. If it had been bright before, it was brighter now. Hypnotic. I opened the sliding glass door and stepped out onto the balcony.


  The balcony wasn’t much more than a railed ledge, with standing room for a man and a woman and a portable barbecue set. These past months the view had been lovely, especially around sunset. The Power and Light Company had been putting up a glass-slab style office building. So far it was only a steel framework of open girders. Shadow-blackened against a red sunset sky, it tended to look stark and surrealistic and hellishly impressive.


  Tonight . . .


  I had never seen the moon so bright, not even in the desert. Bright enough to read by, I thought, and immediately, but that’s an illusion. The moon was never bigger (I had read somewhere) than a quarter held nine feet away. It couldn’t possibly be bright enough to read by.


  It was only three-quarters full!


  But, glowing high over the San Diego Freeway to the west, the moon seemed to dim even the streaming automobile headlights. I blinked against its light, and thought of men walking on the moon, leaving corrugated footprints. Once, for the sake of an article I was writing, I had been allowed to pick up a bone-dry moon rock and hold it in my hand . . .


  I heard the show starting again, and I stepped inside. But, glancing once behind me, I caught the moon growing even brighter—as if it had come from behind a wisp of scudding cloud.


  Now its light was brain-searing, lunatic.


  The phone rang five times before she answered.


  “Hi,” I said. “Listen—”


  “Hi,” Leslie said sleepily, complainingly. Damn. I’d hoped she was watching television, like me.


  I said, “Don’t scream and shout, because I had a reason for calling. You’re in bed, right? Get up and . . . can you get up?”


  “What time is it?”


  “Quarter of twelve.”


  “Oh, Lord.”


  “Go out on your balcony and look around.”


  “Okay.”


  The phone clunked. I waited. Leslie’s balcony faced north and west, like mine, but it was ten stories higher, with a correspondingly better view. Through my own window, the moon burned like a textured spotlight.


  “Stan? You there?”


  “Yah. What do you think of it?”


  “It’s gorgeous. I’ve never seen anything like it. What could make the moon light up like that?”


  “I don’t know, but isn’t it gorgeous”?


  “You’re supposed to be the native.” Leslie had only moved out here a year ago. “Listen, I’ve never seen it like this. But there’s an old legend,” I said. “Once every hundred years the Los Angeles smog rolls away for a single night, leaving the air as clear as interstellar space. That way the gods can see if Los Angeles is still there. If it is, they roll the smog back so they won’t have to look at it.”


  “I used to know all that stuff. Well, listen, I’m glad you woke me up to see it, but I’ve got to get to work tomorrow.”


  “Poor baby.”


  “That’s life. ‘Night.”


  “ ‘Night.”


  Afterward I sat in the dark, trying to think of someone else to call. Call a girl at midnight, invite her to step outside and look at the moonlight . . . and she may think it’s romantic or she may be furious, but she won’t assume you called six others.


  So I thought of some names. But the girls who belonged to them had all dropped away over the past year or so, after I started spending all my time with Leslie. One could hardly blame them. And now Joan was in Texas and Hildy was getting married, and if I called Louise I’d probably get Gordie too. The English girl? But I couldn’t remember her number. Or her last name.


  Besides, everyone I knew punched a time clock of one kind or another. Me, I worked for a living, but as a freelance writer I picked my hours. Anyone I woke up tonight, I’d be ruining her morning. Ah, well . . .


  The Johnny Carson Show was a swirl of gray and a roar of static when I got back to the living room. I turned the set off and went back out on the balcony.


  The moon was brighter than the flow of headlights on the freeway, brighter than Westwood Village off to the right. The Santa Monica Mountains had a magical pearly glow. There were no stars near the moon. Stars could not survive that glare.


  I wrote science and how-to articles for a living. I ought to be able to figure out what was making the moon do that. Could the moon be suddenly larger?


  . . . Inflating like a balloon? No. Closer, maybe. The moon, falling?


  Tides! Waves fifty feet high . . . and earthquakes! San Andreas Fault splitting apart like the Grand Canyon! Jump in my car, head for the hills . . . no, too late already . . .


  Nonsense. The moon was brighter, not bigger. I could see that. And what could possibly drop the moon on our heads like that?


  I blinked, and the moon left an afterimage on my retinae. It was that bright.


  A million people must be watching the moon right now, and wondering, like me. An article on the subject would sell big . . . if I wrote it before anyone else did . . .


  There must be some simple, obvious explanation.


  Well, how could the moon grow brighter? Moonlight reflected sunlight. Could the sun have gotten brighter? It must have happened after sunset, then, or it would have been noticed . . .


  I didn’t like that idea.


  Besides, half the Earth was in direct sunlight. A thousand correspondents for Life and Time and Newsweek and Associated Press would all be calling in from Europe, Asia, Africa . . . unless they were all hiding in cellars. Or dead. Or voiceless, because the sun was blanketing everything with static, radio and phone systems and television . . . television: Oh my God.


  I was just barely beginning to be afraid.


  All right, start over. The moon had become very much brighter. Moonlight, well, moonlight was reflected sunlight; any idiot knew that. Then . . . something had happened to the sun.


  II


  “Hello?”


  “Hi. Me,” I said, and then my throat froze solid. Panic! What was I going to tell her?


  “I’ve been watching the moon,” she said dreamily. “It’s wonderful. I even tried to use my telescope, but I couldn’t see a thing; it was too bright. It lights up the whole city. The hills are all silver.”


  That’s right, she kept a telescope on her balcony. I’d forgotten.


  “I haven’t tried to go back to sleep,” She said, “too much light.”


  I got my throat working again. “Listen, Leslie love, I started thinking about how I woke you up and how you probably couldn’t get back to sleep, what with all this light. So let’s go out for a midnight snack.”


  “Are you out of your mind?”


  “No, I’m serious. I mean it. Tonight isn’t a night for sleeping. We may never have a night like this again. To hell with your diet. Let’s celebrate. Hot fudge sundaes, Irish coffee—”


  “That’s different. I’ll get dressed.”


  “I’ll be right over.”


  Leslie lived on the fourteenth floor of Building C of the Barrington Plaza. I rapped for admission, and waited.


  And waiting, I wondered without any sense of urgency: Why Leslie?


  There must be other ways to spend my last night on Earth, than with one particular girl. I could have picked a different particular girl, or even several not too particular girls, except that that didn’t really apply to me, did it? Or I could have called my brother, or either set of parents—


  Well, but brother Mike would have wanted a good reason for being hauled out of bed at midnight. “But, Mike, the moon is so beautiful—” Hardly. Any of my parents would have reacted similarly. Well, I had a good reason, but would they believe me?


  And if they did, what then? I would have arranged a kind of wake. Let ‘em sleep through it. What I wanted was someone who would join my . . . farewell party without asking the wrong questions.


  What I wanted was Leslie. I knocked again.


  She opened the door just a crack for me. She was in her underwear. A stiff, misshapen girdle in one hand brushed my back as she came into my arms. “I was about to put this on.”


  “I came just in time, then.” I took the girdle away from her and dropped it. I stooped to get my arms under her ribs, straightened up with effort, and walked us to the bedroom with her feet dangling against my ankles.


  Her skin was cold. She must have been outside.


  “So” she demanded. “You think you can compete with a hot fudge sundae, do you?”


  “Certainly. My pride demands it.” We were both somewhat out of breath. Once in our lives I had tried to lift her cradled in my arms, in conventional movie style. I’d damn near broken my back. Leslie was a big girl, my height, and almost too heavy around the hips.


  I dropped us on the bed, side by side. I reached around her from both sides to scratch her back, knowing it would leave her helpless to resist me, ah ha hahahaha. She made sounds of pleasure to tell me where to scratch. She pulled my shirt up around my shoulders and began scratching my back.


  We pulled pieces of clothing from ourselves and each other, at random, dropping them over the edges of the bed. Leslie’s skin was warm now, almost hot . . .


  All right, now that’s why I couldn’t have picked another girl. I’d have to teach her how to scratch. And there just wasn’t time.


  Some nights I had a nervous tendency to hurry our lovemaking. Tonight we were performing a ritual, a rite of passage. I tried to slow it down, to make it last. I tried to make Leslie like it more. It paid off incredibly. I forgot the moon and the future when Leslie put her heels against the backs of my knees and we moved into the ancient rhythm.


  But the image that came to me at the climax was vivid and frightening. We were in a ring of blue-hot fire that closed like a noose. If I moaned in terror and ecstasy, then she must have thought it was ecstasy alone .


  We lay side by side, drowsy, torpid, clinging together. I was minded to go back to sleep then, renege on my promise. Sleep and let Leslie sleep . . . but instead I whispered into her ear: “Hot Fudge Sundae.” She smiled and stirred and presently rolled off the bed.


  I wouldn’t let her wear the girdle. “It’s past midnight. Nobody’s going to pick you up. Because I’d thrash the blackguard, right? So why not be comfortable?” She laughed and gave in. We hugged each other, once, hard, in the elevator. It felt much better without the girdle.


  III


  The gray-haired counter waitress was cheerful and excited. Her eyes glowed. She spoke as if confiding a secret. “Have you noticed the moonlight?”


  Ship’s was fairly crowded, this time of night and this close to UCLA. Half the customers were university students. Tonight they talked in hushed voices, turning to look out through the glass walls of the twenty-four-hour restaurant. The moon was low in the west, low enough to compete with the street globes.


  “We noticed,” I said. “We’re celebrating. Get us two hot fudge sundaes, will you?” When she turned her back I slid a ten-dollar bill under the paper place mat. Not that she’d ever spend it, but at least she’d have the pleasure of finding it. I’d never spend it either.


  I felt loose, casual. A lot of problems seemed suddenly to have solved themselves.


  Who would have believed that peace would come to Vietnam and Cambodia in a single night?


  This thing had started around eleven-thirty, here in California. That would have put the noon sun just over the Arabian Sea, with all but few fringes of Africa, and Australia in direct sunlight.


  Already Germany was reunited, the Wall melted or smashed by shock waves. Israelis and Arabs had laid down their arms. Apartheid was dead in Africa.


  And I was free. For me there were no more consequences. Tonight I could satisfy all my dark urges, rob, kill, cheat on my income tax, throw bricks at plate glass windows, burn my credit cards. I could forget the article on explosive metal forming, due Thursday. Tonight I could substitute cinnamon candy for Leslie’s Pills. Tonight—


  “Think I’ll have a cigarette.”


  Leslie looked at me oddly. “I thought you’d given that up.”


  “You remember. I told myself if I got any overpowering urges, I’d have a cigarette. I did that because I couldn’t stand the thought of never smoking again.”


  “But it’s been months!” she laughed.


  “But they keep putting cigarette ads in my magazines!”


  “It’s a plot. All right, go have a cigarette.”


  I put coins in the machine, hesitated over the choice, finally picked a mild filter. It wasn’t that I wanted a cigarette. But certain events call for champagne, and others for cigarettes. There is the traditional last cigarette before a firing squad . . .


  I lit up. Here’s to lung cancer.


  It tasted just as good as I remembered; though there was a faint stale undertaste, like a mouthful of old cigarette butts. The third lungful hit me oddly. My eyes unfocused and everything went very calm. My heart pulsed loudly in my throat.


  “How does it taste?”


  “Strange. I’m buzzed,” I said.


  Buzzed! I hadn’t even heard the word in fifteen years. In high school we’d smoked to get that buzz, that quasi-drunkenness produced by capillaries constricting in the brain. The buzz had stopped coming after the first few times, but we’d kept smoking, most of us . . .


  I put it out. The waitress was picking up our sundaes.


  Hot and cold, sweet and bitter: there is no taste quite like that of a hot fudge sundae. To die without tasting it again would have been a crying shame. But with Leslie it was a thing, a symbol of all rich living. Watching her eat was more fun than eating myself.


  Besides . . . I’d killed the cigarette to taste the ice cream. Now, instead of savoring the ice cream, I was anticipating Irish coffee.


  Too little time.


  Leslie’s dish was empty. She stage-whispered, “Aahh!” and patted herself over the navel.


  A customer at one of the small tables began to go mad.


  I’d noticed him coming in. A lean scholarly type wearing sideburns and steel-rimmed glasses, he had been continually twisting around to look out at the moon. Like others at other tables, he seemed high on a rare and lovely natural phenomenon.


  Then he got it. I saw his face changing, showing suspicion, then disbelief, then horror, horror and helplessness.


  “Let’s go,” I told Leslie. I dropped quarters on the counter and stood up.


  “Don’t you want to finish yours?”


  “Nope. We’ve got things to do. How about some Irish coffee?”


  “And a Pink Lady for me? Oh, look!” She turned full around.


  The scholar was climbing up on a table. He balanced, spread wide his arms and bellowed, “Look out your windows!”


  “You get down from there!” a waitress demanded, jerking emphatically at his pants leg.


  “The world is coming to an end! Far away on the other side of the sea, death and hellfire—”


  But we were out the door, laughing as we ran. Leslie panted, “We may have—escaped a religious—riot in there!”


  I thought of the ten I’d left under my plate. Now it would please nobody. Inside, a prophet was shouting his message of doom to all who would hear. The gray-haired woman with the glowing eyes would find the money and think: They knew it too.


  Buildings blocked the moon from the Red Barn’s parking lot. The street lights and the indirect moonglare were pretty much the same color. The night only seemed a bit brighter than usual.


  I didn’t understand why Leslie stopped suddenly in the driveway. But I followed her gaze, straight up to where a star burned very brightly just south of the zenith.


  “Pretty,” I said.


  She gave me a very odd look.


  There were no windows in the Red Barn. Dim artificial lighting, far dimmer than the queer cold light outside, showed on dark wood and quietly cheerful customers. Nobody seemed aware that tonight was different from other nights.


  The sparse Tuesday night crowd was gathered mostly around the piano bar. A customer had the mike. He was singing some half-familiar song in a wavering weak voice, while the black pianist grinned and played a schmaltzy background.


  I ordered two Irish coffees and a Pink Lady. At Leslie’s questioning look I only smiled mysteriously.


  How ordinary the Red Barn felt. How relaxed; how happy. We held hands across the table, and I smiled and was afraid to speak. If I broke the spell, if I said the wrong thing . . .


  The drinks arrived. I raised an Irish coffee glass by the stem. Sugar, Irish whiskey, and strong black coffee, with thick whipped cream floating on top. It coursed through me like a magical potion of strength, dark and hot and powerful.


  The waitress waved back my money. “See that man in the turtleneck, there at the end of the piano bar? He’s buying, “she said with relish. “He came in two hours ago and handed the bartender a hundred-dollar bill.”


  So that was where all the happiness was coming from. Free drinks! I looked over, wondering what the guy celebrating.


  A thick-necked, wide-shouldered man in a turtleneck he sat hunched over into himself, with a wide bar glass clutched tight in one hand. The pianist offered him the mike, and he waved it by, the gesture giving me a good look at his face. A square, strong face, now drunk and miserable and scared. He was ready to cry from fear.


  So I knew what he was celebrating.


  Leslie made a face. “They didn’t make the Pink Lady right.”


  There’s one bar in the world that makes a Pink Lady the way Leslie likes it, and it isn’t in Los Angeles. I passed her the other Irish coffee, grinning an I-told-you-so grin. Forcing it: The other man’s fear was contagious. She smiled back lifted her glass and said, “To the blue moonlight.”


  I lifted my glass to her, and drank. But it wasn’t the toast I would have chosen.


  The man in the turtleneck slid down from his stool. He moved carefully toward the door, his course slow and straight as an ocean liner cruising into dock. He pulled the door wide, and turned around, holding it open, so that the weird blue-white light streamed past his broad black silhouette.


  Bastard. He was waiting for someone to figure it out, to shout out the truth to the rest. Fire and doom—


  “Shut the door!” someone bellowed.


  “Time to go,” I said softly.


  “What’s the hurry?”


  The hurry? He might speak! But I couldn’t say that . . .


  Leslie put her hand over mine. “I know. I know. But we can’t run away from it, can we?”


  A fist closed hard on my heart. She’d known, and I hadn’t noticed?


  The door closed, leaving the Red Barn in reddish dusk. The man who had been buying drinks was gone.


  “Oh, God. When did you figure it out?”


  “Before you came over,” she said. “But when I tried to check it out, it didn’t work.”


  “Check it out?”


  “I went out on the balcony and turned the telescope on Jupiter. Mars is below the horizon these nights. If the sun’s gone nova, all the planets ought to be lit up like the moon, right?”


  “Right. Damn.” I should have thought of that myself. But Leslie was the stargazer. I knew some astrophysics, but I couldn’t have found Jupiter to save my life.


  “But Jupiter wasn’t any brighter than usual. So then I didn’t know what to think.”


  “But then—”’ I felt hope dawning fiery hot. Then I remembered. “That star, just overhead. The one you stared at.”


  “Jupiter.”


  “All lit up like a fucking neon sign. Well, that tears it.”


  “Keep your voice down.”


  I had been keeping my voice down. But for a wild moment I wanted to stand up on a table and scream! Fire and doom—What right had they to be ignorant?


  Leslie’s hand closed tight on mine. The urge passed. It left me shuddering. “Let’s get out of here. Let ‘em think there’s going to be a dawn.”


  “There is.” Leslie laughed a bitter, barking laugh like nothing I’d ever heard from her. She walked out while I was reaching for my wallet—and remembering that there was no need.


  Poor Leslie. Finding Jupiter its normal self must have looked like a reprieve—until the white spark flared to shining glory an hour and a half late. An hour and a half, for sunlight to reach Earth by way of Jupiter.


  When I reached the door Leslie was half-running down Westwood toward Santa Monica. I cursed and ran to catch up, wondering if she’d suddenly gone crazy.


  Then I noticed the shadows ahead of us. All along the other side of Santa Monica Boulevard: moon shadows, in horizontal patterns of dark and blue-white bands.


  I caught her at the corner.


  The moon was setting.


  A setting moon always looks tremendous. Tonight it glared at us through the gap of sky beneath the freeway, terribly bright, casting an incredible complexity of lines and shadows. Even the unlighted crescent glowed pearly bright with earthshine.


  Which told me all I wanted to know about what was happening on the lighted side of Earth.


  And on the moon? The men of Apollo Nineteen must have died in the first few minutes of nova sunlight. Trapped out on a lunar plain, hiding perhaps behind a melting boulder . . . Or were they on the night side? I couldn’t remember. Hell, they could outlive us all. I felt a stab of envy and hatred.


  And pride. We’d put them there. We reached the moon before the nova came. A little longer, we’d have reached the stars.


  The disc changed oddly as it set. A dome, a flying saucer, a lens, a line . . .


  Gone.


  Gone. Well, that was that. Now we could forget it; now we could walk around outside without being constantly reminded that something was wrong. Moonset had taken all the queer shadows out of the city.


  But the clouds had an odd glow to them. As clouds glow after sunset, tonight the clouds shone livid white at their; western edges. And they streamed too quickly across the sky. As if they tried to run . . .


  When I turned to Leslie, there were big tears rolling down her cheeks.


  “Oh, damn.” I took her arm. “Now stop it. Stop it.”


  “I can’t. You know I can’t stop crying once I get started.”


  “This wasn’t what I had in mind. I thought we’d do things we’ve been putting off, things we like. It’s our last chance. Is this the way you want to die, crying on a street corner?”


  “I don’t want to die at all!”


  “Tough shit!”


  “Thanks a lot.” Her face was all red and twisted. Leslie was crying as a baby cries, without regard for dignity or appearance. I felt awful. I felt guilty, and I knew the nova wasn’t my fault, and it made me angry.


  “I don’t want to die either!” I snarled at her. “You show me a way out and I’ll take it. Where would we go? The South Pole? It’d just take longer. The moon must be molten all across its day side. Mars? When this is over Mars will be part of the sun, like the Earth. Alpha Centauri? The acceleration we’d need, we’d be spread across a wall like peanut butter and jelly—”


  “Oh, shut up.”


  “Right.”


  “Hawaii. Stan, we could get to the airport in twenty minutes. We’d get two hours extra, going west! Two hours more before sunrise!”


  She had something there. Two hours was worth any price! But I’d worked this out before, staring at the moon from my balcony. “No. We’d die sooner. Listen, love, we saw the moon go bright about midnight. That means California was at the back of the Earth when the sun went nova.”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “Then we must be furthest from the shock wave.”


  She blinked. “I don’t understand.”


  “Look at it this way. First the sun explodes. That heats the air and the oceans, all in a flash, all across the day side. The steam and superheated air expand fast. A flaming shock wave comes roaring over into the night side. It’s closing on us right now. Like a noose. But it’ll reach Hawaii first. Hawaii is two hours closer to the sunset line.”


  “Then we won’t see the dawn. We won’t live even that long.”


  “No.”


  “You explain things so well,” she said bitterly. “A flaming shock wave. So graphic.”


  “Sorry. I’ve been thinking about it too much. Wondering what it will be like.”


  “Well, stop it.” She came to me her face in my shoulder. She cried quietly. I held her with one arm and used the other to rub her neck, and I watched the streaming clouds, and I didn’t think about what it would be like.


  Didn’t think about the ring of fire closing on us.


  It was the wrong picture anyway.


  I thought of how the oceans had boiled on the day side, so that the shock wave had been mostly steam to start with. I thought of the millions of square miles of ocean it had to cross. It would be cooler and wetter when it reached us. And the Earth’s rotation would spin it like the whirlpool in a bathtub.


  Two counter-rotating hurricanes of live steam, one north, one south. That was how it would come. We were lucky. California would be near the eye of the northern one.


  A hurricane wind of live steam. It would pick a man up and cook him in the air, strip the steamed flesh from him and cast him aside. It was going to hurt like hell.


  We would never see the sunrise. In a way that was a pity. It would be spectacular.


  Thick parallel streamers of clouds were drifting across the stars, too fast, their bellies white by city light. Jupiter dimmed, then went out. Could it be starting already? Heat lightning jumped—


  “Aurora,” I said.


  “What?”


  “There’s a shock wave from the sun, too. There should be an aurora like nothing anybody’s ever seen before.”


  Leslie laughed suddenly, jarringly. “It seems so strange, standing on a street corner talking like this! Stan, are we dreaming it?”


  “We could pretend—”


  “No. Most of the human race must be dead already.”


  “Yah.”


  “And there’s nowhere to go.”


  “Damn it, you figured that out long ago, all by yourself. Why bring it up now?”


  “You could have let me sleep,” she said bitterly. “I was dropping off to sleep when you whispered in my ear.”


  I didn’t answer. It was true.


  “ ‘Hot fudge sundae,’ ” she quoted. Then, “It wasn’t a bad idea, actually. Breaking my diet.”


  I started to giggle.


  “Stop that.”


  “We could go back to your place now. Or my place. To sleep.”


  “I suppose. But we couldn’t sleep, could we? No, don’t say it. We take sleeping pills, and five hours from now we wake up screaming. I’d rather stay awake. At least we’ll know what’s happening.”


  But if we took all the pills . . . but I didn’t say it. I said, “Then how about a picnic?”


  “Where?”


  “The beach, maybe. Who cares? We can decide later.”


  IV


  All the markets were closed. But the liquor store next to the Red Barn was one I’d been using for years. They sold us foie gras, crackers, a couple of bottles of chilled champagne, six kinds of cheese and a hell of a lot of nuts—I took one of everything—more crackers, a bag of ice, frozen rumaki hors d’oeuvres, a fifth of an ancient brandy that cost twenty-five bucks, a matching fifth of Cherry Heering for Leslie, six packs of beer and Bitter Orange . . .


  By the time we had piled all that into a dinky store cart it was raining. Big fat drops spattered in flurries across the acre of plate glass that fronted the store. Wind howled around the corners.


  The salesman was in a fey mood, bursting with energy. He’d been watching the moon all night. “And now this!” he exclaimed as he packed our loot into bags. He was a small, muscular old man with thick arms and shoulders. “It neverrains like this in California. It comes down straight and heavy when it comes at all. Takes days to build up.”


  “I know.” I wrote him a check, feeling guilty about it. He’d known me long enough to trust me. But the check was good. There were funds to cover it. Before opening hours the check would be ash, and all the banks in the world would be bubbling inthe heat of the sun. But that was hardly my fault.


  He piled our bags in the cart, set himself at the door. “Now when the rain lets up, we’ll run these out. Ready?” I got ready to open the door. The rain came like someone had thrown a bucket of water at the window. In a moment it had stopped, though water still streamed down the glass. “Now!” cried the salesman, and I threw the door open and we were off. We reached the car laughing like maniacs. The wind howled around us, sweeping up spray and hurling it at us.


  “We picked a good break. You know what this weather reminds me of? Kansas,” said the salesman. “During a tornado.”


  Then suddenly the sky was full of gravel! We yelped and ducked, and the car rang to a million tiny concussions, and I got the car door unlocked and pulled Leslie and the salesman in after me. We rubbed our bruised heads and looked out at white gravel bouncing everywhere.


  The salesman picked a small white pebble out of his collar. He put it in Leslie’s hand, and she gave a startled squeak and handed it to me, and it was cold.


  “Hail,” said the salesman. “Now I really don’t get it.”


  Neither did I. I could only think that it had something to do with the nova. But what? How?


  “I’ve gotto get back,” said the salesman. The hail had expended itself in one brief flurry. He braced himself, then went out of the car like a marine taking a hill. We never saw him again.


  The clouds were churning up there, forming and disappearing, sliding past each other faster than I’d ever seen clouds move; their bellies glowing by city light.


  “It must be the nova,” Leslie said shivering.


  “But how? If the shock wave were here already, dead—or at least deaf. Hail?”


  “Who cares? Stan, we don’t have time!”


  I shook myself. “All right. What would you like to do most, right now?”


  “Watch a baseball game.”


  “It’s two in the morning,” I pointed out.


  “That lets out a lot of things, doesn’t it?”


  “Right. We’ve hopped our last bar. We’ve seen our last play, and our last clean movie. What’s left?”


  “Looking in jewelry store windows.”


  “Seriously? Your last night on Earth?”


  She considered, then answered. “Yes.”


  By damn, she meant it. I couldn’t think of anything duller. “Westwood or Beverly Hills?”


  “Both.”


  “Now, look—”


  “Beverly Hills, then.”


  We drove through another spatter of rain and hail—a capsule tempest. We parked half a block from the Tiffany salesroom.


  The sidewalk was one continuous puddle. Second-hand rain dripped on us from various levels of the buildings overhead. Leslie said, “This is great. There must be half a dozen jewelry stores in walking distance.”


  “I was thinking of driving.”


  “No no no, you don’t have the proper attitude. One must window shop on foot. It’s in the rules.”


  “But the rain!”


  “You won’t die of pneumonia. You won’t have time,” she said, too grimly.


  Tiffany’s had a small branch office in Beverly Hills, but they didn’t put expensive things in the windows at night. There were a few fascinating toys, that was all.


  We turned up Rodeo Drive—and struck it rich. Tibor showed an infinite selection of rings, ornate and modern, large and small, in all kinds of precious and semiprecious stones. Across the street, Van Cleef & Arpels showed brooches, men’s wristwatches of elegant design, bracelets with tiny watches in them, and one window that was all diamonds.


  “Oh, lovely,” Leslie breathed, caught by the flashing diamonds. “What they must look like in daylight! . . . Wups—”


  “No, that’s a good thought. Imagine them at dawn, flaming with nova light, while the windows shatter to let raw daylight in. Want one? The necklace?”


  “Oh, may I? Hey, hey, I was kidding! Put that down you idiot, there must be alarms in the glass.”


  “Look, nobody’sgoing to be wearing any of that stuff between now and morning. Why shouldn’t we get some good out of it?”


  “We’d be caught!”


  “Well, you said you wanted to window shop . . .”


  “I don’t want to spend my last hour in a cell. If you’d brought the car we’d have some chance—”


  “—Of getting away. Right. I wanted to bring the car—” But at that point we both cracked up entirely, and had to stagger away holding onto each other for balance.


  There were a good half dozen jewelry stores on Rodeo, But there was more. Toys, books, shirts and ties in odd and advanced styling. In Francis Orr, a huge plastic cube full of new pennies. A couple of damn strange clocks further on. There was an extra kick in window shopping, knowing that we could break a window and take anything we wanted badly enough.


  We walked hand in hand, swinging our arms. The sidewalks were ours alone; all others had fled the mad weather. The clouds still churned overhead.


  “I wish I’d known it was coming,” Leslie said suddenly. “I spent the whole day fixing a mistake in a program. Now we’ll never run it.”


  “What would you have done with the time? A baseball game?”


  “Maybe. No. The standings don’t matter now.” She frowned at dresses in a store window. “What would you have done?”


  “Gone to the Blue Sphere for cocktails,” I said promptly. “It’s a topless place. I used to go there all the time. I hear they’ve gone full nude now.”


  “I’ve never been to one of those. How late are they open?”


  “Forget it. It’s almost two-thirty.”


  Leslie mused, looking at giant stuffed animals in a toy store window. “Isn’t there someone you would have murdered, if you’d had the time?”


  “Now, you know my agent lives in New York.”


  “Why him?”


  “My child, why would any writer want to murder his agent? For the manuscripts he loses under other manuscripts. For his ill-gotten ten percent, and the remaining ninety percent that he sends me grudgingly and late. For—”


  Suddenly the wind roared and rose up against us. Leslie pointed, and we ran for a deep doorway that turned out to be Gucci’s. We huddled against the glass.


  The wind was suddenly choked with hail the size of marbles. Glass broke somewhere, and alarms lifted thin, frail voices into the wind. There was more than hail in the wind! There were rocks!


  I caught the smell and taste of seawater.


  We clung together in the expensively wasted space in front of Gucci’s. I coined a short-lived phrase and screamed, “Nova weather! How the blazes did it—” But I couldn’t hear myself, and Leslie didn’t even know I was shouting.


  Nova weather. How did it get here so fast? Coming over the pole, the nova shock wave would have to travel about four thousand miles—at least a five-hour trip.


  No. The shock wave would travel in the stratosphere, where the speed of sound was higher, then propagate down. Three hours was plenty of time. Still, I thought, it should not have come as a rising wind. On the other side of the world, the exploding sun was tearing our atmosphere away and hurling it at the stars. The shock should have come as a single vast thunderclap.


  For an instant the wind gentled, and I ran down the sidewalk pulling Leslie after me. We found another doorway as the wind picked up again. I thought I heard a siren coming to answer the alarm.


  At the next break we splashed across Wilshire and reached the car. We sat there panting, waiting for the heater to warm up. My shoes felt squishy. The wet clothes stuck to my skin.


  Leslie shouted, “How much longer?”


  “I don’t know! We ought to have some time.”


  “We’ll have to spend our picnic indoors!”


  “Your place or mine? Yours,” I decided, and pulled away from the curb.


  V


  Wilshire Boulevard was flooded to the hubcaps in spots. The spurt of hail and sleet had become a steady, pounding rain. Fog lay flat and waist-deep ahead of us, broke swirling over our hood, churned in a wake behind us. Weird weather.


  Nova weather. The shock wave of scalding superheated steam hadn’t happened. Instead, a mere hot wind roaring through the stratosphere, the turbulence eddying down to form strange storms at ground level.


  We parked illegally on the upper parking level. My one glimpse of the lower level showed it to be flooded. I opened the trunk and lifted two heavy paper bags.


  “We must have been crazy,” Leslie said, shaking her head. “We’ll never use all this.”


  “Let’s take it up anyway.”


  She laughed at me. “But why?”


  “Just a whim. Will you help me carry it?”


  We took double armfuls up to the fourteenth floor. That still left a couple of bags in the trunk. “Never mind them,” Leslie said. “We’ve got the rumaki and the bottles and the nuts. What more do we need?”


  “The cheeses. The crackers. The foie gras.”


  “Forget ‘em.”


  “No.”


  “You’re out of your mind,” she explained to me, slowly so that I would understand. “You could be steamed dead on the way down! We might not have more than a few minutes left, and you want food for a week! Why?”


  “I’d rather not say.”


  “Go then!” She slammed the door with terrible force.


  The elevator was an ordeal. I kept wondering if Leslie was right. The shrilling of the wind was muffled, here at the core of the building. Perhaps it was about to rip electrical cables somewhere, leave me stranded in a darkened box. But I made it down.


  The upper level was knee-deep in water.


  My second surprise was that it was lukewarm, like old bathwater, unpleasant to wade through. Steam curdled on the surface, then blew away on a wind that howled through the concrete echo chamber like the screaming of the damned.


  Going up was another ordeal. If what I was thinking was wish fulfillment, if a roaring wind of live steam caught me now . . . I’d feel like such an idiot . . . But the doors opened, and the lights hadn’t even flickered.


  Leslie wouldn’t let me in.


  “Go away!” She shouted through the locked door. “Go eat your cheese and crackers somewhere else!”


  “You got another date?”


  That was a mistake. I got no answer at all.


  I could almost see her viewpoint. The extra trip for the extra bags was no big thing to fight about; but why did it have to be? How long was our love affair going to last, anyway? An hour, with luck. Why back down on a perfectly good argument, to preserve so ephemeral a thing?


  “I wasn’t going to bring this up,” I shouted, hoping she could hear me through the door. The wind must be three times as loud on the other side. “We may need food for a week! And a place to hide!”


  Silence. I began to wonder if I could kick the door down. Would I be better off waiting in the hall? Eventually she’d have to—


  The door opened. Leslie was pale. “That was cruel,” she said quietly.


  “I can’t promise anything. I wanted to wait, but you forced it. I’ve been wondering if the sun really has exploded.”


  “That’s cruel. I was just getting used to the idea.” She turned her face to the door jamb. Tired, she was tired. I’d kept her up too late . . .


  “Listen to me. It was all wrong,” I said. “There should have been an aurora borealis to light up the night sky from pole to pole. A shock wave of particles exploding out of the sun, traveling at an inch short of the speed of light, would rip into the atmosphere like—why, we’d have seen blue fire over every building!


  “Then, the storm came too slow,” I screamed, to be heard above the thunder. “A nova would rip away the sky over half the planet. The shock wave would move around the night side with a sound to break all the glass in the world, all at once! And crack concrete and marble—and, Leslie love, it just hasn’t happened. So I started wondering.”


  She said it in a mumble. “Then what is it?”


  “A flare. The worst—”


  She shouted it at me like an accusation. “A flare! A solar flare! You think the sun could light up like that—”


  “Easy, now—”


  “—could turn the moon and planets into so many torches, then fade out as if nothing had happened! Oh, you idiot—”


  “May I come in?”


  She looked surprised. She stepped aside, and I bent and picked up the bags and walked in.


  The glass doors rattled as if giants were trying to beat their way in. Rain had squeezed through cracks to make dark puddles on the rug.


  I set the bags on the kitchen counter. I found bread in the refrigerator, dropped two slices in the toaster. While they were toasting I opened the foie gras.


  “My telescope’s gone,” she said. Sure enough, it was. The tripod was all by itself on the balcony, on its side.


  I untwisted the wire on a champagne bottle. The toast popped up, and Leslie found a knife and spread both slices with foie gras. I held the bottle near her ear, figuring to trip conditioned reflexes.


  She did smile fleetinglyas the cork popped. She said, “We should set up our picnic grounds here. Behind the counter. Sooner or later the wind is going to break those doors and shower glass all over everything.”


  That was a good thought. I slid around the partition, swept all the pillows off the floor and the couch and came back with them. We set up a nest for ourselves.


  It was kind of cozy. The kitchen counter was three and a half feet high, just over our heads, and the kitchen alcove itself was just wide enough to swing our elbows comfortably. Now the floor was all pillows. Leslie poured the champagne into brandy snifters, all the way to the lip.


  I searched for a toast, but there were just too many possibilities, all depressing. We drank without toasting. And then carefully set the snifters down and slid forward into each other’s arms. We could sit that way, face to face, leaning sideways against each other.


  “We’re going to die,” she said.


  “Maybe not.”


  “Get used to the idea, I have,” she said. “Look at you, you’re all nervous now. Afraid of dying. Hasn’t it been a lovely night?”


  “Unique. I wish I’d known in time to take you to dinner.”


  Thunder came in a string of six explosions. Like bombs in an air raid. “Me too,”she said when we could hear again.


  “I wish I’d known this afternoon.”


  “Pecan pralines!”


  “Farmer’s Market. Double-roasted peanuts. Who would you have murdered, if you’d had the time?”


  “There was a girl in my sorority—”


  —and she was guilty of sibling rivalry, so Leslie claimed. I named an editor who kept changing his mind. Leslie named one of my old girl friends, I named her only old boyfriend that I knew about, and it got to be kind of fun before we ran out. My brother Mike had forgotten my birthday once. The fiend.


  The lights flickered, then came on again.


  Too casually, Leslie asked, “Do you really think the sun might go back to normal?”


  “It better be back to normal. Otherwise we’re dead anyway. I wish we could see Jupiter.”


  “Dammit, answer me! Do you think it was a flare?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “Yellow dwarf stars don’t go nova.”


  “What if ours did?”


  “The astronomers know a lot about novas,” I said. “More than you’d guess. They can see them coming months ahead. Sol is a gee-naught yellow dwarf. They don’t go nova at all. They have to wander off the main sequence first, and that takes millions of years.”


  She pounded a fist softly on my back. We were cheek to cheek; I couldn’t see her face. “I don’t want to believe it. I don’t dare. Stan, nothing like this has ever happened before. How can you know?”


  “Something did.”


  “What? I don’t believe it. We’d remember.”


  “Do you remember the first moon landing? Aldrin and Armstrong?”


  “Of course. We watched it at Earl’s Lunar Landing Party.”


  “They landed on the biggest, flattest place they could find on the moon. They sent back several hours of jumpy home movies, took a lot of very clear pictures, left corrugated footprints all over the place. And they came home with a bunch of rocks.


  “Remember? People said it was a long way to go for rocks. But the first thing anyone noticed about those rocks was that they were half melted.


  “Sometime in the past, oh, say the past hundred thousand years; there’s no way of marking it closer than that—the sun flared up. It didn’t stay hot enough long enough to leave any marks on the Earth. But the moon doesn’t have an atmosphere to protect it. All the rocks melted on one side.”


  The air was warm and damp. I took off my coat, which was heavy with rainwater. I fished the cigarettes and matches out, lit a cigarette and exhaled past Leslie’s ear.


  “We’d remember. It couldn’t have been this bad.”


  “I’m not so sure. Suppose it happened over the Pacific? It wouldn’t do that much damage. Or over the American continents. It would have sterilized some plants and animals and burned down a lot of forests, and who’d know? The sun is a four percent variable star. Maybe it gets a touch more variable than that, every so often.”


  Something shattered in the bedroom. A window? A wet wind touched us, and the shriek of the storm was louder.


  “Then we could live through this,” Leslie said hesitantly.


  “I believe you’ve put your finger on the crux of the matter. Skol!” I found my champagne and drank deep. It was past three in the morning, with a hurricane beating at our doors.


  “Then shouldn’t we be doing something about it?”


  “We are.”


  “Something like trying to get up into the hills! Stan, there’re going to be floods!”


  “You bet your ass there are, but they won’t rise this high. Fourteen stories. Listen, I’ve thought this through. We’re in a building that was designed to be earthquake proof. You told me so yourself. It’d take more than a hurricane to knock it over.


  “As for heading for the hills, what hills? We won’t get far tonight, not with the streetsflooded already. Suppose we could get up into the Santa Monica Mountains; then what? Mudslides, that’s what. That area won’t stand up to what’s coming. The flare must have boiled away enough water to make another ocean. It’s going to rain for forty days and forty nights! Love, this is the safest place we could have reached tonight.”


  “Suppose the polar caps melt?”


  “Yeah . . . well, we’re pretty high, even for that. Hey, maybe that last flare was what started Noah’s Flood. Maybe it’s happening again. Sure as hell, there’s not a place on Earth that isn’t the middle of a hurricane. Those two great counterrotating hurricanes, by now they must have broken up into hundreds of little storms—”


  The glass doors exploded inward. We ducked, and the wind howled about us and dropped rain and glass on us.


  “At least we’ve got food!” I shouted. “If the floods marroon us here, we can last it out!”


  “But if the power goes, we can’t cook it! And the refrigerator—”


  “We’ll cook everything we can. Hardboil all the eggs—”


  The wind rose about us. I stopped trying to talk.


  Warm rain sprayed us horizontally and left us soaked. Try to cook in a hurricane? I’d been stupid; I’d waited too long. The wind would tip boiling water on us if we tried it. Or hot grease—


  Leslie screamed, “We’ll have to use the oven!”


  Of course. The oven couldn’t possibly fall on us.


  We set it for 400° and put the eggs in, in a pot of water. We took all the meat out of the meat drawer and shoved it on a broiling pan. Two artichokes in another pot. The other vegetables we could eat raw.


  What else? I tried to think.


  Water. If the electricity went, probably the water and telephone lines would too. I turned on the faucet over the sink and started filling things: pots with lids, Leslie’s thiry-cup percolator that she used for parties, her wash bucket. She clearly thought I was crazy, but I didn’t trust the rain as a water source; I couldn’t control it.


  The sound. Already we’d stopped trying to shout through it. Forty days and nights of this and we’d be stone deaf. Cotton? Too late to reach the bathroom. Paper towels! I tore and wadded and made four plugs for our ears.


  Sanitary facilities? Another reason for picking Leslie place over mine. When the plumbing stopped, there was always the balcony.


  And if the flood rose higher than the fourteenth floor, there was the roof. Twenty stories up. If it went higher than that, there would be damned few people left when it was over.


  And if it was a nova?


  I held Leslie a bit more closely, and lit another cigarette one-handed. All the wasted planning, if it was a nova. But I’d have been doing it anyway. You don’t stop planning just because there’s no hope.


  And when the hurricane turned to live steam, there was always the balcony. At a dead run, and over the railing, in preference to being boiled alive.


  But now was not the time to mention it.


  Anyway, she’d probably thought of it herself.


  The lights went out about four. I turned off the oven, in case the power should come back. Give it an hour to cool down, then I’d put all the food in Baggies.


  Leslie was asleep, sitting up in my arms. How could she sleep, not knowing? I piled pillows behind her and let her back easy.


  For some time, I lay on my back, smoking, watching the lightning make shadows on the ceiling. We had eaten all the foie gras and drunk one bottle of champagne. I thought of opening the brandy, but decided against it, with regret.


  A long time passed. I’m not sure what I thought about. I didn’t sleep, but certainly my mind was in idle. It only gradually came to me that the ceiling, between lightningflashes, had turned gray.


  I rolled over, gingerly, soggily. Everything was wet.


  My watch said it was nine-thirty.


  I crawled around the partition into the living room. I’d been ignoring the storm sounds for so long that it took a faceful of warm whipping rain to remind me. There was a hurricane going on. But charcoal-gray light was filtering through the black clouds.


  So. I was right to have saved the brandy. Floods, storms, intense radiation, fires lit by the flare—if the toll of destruction was as high as I expected, then money was about to become worthless. We would need trade goods.


  I was hungry. I ate two eggs and some bacon—still warm—and started putting the rest of the food away. We had food for a week, maybe . . . but hardly a balanced diet. Maybe we could trade with other apartments. This was a big building. There must be empty apartments, too, that we could raid for canned soup and the like. And refugees from the lower doors to be taken care of, if the waters rose high enough . . .


  Damn! I missed the nova. Life had been simplicity itself last night. Now . . . Did we have medicines? Were there doctors in the building? There would be dysentery and other plagues. And hunger. There was a supermarket near here; could we find a scuba rig in thebuilding?


  But I’d get some sleep first. Later we could start exploring the building. The day had become a lighter charcoal-gray. Things could be worse, far worse. I thought of the radiation that must have sleeted over the far side of the world, and wondered if our children would colonize Europe, or Asia, or Africa.


  ONE STATION OF THE WAY


  Fritz Leiber


  The paired moons Daurya and Sonista were both still high in the night, although they had begun their descent toward the flat western horizon. The stars that showed in the heavens were few and dim, even in the east.


  Suddenly a new one appeared there—bright, white and dazzling as a cut sunstone.


  The three hominids, heavily robed and cowled against the desert, which thirsted for their moisture, swiftly, dismounted from the high-backed chair-saddles of their cameloids, knelt in the sand, which was cold above, but still hot below, and did the new star reverence, rhythmically swaying forward their planted spears in time with the slow bobbing of their heads.


  The star in the east grew brighter still and began to descend.


  One hominid said, “It is a sign from God. Blessed Wife and Husband are where we thought them.”


  Another agreed, “They are there, our Chosen Ones, under the falling star. It is indeed a sign. Those who seek, find—if they be unwearying of heart, mind and senses.”


  Even as they spoke, the star, grown piercingly bright, winked out. It was difficult to tell whether it had been extinguished, or had dropped behind a dune. The latter seemed likely, since there was a pale semicircular glow where the star had been. But then the glow vanished too.


  Springing to his feet, the third hominid said, “Let us be after them, before the fix fades from our minds.”


  “Indeed yes,” the first seconded as he rose. “We must remember that we have for them . . . our gifts.”


  “Let us haste, cousin,” the second urged, rising too.


  Faintly revealed by the light of Sonista and Daurya, the three hominids were stranger front side than back. Smiling together as they conferred, they each showed three eyes, one where a nose would be on a Terran face, while their smiling mouths were long, going almost from trumpet ear to trumpet ear.


  They remounted and went down the slope of the dune at a lope which made the sand hiss very faintly under their cameloids’ hooves. On the three retinas of each hominid and conjoined in each of their brains, the after-image of the star still burned, a tiny ball blacker than the night.


  Five dunes ahead, Wife stared afright yet paralyzed at the fantastic sight—fantastic even on that most fantastic world, Finiswar, where except among the most evolved and intelligent types, monsters were the rule and true-breeds the exception.


  Wife could hear Husband’s heart thud, although he stood at a short distance from her. Holding her either hand, peeping around her robes, were small replicas of Husband and herself. She could feel their hearts beating, not a-fear, but quietly as when they nursed or slept.


  All four beings were visaged and robed like the three hominids riding the cameloids.


  Wife thought in a tiny active corner of her frozen mind: The little ones do not fear strangeness, at least so long as I hold their hands. They open themselves to all the world. Could that be good? They do not armor themselves against it, as a woman armors herself against all stray and errant seeds and against all lovers save one, after she cuts her middle teeth and they are grown razor sharp.


  But could opening oneself ever be good, except in childhood, when one lives fantasies parent-protected? Love is a tunnel sealed at both ends, the wise say, never the forest and sea and sky.


  What Wife stared at a-quake, though now with growing wonder, were two gigantic serpents, each as thick as Husband but three times as tall in their forward thirds alone that swayed upright like a white and a black tree in the wind. The foremost was pallid as Daurya. The one that lurked behind with his swollen head swaying into view, now to the right of his pale companion, now to the left, was dark as moonless night.


  Or perhaps they were more properly millipeds than serpents, for from each’s ventral side, now facing Wife, grew ranks and ranks of stubby-fingered feet, many of the fingers nervously a-writhe. These fingered feet grew thickest under the great serpent heads. This, although Wife could not know it, was so that the two serpents could crawl effectively on a max-grav planet. Here on Finiswar, which was as small as Terra, the head-feet were of little need.


  Behind them, blurred to Wife’s three eyes, because their focus was ever on the serpents, stood the slender and strangely finned spoonmetal spire from which two extra-Finiswarians had emerged, and which had burned like an unended candle, its flame blindingly white, as it had descended.


  Now the pallid serpent, its trunk reared up scarce two steps away from Wife, lowered its flat head to inspect her point by point over her cowled head and robed body. He studied her from the black holes in his two great eyes that were like two mollusk-jewels, white as his scales but even more fluoreseently glittering. He traced her form. From time to time he lightly touched her with his ghost-white, narrow, trifid tongue.


  She could hear Husband’s heart thunder, though he stood still as stone. The children, however, were merely curious. She knew without looking down that her daughter was stretching a thin arm toward the serpent. While her own heart was thudding, but she no longer knew if it were thudding with fear, even when the shivery, shocking tongue touched her lips.


  She did not know that she was filled with a wild, almost unbearable excitement. It made her wonder. It made her question everything she knew.


  She fought the answers her feelings gave. No! This intimate, gentle, imperious searching never, never, never, could be love, she told herself. Love was a needle in the dark, the one right needle amidst a trillion wrong ones. Love was something the woman controlled and tested at every instant, her senses increasingly alert from periphery to center, her will a trillion times as ready to deal death as to welcome life. Love had nothing to do with this paralyzed submission. Love was not Daurya and Sonista ceaselessly staring at each other as they circled each other for all eternity. Rather, it was the needle-pointed spear which one permitted to strike in the dark.


  Moreover, love had to do only with hominids. Or rather it had to do with one chosen hominid only, not with a gigantic serpent weirder than a magnified jungle flower, a jewel-crusted great sea-snake, a rainbow bird whose wings spanned trees. And yet, and yet . . .


  But, if by some impossibility it should be love, what was the meaning of the pallid lord’s dark brother?—whose ebon head and jet eyes followed closely every movement of the pallid lord’s flat face, now dipping in from one side, now from the other, watching every touching though not quite ever close enough to touch with his own black tongue, which was slender, trifid and blurringly a-tremble. Love was for two, not three. Was he the pallid lord’s true brother, to be accepted with honor? Or was he to be hated as the pallid lord was to be loved? Or was he in truth only a shadow? More substantial than other shadows, a shadow with depth as well as breadth and height, but still only a shade, an unvarying adjunct of the pallid lord?


  And yet, and yet . . . what else but love could be the excitement turned glory that now filled her, filled her almost to fainting as the serpent’s great head paused, so that she felt the tongue’s triple trembling through her robe, before the great head lifted back and away.


  The First Mate, for such was the office of the black serpent, murmur-hissed softly, “You spent some appreciative time there, you old lecher! Your spermapositor had its kicks. I believe you do your whole work solely for your enjoyment of these moments.”


  “Silence, filth,” the Captain replied. “The work must always be done softly, gently and with greatest care, since its object is a mustardseed that eventually will fill all earth and sky.”


  “I’ve guessed it. You’re growing sentimental,” the First Mate jeered. “Mustardseed! Why, you must be remembering that world—how many implantings was it back?—called Terra or Gaea or something like that. One of your more notable failures.”


  “One of my notable successes,” the Captain contradicted.


  “I don’t see how. As I recall, his people killed him most painfully. And we had later reports of even more disastrous consequences.”


  “Exactly!—they killed him. And by that death he emotionally and mentally fecundated his whole world. You still don’t understand my methods. Observation has only made your blind spots blacker. My son died, but his ideas—the idea of love—lived on.”


  “In utterly distorted forms,” the First Mate pronounced, “eventually turning half that race into utter preys, into victims even more cringing than before your ‘great work,’ the other half into still more merciless hunters. A schizophrenic split in the collective unconscious. At last report, the folk of that planet were being ruled by fear and greed, while the great nations were preparing to destroy each other with chemical, biological and nuclear weapons.”


  “True enough. Yet they’d only prepared, not done it,” the Captain countered. “For love to win, great risks must be boldly taken. But without love there’s no hope at all—only the unending chase of hunters and preys. Dangerous? Of course love is! Always I start from a point near death, like this desert here, and work toward life. Then—”


  “Oh, yes, this desert!” the First Mate interrupted sardonically. “That other planet had a desert too. And it had heavily robed featherless bipeds, and cameloid beasts, and a moon. Finiswar here has reminded you of it.


  “Besides that, you have a thing about deserts. They appeal to your asceticism. They fit with your ever more ascetic matings and also to your growing flirtatiousness with death, an aspect of your feelings for which you have a vast blind spot. Incidentally, I believe this desert is different. Most of my computer’s probes haven’t reported back yet, but I already have an intuition. An intuition that is a warning to you: don’t trust the analogy between Terra and Finiswar too far. In fact, don’t trust it at all.”


  “You and your computer and its probes! Forever seeking to dissect the universe to the last particle. Forever seeking to disprove empathy and similarity and oneness. You’ll never find love that way.”


  “True, I won’t—because it’s not there! There are only vanity and desire. Besides, you have your computer and its probes too, though you pretend they’re only a technological trifle. Despite which, they always manage to echo your profound judgments.”


  Wife, floating in a sea of glory distantly shored with fear, hearing as if they were wind on sand the hissings and murmurings of Captain and First Mate, now suddenly felt the tentative tiny touch of an alien seed on her poignantly sensitive razor-sharp teeth.


  At first she was only gently startled. The desert was the place of no-seed. There were some seeds everywhere, like spores of plague. Nevertheless, the scarcity of alien seed was why she and Husband had come here.


  Then all at once she realized it must be the seed of the great white snake. It had the same constant vibrancy in its movements, the same gentle imperiousness. She felt it cross and recross her bite, questingly. Then she parted her teeth a little, and it slowly crawled in.


  For a long moment she could have sliced it in two, and her every instinct, almost, was to do so, although her median teeth were chiefly for decapitating seed-depositing organs. But it was a larger seed, bigger than one of her eggs, and she could readily have destroyed it so.


  Yet she did not, for it carried the same glory with it as had the serpent’s tongue. The tongue had been glory diffused. This was glory concentrated into a needle.


  Now the alien seed was in the poison passage. But all the poison pores in it remained closed.


  So did the digestive pores. (Some lazy single females lived on seeds and their depositing organs alone, using their facial mouths only to breathe and drink. A female could do that on seed-thick-Finiswar—that is, anywhere except the mountains and deserts.)


  And now the alien seed, vibrant, insistent, had reached the wall of doors. Wife could feel every movement of its progress, every tiniest touching. It had passed within a membrane’s thickness of poisons that could destroy any and all life.


  The dozen doors that led looping back to the chambers beneath the poison pores remained tight shut. The one true door opened.


  Another deadly but unharming passage having been traversed, the doubly alien seed was in Wife’s centralmost and most sensitive volume, asceptic save for her waiting egg.


  And her egg which was only partly under her mind’s control, did not employ any of the weapons of evasion, defense and counterattack at its disposal, but received the alien seed, which melted the egg’s outer skin with the enzymes of a million Terran-type sperm.


  Husband, his heart still racing, whispered, “Why are you smiling?”


  “I smile because we are in a place of no-seed, except yours,” she whispered back. “I smile because Daurya and Sonista curtsey around each other charmingly as they set. But chiefly I smile because the serpents spared us, and their star did not burn us down, though we felt its great heat.”


  “For those last you should feel relief,” he told her coldly. “I asked—Why are you smiling?”


  She did not answer. She knew that he knew and could not be fooled. It was as certain as the tight, hot clasp of her daughter-duplicate’s little hand on hers, as the way Husband-duplicate’s hand chilled and almost fell away from her looping fingers. Even the children knew.


  Yes, Husband knew. And he would first punish, then divorce, send her off alone into sterilest and hottest no-seed, try even to take from her daughter-duplicate.


  But even that would be a glory, a glory at least in the end. She would bear a daughter who would have the serpent’s love, a daughter who would change all Finiswar, a daughter who would bring love at last to the whole world of hating and excluding and killing. Yes, it would be a great glory.


  The Captain was saying, “It has taken, you can tell. Her smile is like the other’s.”


  “You are sentimentalizing!” the black First Mate rejoined. “Night, moon or moons, desert, a willing female—what planet has not these? I tell you plainly, if you keep looking for similarities with Terra, you are in for some nasty shocks—yes, and deadly danger too.”


  “Not so,” the Captain contradicted calmly. “Also, the similarities continue, for here—behold!—come the Three Kings.”


  Slithering down the dune so silently neither Husband nor Wife heard them, came the three robed and cowled hominids. Their richly caparisoned cameloids had been left beyond the top.


  Behind Husband, the first hominid raised his arm, as if in salutation, then drew it back.


  From a small gleaming instrument held in a fingered foot just below the head of the First Mate, who now reared up as steady as an ebony temple column, a brilliant scarlet needle-beam took that hominid in shoulder, chest and throat. And as the second hominid raised his arm, it took him too.


  A brilliant white needle-beam, shooting sideways from a similar instrument the Captain had produced, neatly took off that fingered foot of the First Mate which had held the scarlet-spitting weapon.


  The last hominid raised his arm and hurled. The Captain swayed sideways fast enough to save his life, but not—entirely—his skin. The whirring spear transfixed a fold of it, barely penetrating below the scaled epidermis, and dangled from the Captain’s neck.


  With another instrument as quickly produced, the First Mate shot down the last of the intruders. Then he gave the whistling hiss that was his laugh.


  The Captain’s nearest fingered feet explored the lodgement of the spear and finding it shallow, tore it loose and cast it away on the sand. His fingered feet moved swiftly enough in doing this, but all the rest of him appeared to be shocked numb.


  Wife and Husband had dropped to their knees, while daughter-and son-duplicates were hidden in Wife’s robe.


  The First Mate turned off his hateful laugh at last and murmur-hissed as hatefully, “Yes, there is in my mind no doubt but that the Three Wise Men came to Kill Husband and rape Wife. And I fancy that on Finiswar rape is a most curious and prolonged business. You will admit now, will you not, my Captain, that at least in one particular your analogy between Terra and Finiswar lacked rigor?”


  The Captain still did not move. Then a great shiver traveled down his scales.


  The First Mate laughed again, briefly and sardonically. “Well, your great work is finished, it is not? I mean, on Finiswar, at least. My probes have returned to my computer. So yours have to yours I presume. In any case, I suggest we depart at once, before we meet any shepherds, perchance.”


  Now at last the Captain nodded. Once. Dumbly.


  While Husband and Wife continued to kneel and stare, the two great serpents lowered their proud trunks and swiftly crawled on their bellies back to their ship.


  Later, in the control room of Inseminator , they argued the whole matter. Their great looped forms looked at home in the silvery room, their fingered feet fitting themselves to the buttons and control holes of the multiple consoles as occasion required. The argument began with desultory comment, followed by a “report” by the First Mate, delivered coolly but with acid cynicism.


  The Captain said, “I still do not see why they should have tried to spear me. It was you who was shooting at them.”


  The First Mate explained, “At first they were simply trying to spear Husband. Thereafter, being attacked, they naturally tried to kill their attacker. You, being white, stood out in the dark. I didn’t. There are advantages in being black. We were close together, and the last hominid aimed at the one of us he could see. A matter of purely physical black and white, you understand. I doubt they sensed your hypothetical spiritual light at all—or my spiritual negation of light, for that matter.”


  “I was going to ask your pardon for shooting off your foot,” the Captain said. “But since you have made it an occasion for one of your materialistic diatribes—”


  “Nevertheless, I freely grant you my forgiveness, for what it’s worth.”


  “Very well. Now let me have your computer’s evaluation of Finiswar.”


  The First Mate nodded his flat head. Settling his dark coils more comfortably around their metal “tree,” he began:


  “Interpreting the materials gathered and the observations made by its probes, my computer has determined that the chief mode of reproduction on Finiswar is parthogenesis. The boy-child being identical with Husband and the girl-child with Wife should have been enough to tell you that and was enough to tell me.”


  The First Mate chuckled, his trifid tongue a blur of black vibration, and continued, “There is good reason, my computer tells me, for parthogenesis on Finiswar and for the unusual armoring and arming of female genitalia there. For Finiswar has a biology that is genetically wide open. Inter-special breeding of any sort, no matter how wide the gap between mating organisms , is possible and fertile. There are literally no lethal genes on Finiswar, and no offspring, no matter how monstrous, which cannot live at least a little while.


  “Yet sexual breeding within species is possible there, provided the coupling beasts take sufficient precaution. There again the fortress-like female genitals are essential, to kill off all false sperm. While an intelligent species, such as the hominids, seeks out for breeding purposes as arid and sterile an area as possible, such as the desert we found them in. Else, despite all precautions, a female might be impregnated by a flower or a fish or a microbe or a glitter-winged insect . . . or a serpent, a wise old serpent.


  “Yes,” the First Mate continued after another of his chuckles, “Finiswar is in a small way rather like our planet—or should I call it your planet?—since you are the only one paranoid enough to think it a great work to spread your seed across the universe. Husband’s son and Wife’s daughter were both analogous to your seed parthenogenetically grown to full creature. However, they of Finiswar are more modest. They do not encode their seed with great ideas—love and such—and force them on all the infinitely varied breeds of being the stars boast, think thereby to bring ‘peace’—your peace! to all.”


  “Silence!” the Captain said at last with a writhe of disgust. “Despite all your mocking, my computer says there is a point seven nine probability that Wife will bear a child gloriously—”


  “My computer says point eight three on that,” the First Mate broke in titteringly. “But you’re wrong about the gloriously part. Wife will receive no adulation and reverent care. Instead she will be tortured by Husband, her parthenogenetic daughter taken from her and killed, and she driven out from her family and tribe to suffer. Oh, she will—”


  “Trifles!” the Captain hissed majestically. “Despite all, she will produce a son who will—”


  “A daughter,” the First Mate contradicted. “By a point nine eight probability.”


  “Yes, a daughter, you’re right there,” the Captain admitted irritably. “My computer echoes yours. But what matter? She won’t be the first female savior, as you well know. The only point of importance is that Wife will give birth to a being who will preach the gospel of love all across Finiswar, so eloquently that none will be able to resist! Hate and murderousness will vanish. Greed and envy will wither away. Love alone—”


  “And what will that mean . . . on Finiswar?” the First Mate interrupted incisively, his great head halting in the natural swaying it maintained in free fall. “I will tell you. It will mean that the females of Finiswar, at least the hominid females, will open themselves to all seeds. There will be a great birthing of fantastical monsters. Exotic flowers with three-eyed heads set amidst their petals. Hominids crested and finned like fish, but not likely showing gills. Rainbow birds with wide mouths instead of beaks and arms instead of wings. Beings even more fantastical—insects that glitter and speak, animacula that peer with pleading treble eye through the microscope from the viewing plate. Spiders that—”


  “Enough!” the Captain commanded. “My computer tells me that the chances for a stabilized, still selectively breeding race of loving hominids on Finiswar are . . . well point one seven,” he added defiantly.


  The First Mate shrugged all along his body’s length. “On that, my computer says point oh oh three.”


  “Your computer is biased!”


  “Not as much as yours, I fancy. Remember, you have a great work, I am only the observer. No, the overwhelming chances are for one jeweled and gemmed generation on Finiswar, like an uncontrollable growth of crystals of every angularity and hue, like a beautiful cancer—freaks to please a mad empcror!—and then . . . the end. At least for the hominids.”


  “What matter?” the Captain demanded stubbornly. “It will be an end with love. That is enough.”


  “Oh, you have at last solved the problem of Death?” the First Mate asked innocently. Then, after a moment, with his hissing laugh, “No, you have not as I can see. On Finiswar at least, your highly touted love will end in Death, just as it promises to do on longer-suffering Terra. Myself, I still admire most the beings who rise up and do battle against Death. And even the creatures that flee Death, the ones who are the eternal prey—those I admire more too, though not as greatly. The slayer is always more admirable than the slain, for he survives.”


  “That endless circling, bloody chase of the hunters and the prey? You can admire that?”


  “Why not? It’s all there is to admire. Besides, it forces both basic types of being to develop velocity, first to swim through water, run on land and fly through air. Finally, to speed through sub-space, even as we do. And to achieve that last requires the development of high intelligence and brilliant imagination, qualities which nicely embellish both the best of hunters and the best of prey. I always admire good decor.”


  “I detest you in this mood,” the Captain said flatly. “You have been the companion of all my wanderings, and still you will not admit the primacy of Love. You cannot even bring yourself to think of what might happen if the prey fled so swiftly that, like a guilty conscience, they caught up with the hunters along the great circles of the cosmos.”


  “Metaphysics!” was the First Mate’s only comment, delivered with great contempt.


  “You scorn me and my works,” the Captain said. “Yet you devote your entire existence to observing me and them. If they are valueless, why?”


  For the first time, the First Mate was at a loss for an answer. Finally he hissed, “Perhaps it amuses me to watch you do your work of destruction, calling it Love—a love which only weakens the hunter’s lust to pursue and the prey’s panic to escape. Using Love, you’d leech out of the universe its finest fighting stocks, its cleverest evaders. Nevertheless,” he continued flatly, “has not Finiswar at last taught you that your great work is useless, tending always toward Death rather than Life? All your savior-children—every last one of them—are mules unable even to reproduce themselves. They are spokesmen for Death! I suggest you end it all, this instant. Negate the Inseminator’s fix on the next planet, and set a course for home.”


  “Never!” said the Captain. “Wherever it leads—into whatever seeming horrors—Love is primal!”


  “Oh, that is sweet. That is exquisite,” the First Mate hissed, his voice dripping venom. “As I said, my chief aim is my own amusement. And truly the finest pleasure lies in spying on you, who are the greatest hunter of them all, slaying with love. And also the greatest prey, fleeing always from the simple truth.”


  “Silence!” the Captain hissed, wrathful at last. “I’m sick of your sickness. Slither off at once to your study, and stay there. Place yourself under ships arrest.”


  The First Mate obeyed with alacrity. As he glided into his hole, the Captain called after him, “And the great work goes on. I shall continue planting saviors!”


  The First Mate thrust back out of his hole his flat black head with eyes like rounds of starry night.


  “Or simply the seeds of your great Death-oriented paranoia,” he hissed with sheerest hatred.


  “And you shall continue to watch me,” the Captain said, missing no least opportunity to stamp into the other the fact of his own unswerving strength.


  “So I shall,” the First Mate hissed sharply. His head vanished as if every atom of strength in his massive trunk had been employed to whip it out of sight.


  THE MAN FROM 2071


  Sewell Peaslee Wright


  Out of the flow of time there appears to Commander John Hanson a man of mystery from the forgotten past.


  Perhaps this story does not belong with my other tales of the Special Patrol Service. And yet, there is, or should be, a report somewhere in the musty archives of the Service, covering the incident.


  Not accurately, and not in detail. Among a great mass of old records which I was browsing through the other day, I happened across that report; it occupied exactly three lines in the log-book of the Ertak:


  “Just before departure, discovered stowaway, apparently demented, and ejected him.”


  For the hard-headed higher-ups of the Service, that was report enough. Had I given the facts, they would have called me to the Base for a long-winded investigation. It would have taken weeks and weeks, filled with fussy questioning. Dozens of stoop-shouldered laboratory men would have prodded and snooped and asked for long, written accounts. In those days, keeping the log-book was writing enough for me and being grounded at Base for weeks would have been punishment.


  Nothing would have been gained by a detailed report. The Service needed action rather than reports, anyway. But now that I am an old man, on the retired list, I have time to write; and it will be a particular pleasure to write this account, for it will go to prove that these much-honored scientists of ours, with all their tremendous appropriations and long-winded discussions, are not nearly so wonderful as they think they are. They are, and always have been, too much interested in abstract formulas, and not enough in their practical application. I have never had a great deal of use for them.


  I had received orders to report to Earth, regarding a dull routine matter of reorganizing the emergency Base which had been established there. Earth, I might add, for the benefit of those of you who have forgotten your geography of the Universe, is not a large body, but its people furnish almost all of the officer personnel of the Special Patrol Service. Being a native of Earth, I received the assignment with considerable pleasure, despite its dry and uninteresting nature.


  It was a good sight to see old Earth, bundled up in her cottony clouds, growing larger and larger in the television disc. No matter how much you wander around the Universe, no matter how small and insignificant the world of your birth, there is a tie that cannot be denied. I have set my ships down upon many a strange and unknown world, with danger and adventure awaiting me, but there is, for me, no thrill which quite duplicates that of viewing again that particular little ball of mud from whence I sprang. I’ve said that before; I shall probably say it again. I am proud to claim Earth as my birth-place, small and out-of-the way as she is.


  Our Base on Earth was adjacent to the city of Greater Denver, on the Pacific Coast. I could not help wondering, as we settled swiftly over the city, whether our historians and geologists and other scientists were really right in saying that Denver had at one period been far from the Pacific. It seemed impossible, as I gazed down on that blue, tranquil sea, that it had engulfed, hundreds of years ago, such a vast portion of North America. But I suppose the men of science know.


  I need not go into the routine business that brought me to Earth. Suffice it to say that it was settled quickly, by the afternoon of the second day: I am referring, of course, to Earth days, which are slightly less than half the length of an enaren of Universe time.


  A number of my friends had come to meet me, visit with me during my brief stay on Earth; and, having finished my business with such dispatch, I decided to spend that evening with them, and leave the following morning. It was very late when my friends departed, and I strolled out with them to their mono-car, returning the salute of the Ertak’s lone sentry, who was pacing his post before the huge circular exit of the ship.


  Bidding my friends farewell, I stood there for a moment under the heavens, brilliant with blue, cold stars, and watched the car sweep swiftly and soundlessly away towards the towering mass of the city. Then, with a little sigh, I turned back to the ship.


  The Ertak lay lightly upon the earth, her polished sides gleaming in the light of the crescent moon. In the side toward me, the circular entrance gaped like a sleepy mouth; the sentry, knowing the eyes of his commander were upon him, strode back and forth with brisk, military precision. Slowly, still thinking of my friends, I made my way toward the ship.


  I had taken but a few steps when the sentry’s challenge rang out sharply, “Halt! Who goes there?”


  I glanced up in surprise. Shiro, the man on guard, had seen me leave, and he could have had no difficulty in recognizing me. But—the challenge had not been meant for me.


  Between myself and the Ertak there stood a strange figure. An instant before, I would have sworn that there was no human in sight, save myself and the sentry; now this man stood not twenty feet away, swaying as though ill or terribly weary, barely able to lift his head and turn it toward the sentry.


  “Friend,” he gasped; “friend!” and I think he would have fallen to the ground if I had not clapped an arm around his shoulders and supported him.


  “Just . . . a moment,” whispered the stranger. “I’m a bit faint . . . I’ll be all right . . .”


  I stared down at the man, unable to reply. This was a nightmare; no less. I could feel the sentry staring, too.


  The man was dressed in a style so ancient that I could not remember the period: Twenty-first Century, at least; perhaps earlier. And while he spoke English, which is a language of Earth, he spoke it with a harsh and unpleasant accent that made his words difficult, almost impossible, to understand. Their meaning did not fully sink in until an instant after he had finished speaking.


  “Shiro!” I said sharply. “Help me take this man inside. He’s ill.”


  “Yes, sir!” The guard leaped to obey the order, and together we led him into the Ertak, and to my own stateroom. There was some mystery here, and I was eager to get at the root of it. The man with the ancient costume and the strange accent had not come to the spot where we had seen him by any means with which I was familiar; he had materialized out of the thin air. There was no other way to account for his presence.


  We propped the stranger in my most comfortable chair, and I turned to the sentry. He was staring at our weird visitor with wondering, fearful eyes, and when I spoke he started as though stung by an electric shock.


  “Very well,” I said briskly. “That will be all. Resume your post immediately. And—Shiro!”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “It will not be necessary for you to make a report of this incident. I will attend to that. Understand?”


  “Yes, sir!” And I think it is to the man’s everlasting credit, and to the credit of the Service which had trained him, that he executed a snappy salute, did an about-face, and left the room without another glance at the man slumped down in my big easy chair.


  With a feeling of cold, nervous apprehension such as I have seldom experienced in a rather varied and active life, I turned then to my visitor.


  He had not moved, save to lift his head. He was staring at me, his eyes fixed in his chalky white face. They were dark, long eyes—abnormally long—and they glittered with a strange, uncanny light.


  “You are feeling better?” I asked.


  His thin, bloodless lips moved, but for a moment no sound came from them. He tried again.


  “Water,” he said.


  I drew him a glass from the tank in the wall of my room. He downed it at a gulp, and passed the empty glass back to me.


  “More,” he whispered. He drank the second glass more slowly, his eyes darting swiftly, curiously, around the room. Then his brilliant, piercing glance fell upon my face.


  “Tell me,” he commanded sharply, “what year is this?”


  I stared at him. It occurred to me that my friends might have conceived and executed an elaborate hoax—and then I dismissed the idea, instantly. There were no scientists among them who could make a man materialize out of nothingness.


  “Are you in your right mind?” I asked slowly. “Your question strikes me as damnably odd, sir.”


  The man laughed wildly, and slowly straightened up in the chair. His long, bony fingers clasped and unclasped slowly, as though feeling were just returning to them.


  “Your question,” he replied in his odd, unfamiliar accent, “is not unnatural, under the circumstances. I assure you that I am of sound mind; of very sound mind.” He smiled, rather a ghastly smile, and made a vague, slight gesture with one hand. “Will you be good enough to answer my question? What year is this?”


  “Earth year, you mean?”


  He stared at me, his eyes flickering.


  “Yes,” he said. “Earth year. There are other ways of . . . figuring time now?”


  “Certainly. Each inhabited world has its own system. There is a master system for the Universe. Who are you, what are you, that you should ask me a question the smallest child should know?”


  “First,” he insisted, “tell me what year this is, Earth reckoning.”


  I told him, and the light flickered up in his eyes again—a cruel, triumphant light.


  “Thank you,” he nodded; and then, slowly and softly, as though he spoke to himself, he added, “Less than half a century off. Less than a half a century! And they laughed at me. How—how I shall laugh at them, presently!”


  “You choose to be mysterious, sir?” I asked impatiently.


  “No. Presently you shall understand, and then you will forgive me, I know. I have come through an experience such as no man has ever known before. If I am shaken, weak, surprising to you, it is because of that experience.”


  He paused for a moment, his long, powerful fingers gripping the arms of the chair.


  “You see,” he added, “I have come out of the past into the present. Or from the present into the future. It depends upon one’s viewpoint. If I am distraught, then forgive me. A few minutes ago, I was Jacob Harbauer, in a little laboratory on the edge of a mountain park, near Denver; now I am a nameless being hurtled into the future, pausing here, many centuries from my own era. Do you wonder now that I am unnerved?”


  “Do you mean,” I said slowly, trying to understand what he had babbled forth, “that you have come out of the past? That you . . . that you . . .” It was too monstrous to put into words.


  “I mean,” he replied, “that I was born in the year 2028. I am forty-three years old—or I was a few minutes ago. But,”—and his eyes flickered again with that strange, mad light—“I am a scientist! I have left my age behind me for a time; I have done what no other human being has ever done: I have gone centuries into the future!”


  “I—I do not understand.” Could he, after all, be a madman? “How can a man leave his own age and travel ahead to another?”


  “Even in this age of yours they have not discovered that secret?” Harbauer exulted. “You travel the Universe, I gather, and yet your scientists have not yet learned to move in time? Listen! Let me explain to you how simple the theory is.


  “I take it you are an intelligent man; your uniform and its insignia would seem to indicate a degree of rank. Am I correct?”


  “I am John Hanson, Commander of the Ertak, of the Special Patrol Service,” I informed him.


  “Then you will be capable of grasping, in part at least, what I have to tell you. It is really not so complex. Time is a river, flowing steadily, powerful, at a fixed rate of speed. It sweeps the whole Universe along on its bosom at that same speed. That is my conception of it; is it clear to you?”


  “I should think,” I replied, “that the Universe is more like a great rock in the middle of your stream of time, that stands motionless while the minutes, the hours, and the days roll by.”


  “No! The Universe travels on the breast of the current of time. It leaves yesterday behind, and sweeps on towards to-morrow. It has always been so until I challenged this so-called immutable law. I said to myself, why should a man be a helpless stick upon the stream of time? Why need he be borne on this slow current at the same speed? Why cannot he do as a man in a boat, paddle backwards or forwards; back to a point already passed; ahead, faster than the current, to a point that, drifting, he would not reach so soon? In other words, why can he not slip back through time to yesterday; or ahead to to-morrow? And if to to-morrow, why not to next year, next century?


  These are the questions I asked myself. Other men have asked themselves the same questions, I know; they were not new. But,”—Harbauer drew himself far forward in his chair, and leaned close to me, almost as though he prepared himself to spring—“no other man ever found the answer! That remained for me.


  “I was not entirely correct, of course. I found that one could not go back in time. The current was against one. But to go ahead, with the current at one’s back, was different. I spent six years on the problem, working day and night, handicapped by lack of funds, ridiculed by the press—Look!”


  Harbauer reached inside his antiquated costume and drew forth a flat packet which he passed to me. I unfolded it curiously, my fingers clumsy with excitement.


  I could hardly believe my eyes. The thing Harbauer had handed me was a folded fragment of newspaper, such as I had often seen in museums. I recognized the old-fashioned type, and the peculiar arrangement of the columns. But, instead of being yellow and brittle with age, and preserved in fragments behind sealed glass, this paper was fresh and white, and the ink was as black as the day it had been printed. What this man said, then, must be true! He must—


  “I can understand your amazement,” said Harbauer. “It had not occurred to me that a paper which, to me, was printed only yesterday, would seem so antique to you. But that must appear as remarkable to you as fresh papyrus, newly inscribed with the hieroglyphics of the ancient Egyptians, would seem to one of my own day and age. But read it; you will see how my world viewed my efforts!” There was a sharpness, a bitterness, in his voice that made me vaguely uneasy; even though he had solved the riddle of moving in time as men have always moved in space, my first conjecture that I had a madman to deal with might not be so far from the truth. Ridicule and persecution have unseated the reason of all too many men.


  The type was unfamiliar to me, and the spelling was archaic, but I managed to stumble through the article. It read, as nearly as I can recall it, like this:


  
    Harbauer Says Time


    Is Like Great River


    Jacob Harbauer, local inventor, in an exclusive interview, propounds the theory that man can move about in time exactly as a boat moves about on the surface of a swift-flowing river, save that he cannot go back into time, on account of the opposition of the current.


    That is very fortunate, this writer feels; it would be a terrible thing for example, if some good-looking scamp from our present Twenty-first Century were to dive into the past and steal Cleopatra from Antony, or start an affair with Josephine and send Napoleon scurrying back from the front and let the Napoleonic wars go to pot. We’d have to have all our histories rewritten!


    Harbauer is well-known in Denver as the eccentric inventor who, for the last five or six years, has occupied a lonely shack in the mountains, guarded by a high fence of barbed wire. He claims that he has now perfected equipment which will enable him to project himself forward in time, and expects to make the experiment in the very near future.


    This writer was permitted to view the equipment which Harbauer says will shoot him into the future. The apparatus is housed in a low, barn-like building in the rear of his shack.


    Along one side of the room is a veritable bank of electrical apparatus with innumerable controls, many huge tubes of unfamiliar shape and appearance, a mighty generator of some kind and an intricate maze of gleaming copper bus-bar.


    In the center of the room is a circle of metal, about a foot in thickness, insulated from the flooring by four truncated cones of fluted glass. This disc is composed of two unfamiliar metals, arranged in concentric circles.


    Above this disc, at a height of about eight feet, is suspended a sort of grid, composed of extremely fine silvery wires, supported on a frame-work of black insulating material.


    Asked for a demonstration of his apparatus, Harbauer finally consented to perform an experiment with a dog—a white, short-haired mongrel that, Harbauer informed us, he kept to warn him of approaching strangers.


    He bound the dog’s legs together securely, and placed the struggling animal in the center of the heavy metal disc. Then the inventor hurried to the central control panel and manipulated several switches, which caused a number of things to happen almost at once.


    The big generator started with a growl, and settled immediately into a deep hum; a whole row of tubes glowed with a purplish brilliancy. There was a crackling sound in the air, and the grid above the disc seemed to become incandescent, although it gave forth no apparent heat. From the rim of the metal disc, thin blue streamers of electric flame shot up toward the grid, and the little white dog began to whine nervously.


    “Now watch!” shouted Harbauer. He closed another switch, and the space between the disc and the grid became a cylinder of livid light, for a period of perhaps two seconds. Then Harbauer pulled all the switches, and pointed triumphantly to the disc. It was empty.


    We looked around the room for the dog, but he was not visible anywhere.


    “I have sent him nearly a century into the future,” said Harbauer. “We will let him stay there a moment, and then bring him back.”


    “You mean to say,” we asked, “that the pup is now roaming around somewhere in the Twenty-second Century?” Harbauer said he meant just that, and added that he would now bring the dog back to the present time. The switches were closed again, but this time it was the metal plate that seemed incandescent, and the grid above that shot out the streaks of thin blue flame. As he closed the last switch, the cylinder of light appeared again, and when the switches were opened, there was the dog in the center of the disc, howling and struggling against his bonds.


    “Look!” cried Harbauer. “He’s been attacked by another dog, or some other animal, while in the future. See the blood on his shoulders?”


    We ventured the humble opinion that the dog had scratched or bit himself in struggling to free himself from the cords with which Harbauer had bound him, and the inventor flew into a terrible rage, cursing and waving his arms as though demented. Feeling that discretion was the better part of valor, we beat a hasty retreat, pausing at the barbed-wire gate only long enough to ask Mr. Harbauer if he would be good enough, sometime when he had a few minutes of leisure, to dash into next week and bring back some stock market reports to aid us in our investment efforts.


    Under the circumstances, we did not wait for a response, but we presume we are persona non grata at the Harbauer establishment from this time on.


    All in all, we are not sorry.

  


  I folded the paper and passed it back to him; some of the allusions I did not understand, but the general tone of the article was very clear indeed.


  “You see?” said Harbauer, his voice grating with anger. “I tried to be courteous to that man; to give him a simple, convincing demonstration of the greatest scientific achievement in centuries. And the fool returned to write this: to hold me up to ridicule, to paint me as a crack-brained, wild-eyed fanatic.”


  “It’s hard for the layman to conceive of a great scientific achievement,” I said soothingly. “All great inventions and inventors have been laughed at by the populace at large.”


  “True. True.” Harbauer nodded his head solemnly. “But just the same—” He broke off suddenly, and forced a smile. I found myself wishing that he had completed that broken sentence, however; I felt that he had almost revealed something that would have been most enlightening.


  “But enough of that fool and his babblings,” he continued. “I am here as living proof that my experiment is a success, and I have a tremendous curiosity about the world in which I find myself. This, I take it, is a ship for navigating space?”


  “Right! The Ertak, of the Special Patrol Service. Would you care to look around a bit?”


  “I would, indeed.” There was a tremendous eagerness in the man’s voice.


  “You’re not too tired?”


  “No; I am quite recovered from my experience.” Harbauer leaped to his feet, those abnormally long, slitted eyes of his glowing. “I am a scientist, and I am most curious to see what my fellows have created since—since my own era.”


  I picked up my dressing gown and tossed it to him.


  “Slip this on, then, to cover your clothing. You would be an object of too much curiosity to those men who are on duty,” I suggested.


  I was taller than he, and the garment came within a few inches of the floor. He knotted the cincture around his middle and thrust his hands into the pockets, turning to me for approval. I nodded, and motioned for him to precede me through the door.


  As an officer of the Special Patrol Service, it has often been my duty to show parties and individuals through my ship. Most of these parties are composed of females, who have only exclamations to make instead of intelligent comment, and who possess an unbounded capacity for asking utterly asinine questions. It was, therefore, a real pleasure to show Harbauer through the ship.


  He was a keen, eager listener. When he asked a question, and he asked many of them, he showed an amazing grasp of the principles involved. My knowledge of our equipment was, of course, only practical, save for the rudimentary theoretical knowledge that everyone has of present-day inventions and devices.


  The ethon tubes which lighted the ship, interested him but little. The atomic generators, the gravity pads, their generators, and the disintegrator-ray, however, he delved into with that frenzied ardor of which only a scientist, I believe, is capable.


  Questions poured out of him, and I answered them as best I could: sometimes completely, and satisfactorily, so that he nodded and said, “I see! I see!” and sometimes so poorly that he frowned, and cross-questioned me insistently until he obtained the desired information.


  In the big, sound-proof navigating room, I explained the operation of the numerous instruments, including the two three-dimensional charts, actuated by super-radio reflexes, the television disc, the attraction meter, the surface-temperature gauge and the complex control system.


  “Forward,” I added, “is the operating room. You can see it through these glass partitions. The navigating officer in command relays his orders to men in the operating room, who attend to the actual execution of those orders.”


  “Just as a pilot, or the navigating officer of a ship of my day gives his orders to the quartermaster at the wheel,” nodded Harbauer, and began firing questions at me again, going over the ground we had covered, to check up on his information. I was amazed at the uncanny accuracy with which he had grasped such a great mass of technical detail. It had taken me years of study to pick up what he had taken from me, and apparently retained intact, in something more than an hour, Earth time.


  I glanced at the Earth-time clock on the wall of the navigating room as he triumphantly finished his questioning. Less than an hour remained before the time set for our return trip.


  “I’m sorry,” I commented, “to be an ungracious host, but I am wondering what your plans may be? You see, we are due to start in less than an hour, and—”


  “A passenger would be in your way?” Harbauer smiled as he uttered the words, but there was a gleam in his long eyes that rather startled me, and I wondered if I only imagined the steeliness of his voice. “Don’t let that worry you, sir.”


  “It’s not worrying me,” I replied, watching him closely. “I have enjoyed a very remarkable, a very pleasant experience. If you should care to remain aboard the Ertak, I should like exceedingly to have you accompany us to our Base, where I could place you in touch with other laboratory men, with whom you would have much in common.”


  Harbauer threw back his head and laughed—not pleasantly.


  “Thanks!” he said. “But I have no time for that. They could give me no knowledge that I need, now; you have told me and showed me enough. I understand how you have released atomic energy; it is a matter so simple that a child should have guessed it, and man has wondered about it for centuries, knowing that the power was there, but lacking a key to unfetter it. And now I have that key!”


  “True. But perhaps our scientists would like, in exchange, the secret of moving forward in time,” I suggested, reasonably enough.


  “What do I care about them?” snapped Harbauer. He loosened the cord of the robe with a quick, impatient gesture, as though it confined him too tightly, and threw the garment from him.


  Then, suddenly, he took a quick stride toward me, and thrust out his ugly head.


  “I know enough now to give me power over all my world,” he cried. “Haven’t you guessed the reason for my interest in your engines of destruction? I came down the centuries ahead of my generation so that I might come back with power in my hand; power to wipe out the fools who have made a mock of me. And I have that power—here!” He tapped his forehead dramatically with his left hand.


  “I will bring a new regime to my era!” he continued, fairly shouting now. “I will be what many men have tried to be, and what no man has ever been—master of the world! Absolute, unquestioned, supreme master!” He paused, his eyes glaring into mine—and I knew from the light that shone behind those long, narrow slits, that I was dealing with a madman.


  “True; you will,” I said gently, moving carelessly toward the microphone. With that in my hand, a slight pressure on the General Attention signal, and I would have the whole crew of the Ertak here in a moment. But I had explained the workings of the navigating room’s equipment only too well.


  “Stop!” snarled Harbauer, and his right hand flashed up. “See this? Perhaps you don’t know what it is; I’ll tell you. It’s an automatic pistol—not so efficient as your disintegrator-ray, but deadly enough. There is certain death for eight men in my hand. Understand?”


  “Perfectly.” What an utter fool I had been! I was not armed, and I knew that Harbauer spoke the truth. I had often seen weapons similar to the one he held in the military museums. They are still there, if you are curious—rusty and broken, but not unlike our present atomic pistols in general appearance. They propelled the bullet by the explosion of a sort of powder; inefficient, of course, but, as he had said, deadly enough for the purpose.


  “Good! You are a good sort Hanson, but don’t take any chances. I’m not going to, I promise you. You see,”—and he laughed again, the light in his long eyes dancing with evil—“I’m not likely to be punished for a few killings committed centuries after I’m dead. I have never killed a man, but I won’t hesitate to do so now, if one—or more—should get in my way.”


  “But why,” I asked soothingly, “should you wish to kill anyone? You have what you came for, you say; why not depart in peace?”


  He smiled crookedly, and his eyes narrowed with cunning.


  “You approve of my little plan to dominate the world?” he asked softly, his eyes searching my face.


  “No,” I said boldly, refusing to lie to him. “I do not, and you know it.”


  “Very true.” He pulled out his watch with his left hand, and held it before his eyes so that he could observe the time without losing sight of me for even an instant. “I doubted that I could secure your willing cooperation; therefore, I am commanding it.


  “You see, there are certain instruments and pieces of equipment that I should like to take back to my laboratory with me. Perhaps I would be able to reproduce them without models, but with the models my task will be much easier.


  “The question remaining is a simple one: will you give the proper orders to have this equipment removed to the spot where you first saw me, or shall I be obliged to return to my own era without this equipment—leaving behind me a dead commander of the Special Patrol Service, and any other who may try to stop me?”


  I tried to keep cool under the lash of his mocking voice. I have never been adept at holding my temper when I should, but somehow I managed it this time. Frowning, I kept him waiting for a reply, utilizing the time to do what was perhaps the hardest, fastest thinking of my life.


  There wasn’t a particle of doubt in my mind regarding his ability to make good his threat, nor his readiness to do so. I caught the faint glimmering of an idea and fenced with it eagerly.


  “How are you going to go back to your own period—your own era?” I asked him. “You told me, I believe, that it was impossible to move backward in time.”


  “That’s not answering my question,” he said, leering. “Don’t think you’re fooling me! But I’ll tell you, just the same. I can go back to my own era: that is, back to my own actual existence. I shall return just two hours after I leave; I could not go back farther than that, and it’s not necessary that I do so. I can go back only because I came from that present; I am not really of this future at all. I go back from whence I came.”


  “But,” I objected, thinking of something I had read in the clipping he had showed me, “you’re not going back to your own era. You cannot. If you returned, you would put your project into execution, and history does not record that activity.” I saw from the sudden narrowing of his abnormally long eyes that I had caught his interest, and I pressed my advantage hastily. “Remember that all the history of your time is written, Harbauer. It is in the books of Earth’s history, with which every child of this age, into which you have thrust yourself, is familiar. And those histories do not record the domination of the world by yourself. So—you are confronted by an impossibility!”


  M reasoning, now, sounds specious, and yet it was a line of thought which could not be waved aside. I saw Harbauer’s black brows knit together, and mounting anger darken his face. I do not know, but I believe I was never nearer death than I was at that instant.


  “Fool!” he cried. “Idiot! Imbecile! Do you think you can confuse me, turn me from my purpose, with words? Do you? Do you believe me to be a child, or a weakling? I tell you, I have planned this thing to the last detail. If I had not found what I sought on this first trip, I would have taken another, a dozen, a score, until I found the information I sought. The last six years of my life I have worked day and night to this end; your histories and your words—”


  My plan had worked. The man was beside himself with insane anger. And in his rage he forgot, for an instant, that he was my captor.


  Taking a desperate chance, I launched myself at his legs. His weapon roared over my head, just as I struck. I felt the hot gas from the thing beat against my neck; I caught the reeking scent of the smoke. Then we were both on the floor, and locked in a mad embrace.


  Harbauer was a smaller man than myself, but he had the amazing strength of a Zenian. He fought viciously, using every ounce of his strength against me, striving to bring his weapon into use, hammering my head upon the floor, racking my body mercilessly, grunting, cursing, mumbling constantly as he did so.


  But I was in better trim than Harbauer. I have never seen a laboratory man who could stand the strain of prolonged physical exertion. Bending over test-tubes and meters is no life for a man. At grips with him, I was in my own element, and he was out of his. I let him wear himself out, exerting myself as little as possible, confining my efforts to keeping his weapon where he could not use it.


  I felt him weakening at last. His breath was coming in great sobs, and his long eyes started from their sockets with the strained effort he was putting forth. And then, with a single mighty effort, I knocked the pistol from his hand, so that it slid across the floor and brought up with a crash against a wall of the room.


  “Now!” I said, and turned on him.


  He knew, at that moment when I put forth my strength, that I had been playing with him. I read the shock of sudden fear in his eyes. My right arm went about him in a deadly hold; I had him in a grip that paralyzed him. Grimly, I jerked him to his feet, and he stood there trembling with weakness, his shoulders heaving as his breath came and went between his teeth.


  “You realize, of course, that you’re not going back?” I said quietly.


  “Back?” Half dazed, he stared at me through the quivering lids of his peculiar eyes. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that you’re not going back to your own era. You have come to us, uninvited, and—you’re going to stay here.”


  “No!” he shouted, and struggled so desperately to free himself that I was hard put to it to hold him, without tightening my grip sufficiently to dislocate his shoulders. “You wouldn’t do that! I must return; I must prove to them—”


  “That’s exactly what must not happen, and what shall not happen,” I interrupted. “And what will not happen. You are in a strange predicament, Harbauer; it is already written that you do not return. Can’t you see that, man? If it were to be that you left this age and returned to your own, you would make known your discovery. History would record it. And history does not record it. You are struggling, not against me, but against—against a fate that has been sealed all these centuries.”


  When I had finished, he stared at me as though hypnotized, motionless and limp in my grasp. Then, suddenly, he began to shake and I saw such depths of terror and horror in his eyes as I hope never to see again.


  Mechanically, he glanced down at his watch, lifting his wrist into his line of vision as slowly and ponderously as though it bore a great weight.


  “Two . . . two minutes,” he whispered huskily. “Then the automatic switch will close, back in my laboratory. If I am not standing where . . . where you found me . . . between the disc and the grid of my time machine, where the reversed energy can reach me, to . . . to take me back . . . God!”


  He sagged in my arms and dropped to his knees, sobbing.


  “And yet . . . what you say is true. It is already written that I did not return.” His sobs cut harshly through the silence of the room. Pitying his despair, I reached down to give him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. It is a terrible thing to see a man break down as Harbauer had done.


  As he felt my grip on him relax, he suddenly shot his fist into the pit of my stomach, and leaped to his feet. Groaning, I doubled up, weak and nerveless, for the instant, from the vicious, unexpected blow.


  “Ah!” shrieked Harbauer. “You soft-hearted fool!” He struck me in the face, sending me crashing to the floor, and snatched up his pistol.


  “I’m going, now,” he shouted. “Going! What do I care for your records and your histories? They are not yet written; if they were I’d change them.” He bent over me and snatched from my hand the ring of keys, one of which I had used to unlock the door of the navigating room. I tried to grip him around the legs, but he tore himself loose, laughing insanely in a high-pitched, cackling sound that seemed hardly human.


  “Farewell!” he called mockingly from the doorway. Then the door slammed, and as I staggered to my feet, I heard the lock click.


  I must have acted then by instinct or inspiration. There was no time to think. It would take him not more than three or four seconds to make his way to the exit, stroll by the guard to the spot where we had found him, and—disappear. By the time I could arouse the crew, and have my orders executed, his time would be up, and—unless the whole affair were some terrible nightmare—he would go hurtling back through time to his own era, armed with a devastating knowledge.


  There was only one possible means of preventing his escape in time. I ran across the room to the emergency operating controls, cut in the atomic generators with one hand and pulled the Vertical-Ascent lever to Full Power.


  There was a sudden shriek of air, and my legs almost thrust themselves through my body. Quickly, I pushed the lever back until, with my eye on the altimeter, I held the Ertak at her attained height—something over a mile, as I recall it. Then I pressed the General Attention signal, and snatched up the microphone.


  Less than a minute later Correy and Hendricks, fellow officers, were in the room and besieging me with solicitous questions.


  It had been my idea, of course, to keep Harbauer from leaving the ship, but it was not so destined.


  Shiro, the sentry on duty outside the Ertak, was the only witness to Harbauer’s fate.


  “I was walking my post, sir,” he reported, “watching the sun come up, when suddenly I heard the sound of running feet inside the ship. I turned towards the entrance and drew my pistol, to be in readiness. I saw the stranger we had taken into the ship appear at the exit, which, as you know, was open.


  “Just as I opened my mouth to command him to halt, the Ertak shot up from the ground at terrific speed. The stranger had been about to leap upon me; indeed, he had discharged some sort of weapon at me, for I heard a crash of sound, and a missile of some kind, as you know, passed through my left arm.


  “As the ship left the ground, he tried to draw back, but he was off balance, and the inertia of his body momentarily incapacitated him, I think. He slipped, clutched at the gangway across the threads which seal the exit, and then, at a height I estimate to be around five hundred feet, he fell. The Ertak shot on up until it was lost to sight, and the stranger crashed to the ground a few feet from where I was standing—on almost exactly the spot where we first saw him, sir.


  “And now, sir, comes the part I guess you’ll find hard to believe. When he struck the ground, he was smashed flat; he died instantly. I started to run toward him, and then—and then I stopped. My eyes had not left the spot for a moment, sir, but he—his body, that is—suddenly disappeared. That’s the truth, sir, for I saw it with my own eyes. There wasn’t a sign of him left.”


  “I see,” I replied. I believe that I did. We had gone straight up, and his body, by no great coincidence, had fallen upon the spot close to the exit of the Ertak where we had first found him. And his machine, in operation, had brought him, or rather, his mangled body, back to his own age. “You have not mentioned this affair to anyone, Shiro?”


  “No, sir. It wasn’t anything you’d be likely to tell: nobody would believe you. I went at once to have my arm attended to, and then reported here according to orders.”


  “Very good, Shiro. Keep the entire affair to yourself. I will make all the necessary reports. That is an order—understand?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Then that will be all. Take good care of your arm.”


  He saluted with his good hand and left me.


  Later in the day I wrote in the log-book of the Ertak the report I mentioned at the beginning of this tale:


  “Just before departure, discovered stowaway, apparently demented, and ejected him.”


  That was a perfectly truthful statement, and it served its purpose. I have given the whole story in detail just to prove what I have so often contended: that these owlish laboratory men whom this age reveres so much are not nearly so wise and omnipotent as they think they are.


  I am quite sure that they would have discredited, or attempted to discredit, my story, had I told it at the time. They would have resented the idea that someone so much ahead of them had discovered a principle that still baffles this age of ours, and I would have had no evidence to present.


  Perhaps even now the story will be discredited; if so, I do not care. I am much too old, and too near the portals of that impenetrable mystery, in the shadow of which I have stood so many times, to concern myself with what others may think or say.


  I know that what I have related here is the truth, and in my mind I have a vivid and rather pitiful picture of a mangled body, bloody and alone, in the barn-like structure the ancient paper had described; a body, broken and motionless, lying athwart the striated metal disc, like a sacrificial victim—a victim and a sacrifice of science.


  There have been many such.


  STELLAR VENGEANCE


  Frank Freeman


  By accident Granger saw the aliens land, so with scientific curiosity he captured one of them. This incident made Earth the scene of a—


  “You must realize,” squealed the squat, ugly creature in the hastily constructed wooden cage, “that you’re inviting certain destruction by holding me prisoner. I warn you, your time is short.”


  Walt Granger stomped over to the enclosure and swung a heavy boot against one of the two-by-fours that stood like a crooked row of sentries, “That’s my worry,” he grunted.


  He had stumbled upon the whole business just two hours before, right in the middle of his part of the geoglogic survey that was going on in the rock strewn hills and gullies known on the maps as the Millsport Range. He had seen the ship the moment it left the ground, and a few yards from the burned circle of grass that was still smoldering from the rocket blast, there sat the fat little specimen of life from another world. Granger had caught the thing by surprise and had a rope around its middle before it could scamper into the brush.


  “My comrades will return for me,” warned the thing, its yellowish eyes slowly and rhythmically protruding and withdrawing within their sockets. “They’ll have no trouble finding you, and when they do . . .”


  “Shut up!” snapped Granger, pulling on his leather jacket. He turned to the cement fireplace and gave the embers a poke with a charred stick, looking around at the cage every few seconds as though he feared leaving his back turned for more than instant.


  He looked at his watch. Eight o’clock, and night was fast spreading a blanket of charcoal shadows over the hillsides. He’d wait till morning to move this crazy beast to the next camp six miles away. A night trip might entail chances he wasn’t willing to take.


  After a couple of nervous fumbles with a match, he lit a cigarette and glanced uneasily out the one window in the rough cabin. What if the alien, or whatever it was, wasn’t kidding about the danger he was in? What if his buddies did decide to come back before morning with the extermination of a human on their minds? Think of it, Granger, he told himself laconically, you’d be a hero! A nice, cold, dead one. And they’d never find the bunch who’d have knocked him off. He’d be one of those “mysterious deaths” the papers played up.


  “Free me immediately!” screeched the angry captive, his head swaying like a balloon on a stick. “You haven’t much time left!”


  “You’re a nasty tempered little imp, aren’t you?” growled Granger as he strode across the room and peeked curiously inside the crate.


  “I loathe you,” growled the thing. “I have no intentions of deceiving you. This whole situation is simply a matter of pure logic so far as your plight is concerned.”


  “You’re forgetting,” said Granger, his voice lacking a certain amount of its previous confidence, “that you’re the one who’s in a mess.”


  “Only temporarily, you fool!” raved the creature, jumping frantically up and down. “Look!” he screamed, pointing a tiny hand toward the window over Granger’s left shoulder.


  The geologist gasped as he shot a quick glance in the direction of the thing’s outstretched arm. A pale green light had turned the surrounding land and sky into an eerie dawn that extended its weird phosphorescence into the cabin itself. And .two hundred yards from the cabin, in a small area relatively clear of major obstructions, was the same ship he had seen a few hours before.


  “They’re here!” shouted the alien. “Let me out!”


  Granger slammed shut the door and lifted a massive oak bar into iron brackets on either side. Then he was at the window again. A hatch near the bottom of the craft was open, but there was no sign of movement.


  Then he saw one of them, an exact duplicate of his captive, running from bush to bush about fifty feet from the ship. A few steps behind him was another. Two more nearby scrambled over an immense boulder and scurried into the brush. Another five were emerging, like a patrol of midgets, from a ravine to the north of the cabin.


  “Be sensible, you idiot!” snarled the thing in the crate. “I’m giving you this final chance. Unlock this contrivance, and all will be well with vou. I’ll speak on your behalf.”


  “So you can lead your buddies right back here? Sure,” said Granger, “that’s all I’d have to do to finish myself off in a real hurry.”


  “Do as I say!” yelled the alien. “For your own sake!”


  “Look,” panted Granger, “I know I was crazy to fool with you in the first place, but now that yoipre here and they’re outside, you’re staying, see?”


  He reached under the lumpy pile of cotton that served as a mattress and pulled out his .30-30 rifle. Little Boy Blue and his pop gun, he thought. He grabbed a handful of cartridges from a box under the bed and began jamming them into the magazine.


  “That will be of no use, my friend,” droned a hollow voice behind him.


  Granger spun himself around just as a pane of glass in the window flew to pieces under the impact of a short, shiny gun barrel. A perfect reproduction of the face of the creature in the cage centered itself in the jagged frame of the broken window and gave him the shadow of a smile that was closer to a victorious leer.


  “Put down your weapon,” the newcomer ordered coldly.


  Get that rifle up fast, Granger commanded himself.


  “I repeat,” said the face at the window. “Lower your weapon.”


  They’ll let you have it anyway, Granger thought grimly. He slowly curled his finger around the trigger and started to move when he was jarred off his feet by a roaring blast that ripped the door from its hinges and sent it crashing against the rear wall of the cabin.


  Outside the ruined entrance stood a group of aliens all armed. Fearfully, he looked to the window, but their leader was gone. In a second he appeared at the door, moved inside the cabin, and Granger automatically stepped back, his hazy mind calculating roughly the few feet of escape route remaining to him. In a moment he was there, his back flattened against the cabin wall.


  The short creature kept coming on, its murky orbs fixed on Granger’s white, drawn countenance. Then it stopped its advance.


  “So you have one of our people,” it said in a voice that twanged like piano wire.


  Granger tried once in vain for his voice, then gave up. He stared over the head of his foe at the silent assembly outside the cabin, then at the thing in the packing crate. It was sitting there, quiet, immobile, but intently watching the scene between the earthman and his visitor.


  “You are holding one of us captive,” the commander remarked. “This is a most unfortunate situation, indeed.” The small figure stepped aside quickly and waved an arm.


  Granger, perspiration trickling down his face, watched a score of glistening weapons raised and pointed inside the cabin. For a second he looked directly at the menacing horde. Then his eyes saw nothing. A blazing flash of white light burst forth from the doorway, and it was all over.


  Granger forced open his aching eyes and squinted in the direction of the fiery blast, but the doorway was empty. The commander was still there, though, walking slowly to the door.


  Why am I alive? Granger asked himself incredulously. Or am I dead? He bumped his fist against his forehead once or twice and gave his head a vigorous shake. Suddenly, he turned his gaze to the cage. But he saw nothing that resembled the rebuilt packing crate; only a mound of ashes and twisted spikes. In the center of the heap, like a fat, dwarfish king astride his fallen kingdom, was the charred, blackened shell of the grotesque creature that had once occupied the wooden cell.


  Then he moved cautiously toward the door and stared, speechless, at the leader of the expedition.


  “We shall depart now,” said the being. “Thank you for helping us.”


  Not much later, across the silent reaches of space, a communications operator on another planet looked up from his receiving equipment and handed his superior a message just transmitted from a ship leaving the planet Earth: RETURN MISSION SUCCESSFUL. DESERTER LOCATED AND EXECUTED.


  ARK IV


  Jackson Burrows


  It’s a great idea to take the long view in making plans for the future, and astronomical calculations can be precise—but what happens to people is sometimes not quite so neat . . .


  Taal, high priestess of Systems, stood rigid before the altar-She had stood thus for hours, and had hours yet to stand, but her eyes never wavered from the grid of blinking lights.


  The lights blinked and blinked in their altar recess, tracing in swollen reds and soft greens the intricate and almost endless patterns of the Functions of Faith.


  Taal knew all the patterns and their sequences. She had known them since childhood, for she was Taal, high priestess, daughter of Taal, high priestess.


  As long as the lights blinked their customary patterns all was well with Systems and its countless circuits. And even should the lights signal Malfunction, all was still well; Taal was prepared, always, to deal with Malfunction and correct it. Nothing must threaten Systems and state of grace.


  Now it was the appointed hour for Query. Taal’s fingers flew to the Keyboard beside the Functions grid to tap out her message.


  OH, SYSTEMS, HEAR THIS THE SUPPLICATION OF THY PEOPLE. WE PRAY THAT GIFT TIME APPROACHES. THE CUSTODIANS REPORT SHORTAGES, AND THY LARGESS IS IMPLORED.


  As ever, Taal thrilled to this direct communication with Systems. It was no matter that it was the same Query she made once every wake-period, and had made in all the wake-periods of her consecration, twelve times three hundred sixty-five periods ago.


  Breathlessly she awaited the answer, and for a moment all life everywhere seemed suspended. Taal herself could have been no more than a golden statue. Her unblinking eyes stared at Printout. Perhaps this time . . .


  The silence of Chapel lengthened and grew fragile as crystal. Then came the staccato clack.


  NOT YET, said Printout.


  Always Taal hoped . . . always Taal was disappointed. Her fingers returned to the Keyboard.


  WE THANK THEE, SYSTEMS, AND ABIDE BY THY WISHES.


  Systems did not deign to answer; it never did, unless the message were a Query.


  Taal resumed her vigil at the lighted grid of Functions. Systems in its wisdom did all things right. But surely Gift Time was past due. Although Gift Times never came without an interval of at least three hundred times three hundred sixty-five wake-periods between them, the last Gift Time had been almost five hundred times three hundred sixty-five periods ago, the longest interval on record.


  Taal wondered if the fault might lie with her. Had she failed Systems in some way?


  She felt a great need for the replenishment that only communion with Systems could bring. That meant she must enter Systems.


  She verified again that the lights of Functions were blinking the proper patterns, the ones they had blinked from the Beginning and must for all time.


  Then, quickly, she circled the altar. Her golden metallic vestments rustled, and her mesh breast plates and kilted skirt coruscated color as they caught and refracted the grid’s red and green flashes.


  Behind the altar stood the door leading to Systems. As with all the works of Systems’ people, the door was constructed of metal, a portal two feet thick recessed in a wall three feet thick. Taal placed her palm on the activator embedded in the wall beside the door, and Systems recognized the palm’s pattern. The door swung open.


  Taal genuflected and entered Systems, stepping reverently up onto the Deck. The door closed automatically behind her, but she did not notice; already, here in the heart of Systems, she was shucking off her self-doubt.


  She performed the act of communion . . . the pacing up and down of the aisles flanked by the units of Systems. And as she paced she said her catechism, identifying the units and their parts, quoting fully and without hesitation from the Manual and Catalog.


  There were Tools here in the room of Systems, and Spare Parts, all awaiting use by Taal should the need arise, but of course the Manual and Catalog were not here. A high priestess kept those in a consecrated corner of her bed chamber, so that they might be studied continuously and meditated upon, not only to make the ways of Systems known to man, but also to assure that the high priestess was ever ready to correct Malfunction by making Repairs.


  The ceiling glowed softly, lighting Taal’s way, and as she chanted the verses of Manual she prayed that Systems looked upon her and found her worthy to make repairs.


  Of course, Systems was actually quite capable of keeping itself in Repair. Systems was all-powerful.


  The Manual, as revised by the enlightened down through the ages, explained that the Memory Banks, wherein lay all knowledge, sensed upcoming malfunction and took steps to prevent it, bypassing Relays, building Alternate Circuits, drawing on Reserve Power . . .


  But sometimes Systems deliberately tested man. This was as it should be. On these occasions Systems created


  Malfunction and then did not make Repairs. The Manual described such Malfunction as “extra-systems environmental,” and the great interpreter of one hundred times three hundred sixty-five wake-periods ago, Sakamoto, had explained that this type of Malfunction was Systems’ way of verifying that man remained worthy of restoring the state of grace and therefore worthy of Systems’ protection and guidance.


  As Taal completed her circuit of Systems’ units and passed down the last aisle, she knew the communion had prepared her more than ever to serve Systems; even her concern over the mounting shortages and the long interval between Gift Times had vanished.


  Gift Time would come in due course. Did not Systems always care for its people?


  She left the chamber positive of her state of grace, certain of her capabilities. Once again she took up her vigil monitoring the blinking altar lights.


  Suddenly Printout clacked anew.


  GIFT TIME, said Printout. GIFT TIME APPROACHES. STAND BY.


  Taal paused only to marvel that her act of communion had achieved so much so swiftly. Then she punched out the ritualistic message of thanks to Systems and turned to lift the cover guard on the Alert button.


  She touched the button—and everywhere the activities of Systems’ people stopped as they prayerfully began to Stand By.


  The Ark team consisted of two men only, but Clark was an advanced Ark II and Dansk a full Ark IV. And though time was short, they went about their delicate business in confidence, sure they could finish before it was too late.


  Then—


  “Oh, oh,” said Clark, “someone’s come into the computer room.”


  Dansk, across the cubicle, didn’t even look up from his work at the memory banks. “No sweat. Just so he doesn’t decide to come in here.”


  “It’s not a he,” advised Clark cheerfully. “It’s a she . . . and quite a she indeed, I might add.” He peered into the peeper screen and watched appreciatively as the barbarically-clad golden girl approached down the aisle.


  Dansk paused briefly to join Clark at the screen.


  “Isn’t she a beauty?” Clark asked.


  “No matter,” said Dansk, getting back to the job. “If she starts to come in here, you’ll have to stun-gun her.”


  Clark nodded agreement without dissent. It wouldn’t be the gentlemanly thing to do, but then this wasn’t a gentlemanly mission. And time VMS running out.


  He glanced at his watch. “Eighteen minutes before you have to take the con,” he cautioned.


  “We’ll make it,” said Dansk. “We’ll be out of here in another minute or two. Allow another eight to reach the stand, maybe two more to take the con.”


  “That’s eleven or twelve minutes. You’re cutting it pretty close.”


  Dansk grinned. He would make it. He knew he would make it. How could anything go wrong when already he was touched with a sense of the wild exhilaration to come . . . the wild exhilaration that drew closer with each passing second?


  Clark was still watching the golden girl. “I think she’s wacky. She’s wandering up and down the aisles, mumbling some crazy jargon about computer parts and state of grace.”


  “Just so you keep her out of here,” said Dansk evenly. “Just so she doesn’t know what we’ve done. She might have the training to undo it.”


  Clark consulted his watch again, as though his glance could slow the forward sweep of the hands, atomic half-life or no atomic half-life. “Seventeen minutes.”


  “Done!” said Dansk, stepping away from the memory banks. “And it only took three minutes flat from start to finish.”


  “Let’s get out of here!” urged Clark. “I’ll stun the girl. You just keep going.”


  But Dansk, peering into the screen, held up a cautioning hand. “Wait! She’s leaving now.”


  The moment the computer room door closed behind her, Dansk led the way in a mad dash across the room and into the concealed shaft they had lasered down from the surface.


  There were now sixteen minutes to go . . .


  The mission had begun for Dansk as it always began, with a summons to the office of Ark Commander Bonae on Darius II.


  Bonae was an Ark V, his massive squat body and great splayed limbs a grudging tribute to the heavy-G planet of his birth, just as his sure direction of this sector of Ark Command was a tribute to his dedication to the Ark cause.


  He greeted Dansk with a ready smile and sparkling eyes.


  He’s as nuts about this work as I am, Dansk thought as he sat down across the desk from Bonae.


  Dansk had been back from the last mission a full two days now, but he still felt excitement every time he thought about the power, and how he had built it up with the touch of a finger, a rising crescendo of pure, directed force . . .


  “There’s been a ‘gram from Rekko,” Bonae said. “He’s quite pleased with the way you handled that assignment . . . wants you available for his next project.”


  Dansk smiled. Daniel J, Rekko, boss of Rekko Galactic Construction, was a hard man to please, as Dansk had had all too many opportunities to learn.


  “But a new job’s come up now,” said Bonae. “I’m sending you out on it with an Ark II named Clark. He’s a little young for a job as big as this, and could probably stand a little more experience first. But he’s an advanced Ark II, and quite capable. In any event, we have no choice; he’s the only man available in the time we have.”


  Dansk leaned forward, expectant. The power, he thought as his blood quickened, it must be the power that gets you.


  “There’s a solitary planet circling a sun out beyond Procyon,” Bonae said. “Kind of a desert world. Name of New New Rochelle. Now why would anybody want to name a planet New New Rochelle?”


  “After a place named New Rochelle?” hazarded Dansk.


  “I suppose. But, then, why would anybody ever want to name a place New Rochelle?”


  “Beats me,” Dansk conceded. “After an original place called Rochelle, maybe?”


  Bonae frowned. “There’s just no accounting for taste, is there?”


  “No, sir,” said Dansk, recalling that Bonae’s home planet was named Xylariaceae, apparently after a type of mutated Earth fungi that grew well there.


  “Anyway,” said Bonae, and Dansk’s blood quickened again, “New New Rochelle isn’t very rich, and it isn’t very populous. Maybe a billion inhabitants. No more. And every mother’s son of them working from dawn to dusk, trying to build up a strong enough agricultural base to support industrialization. We must save them.”


  “From what?”


  Bonae paused for effect before answering. “There’s a Wanderer boring in on the planet.”


  A Wanderer!


  Dansk had never dealt with a Wanderer—in the very nature of things there just weren’t that many around—but by definition to go after a Wanderer meant tendrilling in force upon force . . .


  Bonae’s desk was empty save for a little plastic spool. He handed the spool to Dansk. “Here’s the file. You’ll find all the necessary data recorded—coordinates, dimensions, mass. I’ll leave the placing of the stand up to you. Near as we can tell, this baby hasn’t made a hit for a long time, perhaps for several centuries. They may be getting pretty desperate. No telling what kind of odd-ball society they’ve formed.


  “But if they’ve followed the usual pattern—and there’s no reason to believe they haven’t—they’ll have some kind of computer worship. It always seems to degenerate into that. I’ve heard sociologists argue that survival in the circumstances they’re in virtually dictates the computer-worship route . . . and the parasitic culture that entails. They probably won’t have the foggiest notion of what they’re about to do to New New Rochelle, or even be aware they’re approaching it.”


  “How much time do I have?” asked Dansk.


  A fleeting concern crossed Bonae’s face. “Not much, I’m afraid. New New Rochelle estimates three weeks. And it’ll take you just about that long to get there.”


  “Whew! I hope Clark’s a fast worker.”


  “He is. And he’s qualified to back you up if you break a leg or something.”


  Dansk chose to ignore that personal possibility. “Has the Wanderer been scouted?”


  “Just by observation and computation from New New Rochelle. The results are in that spool I gave you. A confirmation robo’s been dispatched, but it won’t get there much sooner than you. We only learned about this a couple of hours ago—that part of space is so sparsely populated and backward that the Wanderer wasn’t spotted until it was almost too late. Clark’s already on his way. You’ll rendezvous with him off New New Rochelle.”


  Bonae paused to grin broadly. “I had to pull Clark off a job with some mining development company. There’s hell to pay about that. But of course this takes priority. It has to. Anybody can see that. But not those miners. They’re beaming protests from one end of the Federation to the other. Thank God the use of Ark force is limited to Ark Command. I don’t know what kind of a mess the galaxy would be in if it were turned loose for every idiot to use as he chose. . .”


  Dansk visualized chaos. Yes, this was the only way. Keep a tight rein on the power, screen all requests, and then make the force available only through Ark Command and only for responsible needs.


  “We’ve got a chaser standing by,” said Bonae. “It’ll boost you out to the job as fast as anything. There’s a stand aboard, and the usual complement of technicians. That spool will give you what data we have. And by the time you’re there the robo may have made enough of a preliminary survey to help. You’ll just have to wait and see. Sorry this briefing’s so inadequate, but you know how these rush jobs are—there’s never enough information at hand.”


  It was Dansk’s turn to grin. Weren’t they always rush jobs? And wasn’t there always a paucity of information?


  “Oh, one other thing,” said Bonae casually as Dansk arose to leave—and because of the casualness Dansk knew he had better pay strict attention.


  “Before you take the con,” said Bonae, “you’ll have to land on the Wanderer and attend to its computer. You know—install a few fundamental postulates in its basic logic system. There’s no point in using the Ark force if we don’t give that computer an acute neurotic compulsion to change its ways.”


  “But the time element! Couldn’t somebody from New New Rochelle be attending to that computer right now?”


  “I told you, Dansk. It’s a backward world. Sure, they’ve got com-putermen, but none I’ve ever heard of . . . none I’d trust with this task. No, you’re the man. And it won’t take long.”


  “But first I’ve got to find the computer, and then figure it out,” protested Dansk. “That will take time!”


  Bonae waved a hand airily. “No problem. All of these Wanderer computers are of the same make, model and class—antique infrared laser systems. Slow as molasses and twice as uncomplicated. You won’t have to waste time figuring it out. And as for finding it . . . well, the installations on all these Wanderers are standardized. Once you’ve seen one, you’ve seen ‘em all. You’ll find all the equipment and information you need aboard the chaser, including maps and schematics.”


  “O.K.,” said Dansk. “Given that it won’t take long. But even so, with time so short, why can’t I delay attending to the computer until after I’ve taken the con?”


  “No dice. With the programming that baby’s got now, it would fight you every step of the way. You’d win, of course, but it would probably be a tug of war that would tear the Wanderer to bits.” Bonae smiled. “You’ll have to do some hopping, but tell me . . . won’t it be worth it?”


  Dansk thought of the surging power, building and building. Yes, it would be worth it. But there was one more question.


  “What if the Wanderer’s inhabitants spot me, or try to interfere?”


  “Stun ‘em down! This isn’t a popularity contest; it’s an attempt to save a world. You do what has to be done!”


  Ten minutes later Dansk boarded the chaser. On the eighteenth day the craft rendezvoused with Clark’s ship off New New Rochelle, and by the twenty-first was orbiting the Wanderer, gathering final data. There were just hours left in which to complete the job.


  Dansk looked down on the Wanderer . . . on a world large as Earth . . . but a dead world—cold, pitted, airless. Perhaps once it had had atmosphere, and sparkling water, and life thrusting young green shoots up to bask in the sun and cover it with a mantle of living beauty. But that would have been long ago, when this planet circled a sun—a child clasped in the warm embrace of its mother.


  Now there was no sun. The Wanderer, as were all Wanderers, was a derelict planet, torn from its primary by some cataclysm that occurred long before man scrabbled into existence and eventually came to ponder the Wanderer’s origin—and to seek to turn the orphan to his own uses.


  The pattern was familiar. Take one sunless world, install a nuclear drive a hundred miles wide, put in fuel and a computer to guide the drive, establish a maintenance crew far below the surface where its men and women would be protected from the harsh dangers of space, start the planet on its guided way, rotate the crew every few years . . . and in due course the planet would arrive at a predetermined destination, to circle a sun and be nurtured to atmosphere and life through the application of technology and just plain hard work.


  The cost in time and money to move the planet to the sun would be negligible compared to the gain of turning waste into real estate. And when a development company is a thousand years old, and spans star system after star system, it plans far, far ahead.


  But not far enough, as it turned out. It had not planned on a galactic war of such dimensions that the company itself would not even be a memory afterwards . . . with no records remaining to tell how many Wanderers had been started on their way toward sun and life, or on what courses.


  Replacement maintenance crews never arrived—nor did fresh supplies of nuclear fuel and crew-support requirements. In Wanderer after Wanderer, although they weren’t called that then, men re-programmed computers, heading for the nearest inhabited world.


  But by the time they neared the world generations had passed, and computer technology had become a maintenance technology, not a guidance technology.


  “And so,” said Dansk to Clark as they finished reviewing the data the robo had collected, “the people on that planet down there don’t know how to stop it. In their tight little world below the surface, safe and secure with every imagined protective measure built into their quarters, they don’t mind approaching another planet; sure, perturbations will occur, and there will be upheaval all around them.


  “But their artificially-constructed living space underground won’t be disturbed. The plastic flow of molecular shielding, the stress components of walls . . . everything was originally built to withstand any conceivable mishap in space.”


  “And somehow,” said Clark, “over the years they’ve become pirates, raping planets to resupply themselves for centuries at a time. And if a planet balks at their demands . . .”


  If a planet balked at their demands, they did what this Wanderer most certainly would do to New New Rochelle if it were a balker.


  The Wanderer would continue to bore in toward the planet, changing its great curving course to avoid collision only after its mass had set up perturbations enough to destroy whatever culture was there.


  Whole continents would rise and fall . . . seas would boil across the face of the planet . . . thousand-mile-long fissures would release the pent-up fury of the molten rock below. And the weather . . . the weather would be monstrous . . . a billion hurricanes in one. And perhaps the planet would even be kicked out of the plane of its axial tilt.


  Of course, by then there would be no one left alive to care.


  “But this is one Wanderer that will never victimize another planet!” Dansk exulted as he and Clark beamed up their shaft after feeding the new postulates into the computer. “I’ve given that archaic monster an acute neurotic compulsion to stay a long, long way away from inhabited planets—and told it where I want it to take this world.”


  Naturally, Dansk reminded himself, he’d built a delay into his instructions. The new postulates wouldn’t take effect until he began at the con . . .


  It would have done no good to give immediacy to the postulates. For even should the computer order an instant change in course, and kick the giant nuclear engine into life, the Wanderer’s great curving path through space would still carry it close enough to New New Rochelle to create disaster.


  Only the power of the Ark force could save New New Rochelle now, no matter what the computer did. And for the sake of keeping his own already complex calculations as simple as possible, Dansk wanted that Wanderer to be exactly where he figured it would be when he reached the stand.


  “Fifteen minutes to go!” said Clark. “If you’re not in action by then, you’ll be too late to stop the first perturbations on New New Rochelle. The populace will panic”


  “Listen!” ordered Dansk.


  And they heard it, as they beamed up the shaft, heard the computer’s broadcast to New New Rochelle. The first seven words were the same ones Taal was seeing at this moment on Printout. The rest of the message would never be seen or heard by Taal and her people.


  GIFT TIME, said the broadcast. GIFT TIME APPROACHES. STAND BY. Then: ULTIMATUM. THIS IS ULTIMATUM TO THE PLANET ORBITING CLASS C STAR AT GALACTIC COORDINATES 2548-921-5843. YOU WILL PROVIDE THE FOLLOWING ITEMS, AND IN THE EXACT QUANTITIES STATED, OR WE WILL DESTROY YOU.


  The list of supplies demanded by the computer was a long one, ranging from nuclear fuel to fresh Eridani pama juice to—what?—a rocking chair. Over and over the ultimatum and the list were broadcast.


  Angrily, Clark switched off his headset. Even should New New Rochelle respond upon the instant, which was patently impossible, the Wanderer was already too close to avoid creating perturbations.


  “That’s what you get with these antique infrared computers,” he fumed. “Miscalculations.”


  But now they had reached the surface and were tumbling into the chaser. And it was Dansk, not Clark, who was consulting his watch. Twelve minutes to go.


  The stand stood far out, a million miles out, and four more precious minutes were lost warping out to it.


  Then they were passing through air locks, and Dansk’s moment had come.


  Blood pounding, the elation wild, he raced past Clark, past the waiting technicians assembled at their posts, past the still and silent funnels of power, and up, up, up into the spiring top of the stand.


  There was one last portal to be opened, the one that could only be opened by the touch of an Ark IVs signet ring, and then he was in the transparent bubble housing the Ark force controls.


  The whole galaxy lay spread out giddily all about him; Dansk was gripped with that wild sense of disembodiment, that exhilarating sense of floating alone in the universe, and of being able to make all of it, meteorite or galaxy, do his bidding—as indeed he could.


  Six minutes. There was time, and time to spare. Dansk fed his calculations into the computer, adjusted his hands above the keys—and waited.


  Then it was time.


  He thumbed the communicator button.


  After the time lag of distance Bonae’s face appeared on the little screen to his left.


  Bonae’s face was” eager, tense, and even across the gulf of space Dansk could see that Bonae, too, was caught up in the fever of the moment, living it vicariously, remembering the days when he, too, had been an Ark IV and not yet promoted to Ark V and command.


  “This is Dansk!” Dansk said in the time-hallowed ritual of the Service. “Archimedes IV Dansk! Give me a place to stand, and I will move the world!”


  It was ritual, but more than ritual. Every Ark IV must obtain final, last-minute permission to loose the terrible power of the Archimedes force. The requirement was the one last safeguard against misuse.


  “Archimedes IV Dansk, I give you the place to stand,” said Bonae, his shoulder moving as he threw a switch out of camera range.


  The time lag. Then Dansk heard the familiar and unmistakable click. The Ark force was unlocked and at his command.


  “Then I have the place to stand,” exulted Dansk in the concluding words of the ritual, “and I will move the world—now!”


  His fingers played over the keys, building a concerto of power, drawing in the tenuous threads of the cosmic rays, turning the threads to filaments, the filaments to strands, the strands to rope, the rope to chain, the chain to cable . . . building up and building up the moments of force, constructing the moments from the energy that everywhere flooded the galaxy.


  Archimedes had first said it, Archimedes so long ago lost back there in the fabric of the past. He, too, had calculated his moments of force, and been enthralled. All he had wanted was a place to stand.


  And now Dansk and all of mankind, through the force that they called the Archimedes force in honor of the man who had first calculated the possibilities, had discovered the power he had foreseen—discovered it in a harnessing of the cosmic rays—and in the building of a space platform, a place to stand.


  They could and did move worlds. Usually the worlds were very small indeed: disabled spaceships, precious-metaled asteroids too far from market to profitably mine, tons of construction equipment . . .


  But sometimes they were worlds—real worlds—a world moved from a sun ready to go nova . . . a wanderer threatening another world.


  Up and up built the force at Dansk’s command, pouring through the collectors into the funnels of power, building and building.


  If Dansk chose, he could stand here forever, and forever build power. And in time he would have more, far more than he needed to move the Wanderer. In time he would have power enough to move the galaxy and everything in it.


  But he would not do that. He was of Ark Command. Still, just the knowledge that he had such power was a wild exaltation.


  And it was not a difficult process at all, this moving of worlds. Principles known since before the technological era back in the twentieth century did the job. Archimedes and his leverages, Newton and his mechanistic universe . . .


  Naturally, it was a little more complicated than that. Neither Archimedes nor Newton had taken into account the conclusions of a man-to-be named Einstein, nor the possibility that space might be curved. But all one had to do was feed that information into the calculations.


  Dansk reached the peak of power he needed.


  For a moment he thought about the beautiful golden girl he had seen in the computer room, and of what her name might be.


  Well, she would not be disappointed. Gift Time would arrive—but the Gifts would not be from New New Rochelle. They would be from half a hundred worlds, a charitable contribution channeled through Archimedes Command. And they would be brought as often as necessary.


  The Wanderer had a long trip ahead. Not to another planet, to repeat the story of pillage and destruction. The new basic postulates in its computer would prevent that.


  Instead the Wanderer would travel to a planetless sun—one it could call its own—so that it might become what the long-ago development company had planned that it become, and in the becoming be a home for the people of the Wanderer—a home that did not require the killing of other worlds to survive.


  Dansk began to move the planet, disturbing its rotational spin not at all, sending it toward its distant rendezvous.


  And as he did so, Clark, far below in the body of the stand, broadcast the previously prepared tape, the one that said the Wanderer’s ultimatum had been accepted.


  In Chapel, Taal saw that Gift Time was assured, and gave thanks to Systems that she and her people were once again accepted as worthy.


  Atop the stand, Dansk cried out in final ritual:


  “I have moved the world!”


  STOWAWAY


  Mack Reynolds


  Lieutenant Johnny Norsen, his lanky body sprawled uncomfortably in an acceleration chair, was playing Spartan rules with the darts, and paused only momentarily before each shot. Spartan rules were pretty Spartan, but in spite of the handicaps he hit the bull’s eye six times out of six and grunted in disgust.


  He complained, to no one in particular, “This was a swell game when we first brought it aboard. Now everybody is as good as it’s possible to get. We might as well flush it overboard.”


  No one in particular happened to be Dick Roland, ship’s navigator. He looked up from the onion skin, paper bound history he was reading. “Ummm,” he said vaguely. “Maybe we could toughen up the rules.”


  “How?” Norsen grumbled. “They’re as tough already as it’s possible to get them. We’d have to close both eyes, or something.” He shifted in his chair, yawned and recrossed his legs. “What in the kert are you reading?”


  “Decline and Fall of the United Stales. Ancient history. What do you think of it?” The navigator was young, rather handsome in an easygoing sort of way, but almost colorless in his lack of aggressiveness.


  Johnny Norsen yawned again. “I don’t like history, so I’ve only read the book four or five times.” He looked up at the earth time chrono on the wall. “Let’s crack today’s video-news.”


  Dick Roland followed his eyes. “We’ve still got five minutes to go,” he protested mildly.


  The other was irritated. “Five minutes, ten minutes, what’s the difference? Today is today. It’s not as though we were cracking next week’s news. Besides, I think Doc Thorndon’s crazier than a makron. What difference does it make when we show a news wire?”


  He knew the answer to his own question as well as anyone else in the New Taos, but it was something to talk about.


  Dick Roland said, “I think it’s a good idea. Keeps us interested in things. Every day we can look forward to getting the news. Sure, it’s a full year old, but that doesn’t make any difference to us. We haven’t heard it yet. Doc Thorndon says it’s one way of keeping space cafard from hitting the crew—something new every day, something to look forward to.”


  Norsen screwed up his angular face. “Where’d Doc get the idea, anyway? We never did it before.”


  Dick closed his history and tossed it to the wardroom table. He’d read it half a dozen times already, himself. He said, “You know Doc. Always reading those old books. From what he says, back in ancient times they used to pull the same idea—weather station men who were stuck up in the Artie and snowed in for maybe six months at a crack. They’d have a file of newspapers on hand, and each day they’d take one off the top. The news was exactly one year old, but it didn’t make any difference to them. They hadn’t read it before and so it was as fresh as though it’d just happened. When their supplies came in, in the Spring, they’d get another batch of papers.”


  Lieutenant Norsen looked up at the chrono again. “Well, it’s time now. Let’s crack today’s. I want to see if there’s anything on Jackie Black. It’s about time for him to pull one of his jobs again. That little makron is sure giving the S.S.B.I. a run for their credits.”


  Dick Roland was on his feet and getting the video-news wire from its built-in file. “Ummm,” he said. “Most effective criminal for the past century. If he keeps on making haul after haul, he ought to be set for life pretty soon.”


  Ensign Mart Bakr, his chubby face questioning, and his mouth still working on some tidbit or other, hurried through the wardroom door. “Haven’t started the video-wire yet have—” He saw they were about to run it and interrupted himself. “Good,” he said, and slumped into a chair.


  “Be ready in a second,” Dick Roland told him.


  “Good. By the way, you fellows hear the news?”


  They weren’t particularly interested. There wasn’t any news that could develop on a space cruiser on a year long trip.


  He said, nonchalantly, “Commander Gurloff thinks he’ll turn around and head back home.”


  They spun on him. “What!”


  He grinned at their excitement. “April Fool!”


  They stared at him, then their eyes went to each other, questioningly.


  Doctr Thorndon entered the tiny officer’s mess and wardroom just in time to pick up the end of the conversation. He said soothingly, “Never mind, boys, he’s not down with cafard. It’s a joke.”


  “A joke?” Johnny Norsen grumbled. “Why the fat little makron had Dick and me believing him for a minute. What’s this about April something or other?”


  Doc Thorndon settled into a chair. He was a cheerful, rolypoly man, his cheeks still pink but his hair thinning and graying. He was about forty-five—old for the space service.


  “April Fool,” he said. “It’s a time-honored jest. By the ancient calendar there was a day in the Terran year during which persons played practical jokes on each other. When the victim became indignant, the perpetrator merely called out April Fool! and the other was forced to admit himself duped.”


  They still didn’t quite get it. Doc Thorndon added, patiently, “If we were still following the old calendar, this would be April 1st, All Fool’s Day, as they called it.” Dick Roland said, “Well, anyway, here’s the video-news for last April Fool’s Day.” He dimmed the room’s lights and flashed the video wire on the wall so that everyone could read.


  Over an hour later, he said, “Should we run it again now, or should we wait another couple of hours.”


  “Three times is enough,” Johnny Norsen said, “We’ll get tired of it, otherwise. Remember, it’s another twenty-four hours until we get another one. Let’s sit around and discuss it for awhile.”


  “Yeah,” Mart Bakr said. The chubby third officer shook his head in reluctant admiration. “Did you see that item about Jackie Black? They almost got him there on Calypso, but he’s too slick for them.”


  Johnny Norsen grunted contemptuously. “I don’t think that was him at all. Too big, for one thing. I wouldn’t be surprised if Black was still on Earth. They’ve been reporting him on every planet and satellite in the system, but I’ll bet he never left Neuve Los Angeles, where he pulled his last—”


  “Caper,” Doc Thorndon said.


  The other three looked at him. “His what?” Mart Bakr asked.


  “His caper,” the doctr repeated, pleased with himself. “It’s a new word I ran into today. Criminals used to call a crime a caper.”


  Dick Roland shook his head and grinned. “What a hobby. Prehistoric slang.”


  There was a gentle knock at the wardroom door and the four of them looked up at the messman who stood there, somewhat nervous at being in officer’s country.


  “Yes, Spillane?” Johnny Norsen said.


  The messman cleared his throat. “Could you tell me where the skipper is, sir?”


  “I think he’s sleeping, Spillane. What is it?”


  “Well, sir. Well . . . there’s a stowaway on board.” He cleared his throat again and said, “We found her in the number eight compartment.” His eyes went from one to the other of them. He added, decisively, “Yes, sir.”


  Doc Thorndon was the first to explode. “Her!” he blurted.


  Mart Bakr started suddenly to laugh. His chuckle swelled into a roar and the others turned to stare at him in his turn. He was finally able to get out, “April Fool! We all bit again. April Fool!”


  Spillane looked blank.


  The faces of the others relaxed. Even the angular features of Johnny Norsen twisted themselves in a wry grin. He said, “You certainly caught us, Spillane.”


  The messman looked anxiously from one of the ship’s officers to the other. “Yes, sir,” he said.


  “What?”


  Johnny Norsen scowled and said, “Run along now, Spillane. It was a good joke. Congratulations.”


  “Joke, sir? What joke?”


  Doc Thorndon had settled back into his chair now. “Oh, come along, Spillane. We—”


  A new voice, pitched low, and somewhat timid, said from the doorway, “Could I come in, now?”


  Johnny Norsen was facing the other way. He didn’t turn to look at her for a full minute. Instead, he closed his eyes and muttered in pain, “Oh, no. Forty-five men and one woman in a ship that’s to be in space for twelve months!”


  She wasn’t beautiful, nor even pretty, as current tastes went—but she had something, very definitely. She was about five foot five and probably in her middle twenties. Her attractiveness lay in a certain eagerness, a brightness, an interest in what was going on about her, no matter what it might be. Yes, she had something, very definitely. It was hard to put your finger on it.


  Right now, she was attired in a simple sports dress, wrinkled and somewhat soiled from her period in hiding among the supplies in compartment eight. Her eyes went nervously from one to the other of them and she self consciously brushed her clothes, avoiding her breasts and hips, as though not wishing to bring her sex to their attention.


  Johnny Norsen blurted, “Holy Jumping Wodo, Miss! Do you know where you are?”


  She looked down at the steel deck, toeing in like a little girl who’d been caught at something naughty. Her voice was very low. “Yes, sir,” she whispered.


  “Oh, you do, eh?” Norsen rasped.


  Mart Bakr spoke for the first time since the apparition had appeared. “Don’t pick on her, Norsen,” he said truculently. “Can’t you see the poor kid’s scared?”


  The first officer spun on him. “Scared?” he said bitterly. “We’re the ones that ought to be scared.” He turned back to the girl. “Come on, Miss. Let’s go see the captain.”


  Mart Bakr and Dick Roland, the latter’s eyes still popping, started to follow into the corridor. Johnny Norsen grunted, “You two had better stay here. This many of us can’t crowd into the skipper’s quarters.” He added, sarcastically, “Besides, it’s probably going to be a trifle hot in there.”


  He made no protest when Doctr Thorndon followed and the three of them, ship’s first officer, stowaway, and ship’s doctr made a procession down the corridor past a score of open mouthed crew members.


  “Oh, brother, a dame on board,” a jetman muttered happily.


  “Knock it off, Johnson,” the first officer snapped in irritation over his shoulder.


  They rapped at the Captain’s cubbyhole which doubled as his living quarters and the space cruiser’s office. A voice from within growled, “What the kert is it?”


  Norsen fingered the door release and entered, followed by the two others.


  There was a flat silence which Johnny Norsen broke by saying dryly, “A stowaway, sir. The crew found her in the number eight compartment.”


  Commander Mike Gurloff had been relaxed on his bunk, staring unseeingly at the overhead. Now he spun around and came to an elbow, blinking.


  “Holy Jumping Wodo!” he blurted.


  “Yes, sir,” Norsen said. “That’s what I said. Probably the first female stowaway on a military craft since the beginning of intergalactical warfare.” He added, as though anyone needed reminding, “A year long cruise—forty-five men and one woman.”


  Doc Thorndon closed the door behind them. He said, softly, “We’re only three days out, Mike.” He was the only man aboard who habitually called the burly commander by his first name. “We could turn back.”


  The skipper brought his feet around to the floor and sat up. He stared at the girl, almost vacantly, then lowered his shaven head into his hands. He was a big man and toughened by the long years in the space service which had seen him rise to the position of the outstanding ship’s officer of his generation. He sat there like that for a full five minutes.


  Finally he took a deep breath and brought his eyes up to her. “What is your name, Miss?” Then he cleared his throat and said, more gently, “Don’t be afraid. What’s your name?”


  “It’s Kathleen . . . sir.” She added, after swallowing, “They call me Kathy.”


  He continued to look at her, and she said, nervously, “Kathleen Westley.”


  “All right, Miss Westley. Now tell us about it.” He indicated the swivel chair at the desk, the only chair in the tiny room. “You might as well sit down.”


  She sat in the chair, knees together and her hands in her lap, and looked less frightened now.


  Gurloff said, “Tell us about it.”


  She swallowed once more and said, “I don’t sec why women aren’t allowed in the Space Service.” There was an edge of defiance in her voice.


  Doc Thorndon said softly, “There are various reasons, Miss. Some of them medical, especially in intergalactic travel.”


  “Well, I don’t see—”


  Commander Gurloff said, “It doesn’t make much difference right at the moment, does it? What are you doing aboard my ship, Miss Westley?” His face was expressionless, almost as though he was too tired to care.


  She tossed her head infinitesimally, and her lower lip protruded. “I . . . I’ve always wanted to be a space . . . well, a spaceman.”


  Inadvertently, Gurloff’s eyes took in her full breast, her rounded hips. He said, wryly, “I’m afraid something went wrong with your ambitions twenty-five or so years ago.”


  The girl flushed, but her face remained defiant.


  Doctr Thorndon said, “To make it short, Miss Westley, do we understand that you stowed away on this vessel to prove that women are quite as suitable for space travel as are men?”


  Her mouth tightened stubbornly and she nodded.


  Commander Gurloff asked, “And did you know that this vessel was to be in space for a period of over a year, Miss? A year is rather a long time.”


  Her eyes widened at that. “A . . . a year?”


  Gurloff grunted, suddenly weary of the interview. He said, “Mr. Norsen, take our . . . our passenger back to the officer’s mess. I suppose she’s hungry.” He thought it over briefly. “She can have the second and third officer’s stateroom. One of them can bunk with you, the other in the ship’s hospital.” His mouth tightened. “See that the lock on the door is in good repair and that she has a key.”


  The skipper’s eyes went back to the girl. He said, “Later—we’re going to have lots of time, Miss Westley—later, you can give us any further details about your decision to become a . . . a spaceman.” He motioned with his head and Johnny Norsen took her by the arm to lead her out.


  Gurloff said, “Do you mind staying a while, Doctr?”


  After the first officer and the girl had left, Doc Thorndon sank into the chair she had vacated. He waited for the other to speak.


  Commander Mike Gurloff sank prone on the bed again and his eyes focused on a rivet in the overhead. He said, “Possibly she’s the straw.”


  “The one that broke the camel’s back, eh?”


  Gurloff said, “Doc, have you wondered why we’ve been sent out on a cruise less than two weeks after the last one? Out on a cruise that’ll take over a year? A year! And half of my men on the verge of space cafard after finishing the last trip.”


  Doctr Thorndon nodded and rubbed the end of his nose with a forefinger. He said, “No, I haven’t wondered. I know the reason, Mike. By the way, did you know that they sent us off in such a hurry that our supplies of books, games, music wires, video-wires—all of our means of entertainment, in short—were ‘accidentally’ not replenished? Nothing, that is, except last year’s news wires.”


  Mike Gurloff’s eyes came around to him and his lips thinned back over his teeth.


  Doc Thorndon nodded again. “The men are reading books that they’ve already read a dozen times over; playing games they’re sick and tired of; seeing video-shows they’ve already memorized. They’ll never get through the full year, Mike. Cafard will have us in less than six months.”


  The skipper’s face went blank again and he stared vacantly at the overhead.


  Doc Thorndon said, “They’ve got you this time, I’m afraid, Mike.”


  Gurloff bit out stubbornly. “The crew is with me. We’re the proudest ship in the fleet. We’ve got a record that’s the envy of the solar system. We’ll—”


  The doctr shook his head. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to turn back, Mike. I can’t guarantee this crew’s mental health for a period of a year.”


  Gurloff held a hand up, clenched the fist. “We’ve got to make it!”


  He came to his elbow again, faced the other. “I’ve got them this time, Doc, if we can just make this trip. Don’t you see? The filthy makrons can’t stand outspoken criticism. They hate the popularity I’ve been accumulating with the public. I’ve become the spokesman for the opposition, and they’ve tried to keep me quiet by a series of cruises that seemed impossible to succeed. They’ve sent the New Taos to spots that required a full fleet, and we came back with the information they wanted. They sent us on assignments impossible to achieve, and we achieved them. And each time we won out, we gained that much more of the public’s approval.”


  Doc Thorndon allowed a half smile to touch his mouth. “Sure, Mike. And each time we returned from a cruise, you made a withering speech against the powers that be, against the present administration. And, each time, they’ve pulled the same trick; they’ve sent you out on another long cruise to get you away from Solar System politics. Each time they figured to be rid of you—and this time, Mike, I’m afraid they’ve won.”


  “No!”


  “Yes.”


  The skipper glared at him.


  Doc Thorndon held his palms up in a hopeless gesture. “If you try to complete the trip, your whole crew will be down with cafard in months. If you return, before completing your assignment they’ll have a legitimate excuse for court martialing you.” His voice went gentler now. “Personally, Mike, I’d stick it out with you. I’m behind what you stand for. I think every man on the ship is also. But—”


  Gurloff said, in sudden enthusiasm, “I’ll give them a talk over the intercom. I’ll explain the whole thing. Let them know why we’ve been discriminated against like this. Why we’ve been sent out repeatedly, without sufficient rest periods between.”


  Thorndon rubbed the end of his nose again and scowled. “You’ll do nothing of the sort, Mike. At first, they’d all be with you. But, as the months went by and as the grief piled up, they’d begin, subconsciously, at first, to see that it was you alone who was bringing such strain upon them. There’d be too much of that strain, finally, Mike. They’d turn on you.”


  Gurloff slumped back into his bunk and thought about it. “They’ll know sooner or later anyway,” he growled. “You said that we’ve got a full year’s supply of news wires on board. It won’t be long before somebody runs off that one telling about my last speech, just before we left. Then they’ll know why the New Taos was sent out again so soon. That is, if they don’t know already. Maybe somebody heard the talk, or read about it, while they were ashore.”


  Doc Thorndon grinned. “I doubt if anybody heard it except me. They were all too busy wine, women, and songs to listen to speeches. And I took care of the wires. I’ve made arrangements so that the Video-news wires are run off one a day. The cruise will almost be over before they come to that speech of yours,” His face soured again. “But the point is, Mike, that we’re not going to last that long. Even if this girl . . .”


  He broke off and stared at the other. Finally he said, slowly, “You know, Mike, maybe we’re wrong. Maybe she’s not the straw that broke the camel’s back. Maybe she’s a second backbone for the poor beast.”


  Gurloff scowled over at him. “I don’t get you, Doc.”


  “You will, Mike. You will. Maybe we’ll be able to take this next twelve months, after all.” The Doctr licked his upper lip, thoughtfully. “I think I’ll just go and see Miss . . . see Kathy, now. I’ve got some things I want to talk over with her.”


  The conversation between Doc Thorndon and Kathy had been a lengthy one, and the officers and crew of the space cruiser New Taos would have been surprised at the ship’s doctr they thought they knew so well for his gentle kindliness. In fact, it could hardly be described as a conversation at all, since it started as an argument and wound up as a series of commands none too softly spoken.


  Doc Thorndon shook his finger at her, not disguising his irritation.


  “You just think you can’t sing. Let me tell you, you can sing. Can and will! Just remember, you’ve the only feminine voice on board. To a man, a woman’s voice sounds better than any masculine one—particularly after a few weeks in space, not to speak of months. Any woman’s voice.”


  Kathy had her eyes on the floor and her lower lip was out in what was almost a pout. “I don’t see why—”


  Thorndon grunted, “You don’t have to see why. I’ll do the seeing why, and the thinking, Kathy. I’ve let it go out over the ship that we are to have a . . . a show in about a month. The men are already spending almost full time in preparation. They’re making costumes, arranging scenery, composing songs. It’s keeping them busy. Busy, understand?” He paused momentarily, realizing that she didn’t know just how important that was.


  He finished with, “We’ve made an agreement, Kathy. Now let’s stick to it.”


  She said, stubbornly, “I still say I can’t sing, and, what’s more, I’ve never done any acting.”


  “You’ve got a month to learn,” Doc said sharply.


  Kathy twisted in her chair, shrugged her shoulders. “Seems to me,” she pouted, “the doctr on this ship is more important than the captain.”


  His mouth remained expressionless and she didn’t know him well enough to see the amusement in his eyes. He said, “Believe me, Kathy, on a ship faced with space cafard, he is.”


  Kathy sat at the small table in the officer’s wardroom and eyed the three of them severely. She said, “Johnny, Dick, Martie—I won’t have any more of this bickering. Either you’ll be nice, or I’m not going to . . . to put up with it. I’ll go in and talk with Commander Gurloff for the next two hours, and then the officer’s share of the day will be through.”


  Mart Bakr flashed an irritated glance at the lanky Johnny Norsen. “It’s his fault,” he grumbled. “He wants you to himself all the time. I thought it’d be a good idea if we went into the galley and whipped up some taffy or—”


  Johnny Norsen was on his feet. “Why you chunky little chow-hound, I’ll—”


  Mart Bakr jumped up to face him, his face livid, “Don’t you call me names, you long legged makron!”


  “Please!” Kathy breathed, putting her hands over her ears.


  The usually easy going Dick Roland reddened angrily, “Watch your language, Bakr,” he snapped.


  Jak Heming, Space Rifleman, 2nd Class, hurried down the corridor and into the crew’s mess, bearing his invaluable burden importantly. He looked about the compartment in surprise.


  “Where the kert is everybody?” he said. Only three others were present.


  Taylor was nearest the door. He stuck his head out, looked up and down the passageway outside. “Any braid around?” he asked.


  Heming shook his head. “The officers are all up forward. Just gave me the video-news wire for today. Holy Wodo, I expected everybody off watch to be waiting here for it.”


  Taylor said, “We got two shows today, Jak. And everybody but us four is watching the second one.”


  Heming didn’t get it. Scowling questioningly at them, he went to the projector and began to insert the wire.


  Woodford, 1st Signalman, explained. “Rosen and Johnson are having it out with stun guns down in the tract-torpedo room.”


  The space rifleman stared. “A fight! You mean that they’re having a fight?”


  Taylor said, “That’s right.” He seemed pleased about it. “A fight it is. The screwy makrons got into an argument about Kathy and they decided to have it out. The Doc is refereeing the thing. He made ’em turn the stun guns down so they can’t hurt each other too much.”


  “Doc Thorndon?” That was as surprising as the fact that a fight was taking place at all. “That doesn’t sound like the Doc; he’s the one that usually cools everything off.”


  “Let’s see the wire,” Woodford complained. “Now that I think about it, I’m sorry I didn’t go down and see the fight. It’s just that I can’t wait to see whether or not they got this Jackie Black yet.” He shook his head in reluctant admiration. “Now, there’s a guy for you. Slick as they come, and tough as they come, too.”


  Taylor added, “They’ll get him. Just wait and see. The Solar System Bureau of Investigation gets them all, sooner or later. They’ll—”


  Heming snapped, “Like kert they will! You just never hear about the guys they don’t catch, they don’t give them no publicity. Ten credits says they haven’t caught Black by the time we end this here trip.”


  Taylor said sourly, “You know gambling isn’t allowed in space.”


  “Put up, or shut up. I say they won’t catch Jackie Black by the time we get back.”


  Taylor flushed angrily. “All right, all right. I’ll just take that.”


  “Let’s see the wire and knock off all this argument,” somebody else put in.


  The news video began to flash and they lapsed into silence.


  In the brief darkness of the shadow of a space rifle, Mart Bakr whispered hurriedly, urgently, “I could come to your room later, while Dick is on watch and while Johnny Norsen is sleeping. We—”


  “Why, Martie,” she said scoldingly, but keeping her voice low. “I . . . I think you’re insulting me.”


  He protested, vehemently as possible in his whisper.


  On watch in the control room Petersen said to Ward, “You know, when she first came aboard, that is, when we first caught her, Kathy didn’t look so good to me. Nice girl, you know, but not what I’d call pretty. But these last six months with her being the only gal on board—”


  Ward said coldly, “Just what do you mean, Petersen?”


  The other shrugged. “You know, like that old, old gag they used to tell about the soldiers in New Guinea in the second—or was it the third or fourth?—World War. The one soldier’d say to the other one, ‘You know, the longer I’m here the less black they look to me.’ ”


  Ward spun him around and grasped his coverall front. He bit out between his teeth, “Listen, you makron, you’re talking about Kathy, understand! Watch your damned mouth!”


  Kathy, Doc Thorndon, Mart Bakr, Johnny Norsen and Dick Roland sat in the officer’s wardroom, preparatory to showing that day’s news wire. In spite of the importance of this one break in the day’s monotony, the eyes of all three of the younger men were on the girl.


  Used, by this time, to the attention, Kathy was able to ignore it. She said, “Just who is this Jackie Black that you’re always talking about?”


  “The last of the Robin Hoods,” Doc Thorndon said softly.


  “Robin Hoods?” she frowned.


  “Bet you five credits it’s something he dug up out of one of his old books,” Johnny Norsen snorted.


  “You’d win then,” Doc said. He turned his face to Kathy to explain. “The original Robin Hood was an outlaw who robbed from the rich but gave to the poor—a very long time ago. Since then, every time a bandit makes a practice of being kind to the poor, they’ve called him a Robin Hood.” He added, dry of voice, “Very seldom do they deserve the name.”


  She was interested. “Oh? Well, does this . . . what was his name, again . . .?”


  “Jackie Black,” Mart Bakr offered. As usual, he was sitting on the edge of his chair, eyes riveted on the girl to the point that should have caused acute embarrassment.


  She went on, “Yes, this Jackie Black—that’s a silly name, isn’t it? Does he deserve the name, Robin Hood?”


  Doc Thorndon shrugged, wrinkling up his cheerful face. “I suppose you’d say he does. Probably the principal reason he’s eluded the authorities for so long. He has had considerable support from the rank and file citizens.”


  Johnny Norsen said, “Well, what is it that he got this time? They’ve got half the police of three planets on his trail and as far as I can understand, all he stole were some papers.”


  Dick Roland said, “I heard some rumors, just before we left Terra, that the papers were inside dope on a bunch of the bureaucrats—really incriminating. The story is that Jackie Black figures on blackmailing them.”


  Doc Thorndon grunted. “Doesn’t sound like the sort of thing he’d do. Blackmail is a pretty nasty business.”


  Mart Bakr said, “Well, let’s get on with this news wire. Maybe they’ve caught him by now.”


  She was on her way to the crew’s mess, but Dick Roland found time to slip a note into her hand, flushing furiously as he did. She winked, infinitesimally, but hurried her way past him.


  His heart thumped over twice, then curled up in its corner and glowed heat. Did that wink mean . . .?


  Kathy entered the crew’s mess and smiled at the assembled men who were off duty.


  “All right,” she said cheerfully, “it’s your day—or night, whatever it is—who can tell on a space ship? What shall we do this time, boys? Do you want to draw lots to see who plays cards with me?”


  One of the spacemen growled, “I don’t see why the officers get your company the same amount of time we do. There’s five of them and forty of us. It ain’t fair.”


  She looked at him in mock reproach. “Why don’t you get up a petition?”


  Woodford muttered, “On a space cruiser, on a mission? They’d string us up by the thumbs.”


  Kathy tossed her head and laughed at him. “You see. You don’t really care. My company isn’t nearly as important to you as you’d make believe.”


  Jak Heming scrambled to his feet and faced the rest. “She’s right! Why don’t we? Why should forty of us have to share her time equally with only five? It’s not as though this was an ordinary situation. How often do you have women aboard a space ship? I say, let’s all sign a petition. We should have Kathy’s company six days out of the week, they, only once.”


  “Boys, boys,” she laughed.


  But they continued to mutter among themselves and the sounds of their voices went higher.


  There was an almost inaudible knock at the door.


  “Who’s there?” Kathy called. “It’s me.”


  There was silence for a moment, then, “Just a moment—me.” By the time she opened the door, he was glancing fearfully up and down the corridor. He slipped in.


  “Why, Johnny.”


  “Darling!” He reached for her but she avoided him as adroitly as possible in the tiny quarters.


  “Why, Johnny Norsen. You know you’re not allowed in here. What would Commander Gurloff say? Besides, I thought you were the one who was so sorry to see me on board.”


  He was hurried, but emphatic. “Look, darling, Kathy. I didn’t know then. I . . .”


  Her eyes were mocking.


  He held out a hand. “This ring. It was my mother’s . . . I . . . I want you to wear it.” His angular face was very intent and very sincere.


  Her eyes widened now. “Why, Johnny—”


  “Listen, sweetheart. I know these aren’t the circumstances. That nothing could . . . well, develop here in the ship. But when we return, when we’re back on Terra again, I’m going to give up the space service and we can—” She interrupted him with a finger on his lips. Her eyes were on the floor now so that he couldn’t see the glint of amusement, but she said softly, “I’ll . . . I’ll keep the ring, Johnny. We can talk about it when . . . when we’re back again. No, you’d better go.” She avoided his arms again. “Everybody would be angry if they knew you’d been in here.”


  After he’d gone, she put the ring in a small drawer—with a dozen others.


  The sick call was almost daily growing in magnitude and Doc Thorndon didn’t like it. Not a bit. The cruise still had half way to go. He was amazed that they’d hung on this far, actually, but six months was still too long a period to stretch before them.


  He applied various tests to the last of his callers and then flicked a stylus against his teeth in irritation as he considered the findings.


  Rosen said, worriedly, “What is it Doc? Not . . . not cafard, is it, Doc?”


  Thorndon looked down at him and laughed gently. “Ever had even a touch of cafard, Rosen?


  “Well, no sir. But I saw a man with it once.” Rosen’s eyes went nervously about the ship’s hospital. The room was about the size of a bedroom of a Pullman of the 20th Century. It had two bunks, one above the other, a tiny folding table, a medicine chest built into the titanium alloy wall, a lavatory.


  Doc Thorndon chuckled. “Don’t worry. You’ll know it when you get space cafard.”


  Rosen shuddered. “Yes, sir, I know. The fear of black space. The terror of free fall. Complete, berserk hysteria.” The little crewman’s eyes went empty.


  Doc patted him on the shoulder. “Forget about it, Rosen. Haven’t you heard? There hasn’t been a case of cafard on this ship since I’ve been ship’s doctr.” His face tightened subtly. “By the way, what’s this I hear about some of you crew members tapping the tract-torpedoes for alcohol and brewing up some jungle juice?”


  The crewman was surprised. He hadn’t heard about it. But he came to his feet and began shruging back into his coveralls. He said, warily, “Where’d you hear this, Doc?”


  Thorndon laughed cheerfully. “Never mind, and don’t worry about it, Rosen. In fact, it wouldn’t hurt you to try a little of it. Get your mind off your worries.”


  Rosen looked at him, shocked. Nothing was more taboo in space than drinking.


  “Get on with you,” Doc laughed and shooed him from the room.


  After the other was gone, the doctr sank down to the side of the bunk and emptied his lungs in a sigh which touched on despair. Six more months to go.


  Kathy put her head in the door and said, “Doctr Thorndon?”


  He looked up. “Come on in, Kathy. I’m through for the day and I have some suggestions for you.”


  She entered and closed the door behind her. She leaned back against it and looked at him thoughtfully, and once again he reminded himself that she wasn’t attractive—really. It was her aggressive personality, that and her obvious femininity. You seldom saw mammary glands like . . . He pulled his mind away from that trend of thought. Doc was masculine too, and not that old.


  “Well, Kathy?” he said wearily.


  She said, “I think I’ve finally figured out just what you’re doing.”


  “You have? Well, I’m not surprised. You’re not a very stupid person, Kathy.” He didn’t look up as he talked. “How many of them have proposed to you this week?”


  “Four. Lieutenant Roland, and three more of the crew members.”


  He snorted, amusedly. “I’ll wager you’ll have hooked two thirds of them before the cruise is over.” The amusement left him. “If it’s ever over.”


  She said, very softly, “It’s even more than usually important that the ship get back, isn’t it?”


  He looked up at her, without speaking.


  She said, “I’ve been picking up odds and ends, here and there. I don’t know too much about politics, but from what the crew says, and the officers too, for that matter, Commander Mike Gurloff is pretty big potatoes in reform politics back on Terra.”


  Doc rubbed the end of his nose with a thoughtful forefinger and wondered just how much to tell her.


  She said, “It’s pretty important that he get back, isn’t it?”


  Doc Thorndon said slowly, “More than just get back, Kathy. He’s got to return with his reputation as strong as ever. He’s got to be able to throw into their faces just what tricks the present administration has been pulling on him.”


  She sank into the one chair the room boasted. “Are we going to make it?”


  Doc pursed his lips. Finally he said, “The odds arc against it, Kathy.”


  They sat silently for awhile.


  Doc took a deep breath. “By the way, Kathy, I just had Rosen in here, you know, the signalman. He’s in the first stages of cafard. He doesn’t know it yet, but he is.”


  Air hissed through her teeth.


  He nodded, seriously. “We’ve got to snap him out of it, but quick. One bad case, and it’d spread through this ship like wildfire. Now this is what you’ll have to do . . .


  She listened very carefully and nodded. The two of them looked like a pair of conspirators, leaning toward each other, their faces very serious.


  Commander Gurloff looked up and down the corridor, spotted no one and slipped into the ship’s hospital. He closed the door and turned to Doc Thorndon who was lying on the bottom bunk reading.


  Doc looked up from his book and said, “Hello, Mike. Have a seat,”


  Mike Gurloff scowled at him, but lowered himself into the indicated chair.


  He said, “Doc, what the kert are you trying to do with my ship and crew? The whole command is falling apart.”


  Doc Thornton put a finger in his place. “Oh?” he said.


  “Yeah, oh. Don’t act so innocent.” Gurloff hesitated, then went into the matter that bothered him in some detail. “Doc,” he said, “You’ve always had a lot of leeway on the New Taos. Of course, it’s not just the New Taos, any ship’s doctr on any space craft on a long cruise has lots of leeway—as much as he needs to fight off the threat of space cafard. Maybe you’ve had a bit more than most, but maybe that’s because you’ve accomplished more than most.”


  The doctr reminded him softly, “We haven’t had a serious case of cafard since I’ve been aboard, Mike.”


  In an earlier age, Commander Gurloff would have knocked on wood. Now he shuddered. “All right,” he said, “I’ll take that. But this time, Doc, I’m afraid you’re going too far. What’s this about stun gun fights between crew members down in the tract-torpedo room? What’s this about gambling going on, more or less openly, and the crew being on the verge of mutiny because of Kathy? What’s this about Mart Bakr and Dick Roland starting a fist fight in the wardroom the other day? And Rosen going on duty soused to the eyeballs?” His voice became more incisive. “Discipline aboard this ship is falling apart, Doc. And, to my surprise, I seem to find your fine meddlesome finger in every case I note that’s adding to this collapse.”


  The doctr nodded, “That’s right,” he said agreeably.


  “That’s right?” Gurloff blurted. “What do you mean? I come in here expecting you to have some explanations of your actions and here you merely say it’s true, that everything I’ve accused you of is true.”


  “It is,” the Doctr said mildly.


  “That you’re inciting the crew to mutiny, that you’re encouraging fighting and drink, that—”


  “Yes,” the Doctr said.


  Gurloff blinked at him. Stared for a moment. Then came to his feet. He stood, looking down at the other, the back of his hands on his hips. He was incredulous.


  He snapped, “Doctr, you realize that a crew without discipline is incapable of running a ship?”


  “Let us say that it’s incapable of running a. ship indefinitely.”


  “And you say that you’re deliberately encouraging a collapse of half the rules in the service?”


  Doc sat up, putting his feet on the deck. He said, very seriously, “Mike, how long have we been out thus far?”


  The other scowled. “Somewhat over six months.”


  “How many cases of space cafard, so far?”


  The answer was a growled “None.”


  “Without books, without games, without any entertainment, for all practical purposes, we’re through half of this cruise without one case of mental collapse, and that in spite of the fact that the crew had less than two weeks rest after the last trip.”


  Mike Gurloff leaned back against the bulkhead and scowled at him. “You mean you’re preventing cafard by—”


  Doc Thorndon leveled a finger at his skipper. “I’m preventing the complete collapse of this crew by every method I can devise. I can tell you right now, if we ever get back to Terra, this crew as a unit, will probably never be fit to take a ship out again. It was you, Mike, who said we had to make the cruise; you said that if you could make it you’d be in a position to upset the corrupt bunch of bureaucrats that are running the space service now.


  “All right, Mike Gurloff, I believe in you. I’m trying to get this ship back before it turns into an asylum of howling, raving maniacs. It’s taking every dirty deal, every little trick, every bit of double dealing I can think of to keep monotony and boredom, the breeding ground of cafard, from setting in.”


  “Including using that girl, Kathy, to keep the men in a continual dither?”


  “Definitely! She’s my best weapon.”


  Mike Gurloff thrust his hands into his tunic pockets and stared, unseeingly, at the medicine chest. He muttered, “There’s one other thing, Doc, that I hadn’t thought of before.”


  “Yes?”


  “It’s true that the New Taos has become the most popular craft in the fleet. Why?”


  Doc Thorndon said indignantly, “For good reason! In the past two or three years it’s made at least four cruises with outstanding success against the Kradens. Every time the New Taos returns from a cruise, it has a victory to report. Why—”


  “Every time but this time, Doc,” Gurloff said wearily. “And how long does a hero remain in the public eye when he slacks off on his heroism?”


  Thorndon frowned.


  Gurloff said, “Doc, this time they’ve sent us off on a year’s cruise into empty space. There’s nothing in this direction. No enemy, no galaxy that we’ll reach. No nothing. When we return—after a full year of being out of the news—we’ll have nothing to report.” He thought it over for a minute. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the powers that be so time it that just about when the New Taos berths, some other ship, with a skipper and crew more amenable to the present administration, hits the headlines with some outstanding deed. Just you watch.”


  He turned on his heel, mumbled a farewell, and left. Mike Gurloff was beginning to show both his age and the accumulated bitterness of years of having his career thwarted.


  Doc Thorndon gazed after him, and rubbed the end of his nose with a thoughtful forefinger. “I hadn’t thought of that angle,” he said out loud.


  It was the traditional toast of the officers of a space ship after a successful cruise, held in the ship’s wardroom only moments after landing and immediately before opening the hatches.


  Commander Mike Gurloff had brought the bottle of stone age brandy from his quarters and was filling the glasses. He said, spiritlessly, “Where’s Doc Thorndon? If anybody is to be given credit for bringing us through this time, it’s him.”


  “Saw him just a few minutes before landing. He was talking with Kathy,” Johnny Norsen said.


  “Well, let’s get about it, gentlemen,” Gurloff growled. He took up his glass and eyed them, one by one. “My last cruise, gentlemen,” he said, his mouth a straight line.


  They stood there, holding their glasses, their eyes widening.


  He said tightly, “Surprised, gentlemen? What could you expect? It’s either that or they’d have this craft out into space in another week or so.—And this time, we wouldn’t come back.”


  They said nothing. There was nothing to say. Each took down the drink, stiff wristed. Then they set their glasses down on the small table.


  Dick Roland flushed noticeably and said, “As a matter of fact, sir, the same goes for me.”


  All eyes went to the second officer.


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” Mike Gurloff rapped. “Your career has just started.”


  Dick Roland squared his shoulders and said, “Kathy and I are going to be married and—”


  “What!” Johnny Norsen blurted, angrily. “Are you trying to make a fool of—”


  “Marry you?” Mart Bakr yelled. “Kathy and I are engaged. I’m the one that’s quitting the space service and—”


  Johnny Norsen spun on him, then back to Roland. “Is this supposed to be some stupid joke?” he bit out. “Kathy and I are—”


  Gurloff was looking from one to the other of them in utter astonishment.


  “Boys, boys,” a voice from behind them said softly. They turned, each still sputtering his indignation. It was Doc Thorndon.


  “In the first place,” he said mildly, “polyandry is still illegal on Terra and the latest statistics show that Jackie—that is, Kathy—is engaged to forty-three of this ship’s complement of forty-five officers and men.”


  There were four different ejaculations, but he went on. “And, in the second place, in spite of his capable disguise over the past year, Jackie Black is a very masculine character, and I doubt if he’d be interested in marriage—not to anybody of the male sex.”


  They were dumb. It was just too much to assimilate.


  Doc Thorndon handed an envelope to Commander Gurloff. “Jackie Black thinks you’ll be able to use these documents in your next speech, Mike. You didn’t bring home your usual victory, perhaps, but you’ll draw your usual attention!” He rubbed the end of his nose with a forefinger and grinned, cheerfully. “When he saw what a hornet’s nest he’d awakened when he swiped them, he could figure only one way of avoiding the regiments of police on his trail—he stowed away on a craft scheduled to be off in space for a year’s time. His disguise as a woman went still further in preventing his identity from being guessed.”


  Gurloff was thumbing through a sheaf of papers in the envelope.


  “You mean, that all along he planned to hand these over to someone who would expose—”


  Doc shrugged. “I don’t know, Mike. Maybe not. But I think that little story about Robin Hood rather appealed to him. Besides, I was rather persuasive, just before he left the ship.”


  The Doctr turned to go.


  “Just a minute,” Gurloff snapped, his face dark. “How long have you known the identity of this—this criminal Jackie Black? Just because these papers are now in our possession doesn’t mean we can brush away his existence on my ship for a year. We have a duty to perform.


  Where is he?”


  The doctor allowed himself only the faintest of grins. “As to how long I’ve known . . . well, I’ve suspected for some time, really, that our Kathy wasn’t quite as feminine as she’d like to have us all think. I—”


  Dick Roland, still in a semi-state of shock, blurted, “But . . . but . . . Kathy . . . I thought she was so womanly. So . . .” he reddened again.


  The Doctr cleared his throat. “As a matter of fact, my first clue was based on that very fact. In one of my old books I ran into the slang word, falsies and—”


  “The kert with all that,” Gurloff blurted, “Where is this criminal? Our duty is still to apprehend him.”


  The Doc said, “I’m afraid that ‘Kathy’ was the first man off the ship, Mike. Must have been ten minutes ago. Seems to me I saw him leave by way of the torpedo hatch.”


  Gurloff was weakening, but he grumbled, “Just because he turned these papers over to you doesn’t give him the right to escape the punishment that—” Doc said patiently, “Good grief, Mike, how sadistic are you? After what that poor man’s been through the last twelve months with this ship full of Romeos, you want to punish him further.”


  For an instant there was silence; then Mart Bakr grinned ruefully. “I guess you got a point there, Doc.”


  THE STOLEN MIND


  M.L. Staley


  What would you do, if, like Quest, you were tricked, and your very Mind and Will stolen from your body?


  “What caused you to answer our advertisement?” Owen Quest felt the steel of the quick gray eyes that jabbed like gimlets across the office table.


  “Why does any man apply for a job?” he bristled.


  Keane Clason gave an impatient smile.


  “Come!” he said. “I’m not trying to snare you. But there were unusual features to my ad, and they were put there to attract an unusual type of man. To judge your qualifications, I must know just why this proposition appeals to you.”


  “I can tell you that,” nodded Quest, “but there’s nothing unusual about it. In the first place, I knew that the Clason Research Corporation is the leading concern of its kind in the country. In the second place, this seemed to offer a way to obtain a substantial sum of money quickly.”


  “Good,” said Clason. “And you feel that you have all the necessary qualifications?”


  “Decidedly. I am 24 years old, athletic, and of an earnest and determined nature. Moreover, I have no family ties, and I’m willing to run any reasonable risk in order to improve the condition of my fellow men.”


  Clason smiled his approval.


  “You say you need money. How much immediately?”


  Quest was unprepared for the question.


  “A thousand dollars,” he ventured.


  Without hesitation Clason counted out ten one-hundred-dollar notes from his wallet and laid them on the table.


  “There’s your advance fee. You’re ready to go to work immediately, I hope?”


  “Certainly,” stammered Quest.


  Stunned by the swiftness of the transaction, he sat staring at the money that lay untouched before him.


  To accept it would be like signing an unread contract. But he had asked for it; to refuse it was impossible. Even to delay about picking it up might arouse Clason’s suspicion. Already the latter had turned away and was opening the door of a steel cabinet. Quest had one second in which to reach a decision . . . He crammed the currency into his pocket.


  With delicate care Clason set two objects on the table. One looked to Quest like a miniature broadcasting tower or a mooring mast for lighter than air craft. The other was a circular vat of some black material, probably carbon. Within it a series of concentric tissues were suspended from metal rings, and in a trough outside ranged four stoppered flasks containing liquids of as many different colors.


  “Look at these models carefully,” said Clason. “They represent two of the most remarkable discoveries of all time. The one on your left is the most destructive weapon known to man. The other I consider the most constructive discovery in the history of science. It may even lead to an understanding of the nature of life, and of the future of the spirit after death.


  “Both of these were developed by my brother Philip and me together—but we have disagreed about the use to which they shall be put.


  “Philip”—the inventor dropped his voice to a whisper—“wants to sell the secret of the Death Projector—the tower, there—as an instrument of war. If I should permit him to do that, it might lead to the destruction of whole nations!”


  “How?” demanded Quest “I’ve heard of a device called the Death Ray. Is this it?”


  “No, no,” said Clason contemptuously. “Even in a perfected state the Ray would be a child’s toy compared to the Projector. This is based on our discovery that invisible light rays of a certain wave-length, if highly concentrated, destroy life—and our additional discovery that if these are synchronized with short radio waves the effect is absolutely devastating.


  “We obtain the desired concentration of invisible light by using a tellurium current-filter under the influence of alternate flashes of red and blue light. The projector can literally blanket vast areas with death, up to a top range of at least five hundred miles.


  “Just picture to yourself what this means! In a space of ten minutes two men can lay down a circle of destruction a thousand miles in diameter; or they can cut a swath five hundred miles long in any desired direction.”


  “Have you ever proved it?” demanded Quest skeptically.


  “Yes, young man, we have,” snapped Clason. “Right here in the laboratory—but on a minute scale, of course. However, there’s no time to demonstrate now. The point is that my brother is determined to sell if he can obtain his price for the invention. He argues that instead of bringing disaster upon the world, this machine will forever discourage war by making it too terrible for any civilized nation to consider. In spite of my opposition he has opened negotiations with an ambitious Balkan power. He may actually close the sale at any moment!


  “However,” Clason drew a deep breath “you see this other device? Simple as it appears, it is the key to the whole situation. We can use it—you and I—to overcome Philip’s will and prevent this unthinkable transaction. The two of us can do it. Alone I would be virtually helpless.”


  “Why not have the Projector confiscated or destroyed by our own Government?” suggested Quest. “That seems to me the only safe and sure way out of the difficulty.”


  “You simply do not understand,” frowned Clason impatiently. “Philip is selling the plans and descriptions of the machine, not the machine itself. Even if this model and the larger test machine that we have built were destroyed—even if I were willing to have Philip sent to Leavenworth for life—he could still sell the Projector.


  “But this other invention, our Osmotic Liberator, makes it possible for me to gain control of Philip and actually change his mind, through the medium of an agent. I have hired you to act as my Agent, Quest, because I can see that you are a young man of unusual character and vitality. And by way of reward I can promise you both money and a brilliant future.”


  The inventor poised in a tense attitude on the edge of his chair as though his body were charged with electricity. His eyes seemed to dart out emanations that set Quest’s blood to tingling. Then for a moment the latter lost consciousness of his physical self. It was as though he had opened a door and found himself suddenly on the brink of a new and totally strange world. He dispelled this fancy by a quick effort of the will, for he knew that he had a delicate problem on his hands and that it must be solved within a very few minutes. However he proceeded, he must act without disloyalty to his Government, and at the same time without injustice to Keane Clason.


  “Tell me,” he said in a husky voice, “how do you intend to use me? I do not believe in Spiritualism. I would be a poor medium.”


  Clason gave a short laugh.


  “You are not to be a medium in that sense at all. Spiritualism as practiced is just a blind sort of groping and hoping. Osmotic Liberation, on the other hand, is an exact and opposite physico-chemical science. Here—I will show you.”


  Into the outer cell of the Liberator he emptied the purple vial, and so on to the innermost, which he filled with a golden-green liquid like old Chartreuse.


  “The separating membranes, you understand, are permeable by these complicated solutions. Each liquid has a different osmotic pressure and therefore should, under normal conditions, interchange with the others through the membranes until all pressures are equalized. I prevent such interchange, however, by maintaining an anti-electrolysis which retards ionization and thus builds up what might be called osmotic potential.


  “Now if an Agent—yourself for instance—submerges himself in the central cell, at the same time maintaining a physical contact with his Control at the surface of the liquid, and if then the osmotic potential is suddenly released by throwing the electrolytic switch, the host of ions thus turned loose in the outer compartments make one grand rush for the center solution, which contains the cathode.


  “Under these conditions your body becomes a sort of sixth cell, and your skin another membrane in the series. Properly speaking, however, you are not a part of the electrolytic circuit but are merely present in the action. Your body acts as a catalyser, hastening the chemical action without itself being affected in any way. Physically you undergo no change whatever; but in some strange way which is, like life, beyond analysis, your mind flows out into the solution, while your unaltered body remains at the bottom of the tank in a state of suspended animation.


  “If no Control is present, all that is needed to return your mind into your body is a throw of the electrolytic switch back to negative, whereupon you emerge from the tank exactly as you entered it. But with your Control present and in contact with your submerged body, your mind, instead of remaining suspended in the solution, flows instantly into his body and resides there subject to his will.


  “This can not be done, however, unless the wills of Control and Agent have first been brought into accord. To accomplish that, we clasp hands”—Quest grasped Clason’s extended hand—“and look steadily into each other’s eyes.


  “Now, it is well known that the vibrations of an individual’s will are as distinctive as the sworls of his finger-prints. What is not so well known is that the frequency of vibration in one person can be brought into accord with that in another.


  “You consciously retract your will by concentrating your mind upon the thing which you know I wish to accomplish. Gradually while we continue in this position your vibrations speed up or slow down until they acquire exactly the same frequency as my own. We are then in accord, and when your mind is liberated in the tank it is in a state which admits absorption into my body. And it is subject to my will because you have purposely attuned it to my peculiar frequency. Immediately after the transfer there will be a brief conflict, due to the instinctive desire of your will to obtain the ascendancy. But of course mine will gain the upper hand at once, since both wills will be in my frequency.”


  Quest felt, rather than saw, a wall of alarm closing in on him. He tried to avert his eyes, to withdraw his hand from Clason’s grasp. With a nostalgic pang in the pit of his stomach he suddenly realized that he could not do so. He had gone too far—farther than any man in his position had a right to go. Having deliberately weakened his will, it seemed now to have deserted him entirely. A prickling sensation coursed up his spine, his extended arm went numb, his hand trembled violently.


  “Splendid!” said Clason, suddenly releasing both eye and hand. “Just as I foresaw, you will be able to attune yourself to my vibration-frequency with hardly an effort. Now please remain seated; I’ll be back in a moment.”


  For a second after the door closed, Quest remained slumped in his chair. Then he was on his feet, shaking himself like a wet dog to free himself from the spell under which he had fallen. Something about Clason attracted and at the same time repelled him, fraying his nerves like an irritant drug and confusing his mind at the moment when he needed the full alertness of every faculty.


  Invisible light—disembodied minds—will vibrations! Nothing there to get hold of. Were these things real or imaginary? Was Keane Clason a great inventor, or a madman? Would Philip prove to be a real or an imaginary scoundrel? Should he summon help, or go on alone?


  Professional pride said: wait, don’t be an alarmist! With his knuckles Quest tapped the table, half expecting it to melt under his fingers. The feeling and sound of the contact gave him a peculiar start. On the farther end of the table stood a letter-box—an invitation. From his pocket Quest snatched a slip of paper, and wrote:


  6 stroke 4—9:45A—Hired.


  If no report in 48 hours, clamp down hard.


  To address a stamped envelope and slip it in with the outgoing mail was the work of seconds. But he was none too quick. He had just dropped back into a lounging attitude when the door burst open and Clason flew into the room?


  “We must act instantly,” hissed the inventor. “Philip plans to close the transaction within a day.”


  In spite of himself, Quest jumped upright in his chair. Clason tapped him on the shoulder reassuringly.


  “It’s all right,” he smiled, “I’m ready for him. We’ll make our move this afternoon and beat him by eighteen hours.


  “Let’s see.” He paused. “Oh! yes. I was about to explain to you that as soon as the will of the Agent enters the body of his Control, the latter can again transfer it into the body of still another person.


  “Now you understand why I advertised for a man of exceptional character? As my Agent, I want you to enter the body of Philip, and your will must be strong enough to conquer his in the battle for mastery which will begin the instant you intrude into his body. You will still be under my control, but your will must be strong enough on its own merits to overcome his. I can direct you, but your strength must be your own. That’s clear, isn’t it?”


  “I think so,” said Quest slowly. “But what becomes of me after you have frustrated Philip’s plot?”


  “That’s the easy part of the process,” smiled Clason; “but naturally you feel some anxiety about it. I simply withdraw your will from Philip, return it to your own body, and pay you a reward of ten thousand dollars.”


  “You’re sure you can?”


  “Perfectly. I have merely to touch Philip’s hand to recapture your will. Then I immerse myself in the tank with the switch at plus. The osmotic action will extract both wills momentarily from my body. But the presence of two bodies and two wills in the solution together forces a balance, and each will seeks out and enters its own body. Then you and I climb out of the tank exactly as we are this minute.”


  “If it weren’t for my belief that anything is possible,” Quest shook his head, “I’d say that your claims for this invention were ridiculous.”


  “And you couldn’t be blamed,” admitted Clason readily. “This toy of a model is hardly convincing. But come along with me and I’ll show you how the Liberator looks in actual operation.”


  The office rug concealed a trap door which gave upon a spiral stair. Below, Clason unlocked another door and led the way through a narrow and tremendously long passage lighted at intervals by small electric bulbs. Presently another door yielded to the inventor’s deft touch and closed behind them with a portentous chug. Here the darkness was so utter and intense that Quest imagined he could feel the weight of it on his shoulders. From the slope of the passageway and the muffled beat of machinery that had come to his ears on the way along, he guessed that he was below ground in some chamber at the rear of the factory.


  He gave a low exclamation as Clason switched on the toplight. No wonder the darkness had seemed of almost supernatural quality! Even the hard white glare of the daylight arc was grisly. Its rays rebounded from the liquids of the great circular tank in a blinding dazzle of color, while the dull black walls and ceiling were so perfectly absorptive that beyond arm’s length they became to all effects invisible. Even the ledge on which he stood—the shoulder of the vat—gave Quest the feeling that to move would be to step off into a bottomless pit.


  But Clason took his attention at once, pointing here and there in his quick, nervous way to indicate how faithfully the Liberator had been reproduced from the model. In all respects the arrangements were the same, with the addition that here a long plank like a spring-board extended out from a wall-mount as far as the central compartment of the tank, and that from its end a narrow ladder hung down to the surface of the Chartreuse liquid. A double-throw switch fixed to the wall above the base of the plank was evidently the source of electrolytic control.


  “When you throw the switch to plus,” said Clason, pointing to the chalk-marked sign above, “you produce the violent electrolytic action needed to bring about a liberation. All the rest of the time it should be closed at minus, in order to maintain the anti-action which I explained to you.


  “Now let’s rehearse, so that when the time for the real performance arrives we can be sure of running it off without a hitch.”


  “All right, sir,” nodded Quest, so dazed by the glittering light that he was hardly conscious of what he said.


  “First,” said Clason, running lightly up the steps to the plank, “you walk out to the end, like this, and start down the ladder. Then you lower yourself into the tank. The liquid is at body temperature; it’s neither strongly acid nor caustic; it will cause you no injury or discomfort whatever.


  “Meanwhile I keep in contact with your hand until the instant that you become submerged. Now your mind is in me, see?—ready for transfer into Philip, where it will act as my Agent. That’s how simple it is! Come on up and we’ll go through the motions.”


  Quest experienced a shiver as he mounted the bridge. Annoyed with himself, he shrugged the feeling off. There was no risk here. Moreover, it was a part of his daily work to take chances; he had done so a hundred times without hesitation. Now he moved all the more quickly, as if to belie the squeamishness that possessed him in spite of himself.


  Swinging past Clason on the plank, he lowered himself without a pause to the bottom rung of the ladder, while the inventor, hanging head down, maintained contact with him.


  “No need to stay here,” he said in sudden irritation. “I understand perfectly what I am to do.”


  “I’m testing my own acrobatic ability,” grunted Clason amiably. “Just a minute now.”


  He wriggled as if trying to adjust himself to a better balance, but in reality to mask the motion of his free hand with which he reached up and pressed a button in the side of the plank. Instantly the structure, pivoting downward on its wall-socket, plunged Quest to his waist in the osmotic solution.


  “For God’s sake get out of the way!” he shouted, trying to wrench his hand out of Clason’s sinewy grip. “Let go, I tell you!”


  But Clason clung like a leech, his teeth gritted under the strain. Again the plank lurched downward, and with a violent splash Quest vanished below the surface.


  Quick as a cat, Clason scrambled up the ladder and back to the base of the plank, where he erased and interchanged the chalk-marked signs with which he had misled Quest. Then with a sinister twist of a smile he threw the switch to minus, and turned to watch as the plank slowly righted itself and the vacant ladder came clear of the liquid.


  For some time he stood staring at the gleaming colored rings of his dissociation-vat like some witch over her cauldron, his lips working, his hands clasping and unclasping like the tentacles of some sub-sea monster. Then, as if the spell had suddenly broken, he turned on his heel and switched off the light. As he hastened down the passageway toward his office, the airlock sucked the door against its jamb with an ominous whistle.


  In a twinkling, as Quest’s shackled spirit writhed in its new housing, he knew that he was in bondage to a scoundrel. Formless and voiceless, he still fought madly for the freedom which the instinct of ten thousand generations made necessary to him.


  At the same time he was furious at himself for having been tricked like an innocent schoolboy. The plank socket, the button which had tripped the supporting spring, the fake rehearsal, the tuning of his will to that of Clason—step by step the whole cunning scheme unfolded itself to him now.


  But what could be the purpose behind this villainy? Only one answer seemed possible. Keane must be the one bent on selling the Death Projector, Philip the one who wished to frustrate the fiendish transaction! And Quest of the Secret Service—he was to be the tool to force the sale.


  With the soundless scream of rage Quest’s will hurled itself against Keane’s. The two met like infuriated bulls, and for an instant too brief to be pictured as a lapse of time they poised immovable. But two wills can not exist on equal terms in a single body, and in this case the vibration of both was that of Clason. Quest had challenged the Master Will. He could do no more. It hurled him back, crushed him like foam, compressed him to the proportions of an atom in the background of his consciousness. So brief and unequal was the conflict that in the next breath Clason had all but forgotten the presence of the stolen will within him. When he was ready to use his Agent, that would be time enough to summon him!


  Despite this suppression, Quest began to see dimly through strange eyes, and to hear vaguely with ears that were not his own. Feelers, tentacles, some intangible kind of conduits carried thought impulses to him from the Master Will. He received these impressions vividly, but those which he gave off in return were so weak, due to the subjection of his will, that Clason was entirely unconscious of any response. Quest was not enough of a scientist to be astonished at the ability of a disembodied mind to experience sense impressions in the body of another. He was only glad that the darkness and silence were growing less. Very, very slowly he was awakening to a new kind of consciousness—the consciousness of another person’s Self. He hated and loathed that Self, yet it was better than the awful blankness that had gone before.


  Suddenly, as light grew brighter and sound more clear and definite, a new element entered—the element of hope. At first it was feeble: its only suggestion was that sometime, somehow, he might escape this prison. But it was like water to a parched plant. It caused his will to expand, to extend its feelers, to press up a little more bravely against the crushing pile of the Master Will.


  Now another surprise sprang upon him. He was moving! That is, Clason’s body was moving in some kind of a conveyance, which was threading its way through crowded streets. Stores, buildings, buses, people—Quest remembered them all distantly as things he had known thousands of years ago. The driver turned his head, and his profile seemed vaguely familiar.


  Now a rush of foreign thoughts drowned out his own. They were a sort of overflow from the mind of Clason. They thronged along the conduits that bound the two wills together, but only Quest was conscious of the movement.


  Keane’s mind was on his brother Philip: that much was particularly clear. And there was something about a telephone call. Yes, Keane had telephoned to the police, disguising his voice, refusing to divulge his name. He had said that a man by the name of Philip Clason was in trouble and had told them where to find him. Then the police had telephoned the factory, and Keane had pretended astonishment and alarm at the news. That’s why he was here now—he was on the way to confer with the police. And he was chuckling—chuckling because he had fooled Quest and the police, and because now the hundred million dollars was almost in his grasp.


  Cutting in close, the car turned a corner and drew up before one of a row of loft buildings in a section of the city which Quest failed to recognize. As Clason stepped to the sidewalk, Quest was more painfully aware than ever of his powerlessness to influence by so much as the twitch of a muscle the behavior of this hostile body in which he had permitted himself to be trapped. In his weakness he felt himself shrinking, contracting almost to nothingness under the careless pressure of the Master Will.


  Clason glanced casually at his watch, and three men converged toward him from as many directions. There was nothing to distinguish them from anyone else in the street, but along the conduits it came to Quest that they were detectives and that they were there by appointment with Keane Clason.


  “What floor?” asked the latter, with an excitement which Quest felt instantly was pure pretense. “Are you sure they haven’t spirited him away?”


  “Don’t worry,” replied the leader of the detectives. “The alley and roof are covered. We’ll take care of the rest ourselves.”


  On tiptoe they climbed three long flights of stairs in the half-light. Clason held back as if in fear. He was a good actor, and Quest felt the shrinking and hesitation of his body as he crouched and slunk along in the wake of the detectives, pretending terror at what was about to happen, though he knew—and Quest knew he knew—that there would be no resistance up there—that Philip would be found alone exactly as he had been left by Keane’s hired thugs.


  On the top landing Burke, the leader, paused to count the doors from front to rear.


  “This is it,” he whispered to the bull-necked fellow just behind him.


  The other nodded, and crouched back against the opposite wall while his companions placed themselves in position to cross-fire into the room the moment the door gave way.


  Quest longed for the power to kick his hypocrite of a master as he still held back, cowering on the stairs, playing his fake to the limit. Then the door flew in with a splintering shriek under the charge of the human battering ram, and across it hurtled the other two detectives in a cloud of ancient dust.


  “Here he is!” someone shouted.


  “Phil! Phil!” Keane Clason’s voice fairly quavered with sham emotion as he ran into the room and threw himself at a man tightly bound to an upholstered chair, which in turn was wedged in among other articles of stored furniture.


  But Philip was too securely gagged to reply, and as Burke slashed the ropes from across his chest he dropped forward in a state of collapse. Stretched on a couch, he soon gave signs of response as a brisk massage began to restore the circulation to his cramped limbs. Suddenly he sat up and thrust his rescuers aside.


  “What time is it?” he demanded with an air of alarm.


  “One o’clock,” replied Keane before anyone else could answer, patting his brother affectionately on the shoulder while within him Quest writhed with indignation. “By Jove! Phil, it’s wonderful that we got to you in time. Really, how—you’re not injured?”


  “No,” grunted Philip, “just lamed up. I’ll be as fit as ever by to-morrow.”


  “If you feel equal to it,” suggested Burke, “I wish you’d tell me briefly how you arrived here. Do you know the motive behind this affair? Did you recognize any of the body-snatchers?”


  Philip frowned and shook his head.


  “Yesterday noon,” he said slowly, “I took the eight-passenger Airline Express to Cleveland on business. There were three other passengers in the cabin—two men and a woman. Right away I got out a correspondence file and was running over some letters. The next thing I knew I was approaching the ground in the strangest state of mind I ever experienced. My head was splitting, and everything looked unreal to me. Seemed as if I was coming down on some new planet.”


  “You mean the ship was gliding down to land?”


  “No, no. I was dangling from a parachute . . . By the way, where am I now?”


  “In a Munson Avenue loft.”


  “In Chicago?”


  Burke nodded.


  “I guessed as much,” frowned Philip. “You see, I came down in a field, and then before I could free myself from my trappings I was pounced on—trussed up and blindfolded—by a gang of men. I knew they had taken me a long distance by automobile, but I saw nothing more until they tore the blindfold from my eyes when they left me here.”


  “And they were all strangers to you?”


  “Yes—those that I saw.”


  “Isn’t this enough for just now, Burke?” interrupted Keane, and Quest received an impression of uneasiness that was not apparent in the inventor’s tone. “After a good rest he’s sure to recall things that escape him now.”


  “Just one minute,” nodded the detective, turning back to Philip. “Can you think of no plausible reason for this attack? Is there no one who might possibly benefit by putting you temporarily out of the way?”


  Philip gave a frightened start. Then he was on his feet, clutching at his brother’s arm.


  “Keane!” he pleaded, “Keane! What’s happened? I know, I know! It’s the Projector.”


  “Water!” roared Keane, and Quest felt the panic that coursed through him as he tried to drown out his brother. “Somebody bring water! He needs it!”


  At the same time he snatched up Philip’s hand in a grip of steel. Instantly the latter’s wild eyes became calm, the flush passed from his relaxing face, and he slumped down weakly on the couch.


  In that fleeting moment Quest surged into the body of Philip and confronted his will with a fierce and triumphant ardor. For now his will would have command of a body with which to fight his fiend of a Control.


  With a sensation of contempt he met Philip’s resistance and buffeted him ruthlessly backward, crushed down and compressed his feebly struggling will. And as Philip yielded, Quest felt his own will expanding to normal, taking possession of the borrowed body with hungry greed, and flashing from its faded eyes the spark of youth.


  Burke stared in amazement at the kaleidoscopic rapidity of the changes in the rescued man’s expression. Strange lights and shadows continued to flit across Philip’s face as Quest’s invasion of him proceeded, but with a diminishing frequency which soon assured Keane that his Agent was tightening his command.


  The younger of Burke’s aides stood fascinated, his mouth agape. The other spoke guardedly to his superior:


  “Dope, eh!”


  “Nah!” replied Burke, shrugging himself out of his trance. “Shock.”


  The actual duration of the conflict in Philip was something less than three seconds. It would have been more brief if Quest had exerted himself to the utmost. But his sensations as he first surged into this new habitat under Keane’s propulsion were so weird and unearthly that for the moment he was lost in the wonder of the experience. For that short time, therefore, Philip was able to fight back against the onrush of the invading will.


  In the next second Quest became conscious of the resistance. Urged on by his Control, he must push Philip back and quell him; but his sympathy for his opponent and his hatred of Keane roused him to sudden revolt. He wanted to disobey the Master Will, retreat, leave Philip in command of himself. But he could only go on, unwillingly thrusting back Philip’s will despite the indescribable torment and confusion in his own. Then, with the feeling that he was ten times worse than the most inhuman ghoul, he took full possession of his borrowed body.


  “I’ll take him home now,” said Keane composedly to Burke. “As you see, he needs a little extra sleep. Meanwhile, if you have any occasion to call me, I will be at the factory.”


  To the youthful mind of the Agent, used to the lightness of an athletic physique, the body in which it moved down the stairs to the limousine seemed strangely heavy and awkward.


  “I’m badly done up, Keane,” he said with Philip’s lips as the car got under way.


  “Bah!” snorted Keane, “you’ve had a scare, that’s all. Go to bed when you get home and sleep till nine this evening. At ten a man named Dr. Nukharin will call for you. He will drive you to a garage, leave the car, and transfer to another one a few blocks away.


  “Out near Marbleton you will find an airplane staked in an open field. Nukharin is a capable pilot. He will fly back southeast along the lakeshore to the meeting place. You should arrive about twelve-thirty. The test is set for one o’clock.”


  Quest listened in a state of abject rage. Lacking the power to resist his Control, he could only boil away in Philip’s body like a wild creature hemmed in by bars of steel.


  “Bring with you,” continued Keane venomously, “the set of papers that you took from the safe in my office. Hold the other set in readiness to deliver to Nukharin to-morrow, after he has studied the results of the test and has notified Paris to release a hundred million dollars in cash for delivery at your Loop office at 3 p. m.”


  The murderous greed of the man maddened Quest. He tried to revolt, his will squirming like a physical thing, threshing the ether like a wounded shark in the sea. For a moment he felt that he was about to burst the bonds that his demon of a Control had woven around him. So violently did he resist that the immured and sporelike will of Philip forged up fitfully out of the blackness and joined his in the hopeless struggle. But along the attenuated conduits that still chained Quest to the Master Will Keane caught the impulse of the mutiny, and his eyes darted flame as he countered with a will-shock that paralyzed his unruly Agent.


  “Listen! you whimpering dog,” he snarled. “Think as I tell you—and nothing more! You are going to apologize to Dr. Nukharin for your previous unwillingness to sell the Projector. You are going to tell him that I am at fault—that I held out—but that you found a way to force my compliance. You understand?”


  Quest could find no words. With Philip’s head he nodded meekly. Just then the car stopped and the chauffeur threw open the door.


  Dr. Nukharin flew high despite the masses of cumulus cloud which frequently reduced visibility to zero. He had merely to follow the rim of the lake to his destination, and an occasional glimpse of the water was sufficient to hold him on his course.


  In the back seat hunched Philip, his body crumbling under the weight of Quest’s despair. For hours the latter had gone on vaguely, hoping somehow to thwart this horrible transaction that was rushing the world to its doom, thinking he might grow strong enough to wrench himself free and so liberate Philip from the dominance of his conscienceless brother. Even though such a move should leave his own will forever separate from his body, he was ready and anxious to make the sacrifice.


  Suddenly the crash of the motor ceased and Nukharin banked the ship up in a spiral glide. Quest had never been in the air before, and the long whirl down into the darkness on this devil’s errand was to him as eery as a ride to perdition in a white-hot projectile.


  His mind seemed to trail out in a great nebular helix behind the descending ship. He felt that he had suddenly crossed some cosmic meridian into a new plane of existence, where he was changed to a gas, yet continued capable of thought. But even here his obsession remained the same. Keane Clason—trickster, traitor, arch-criminal—must be destroyed!


  “I’ll get him!” vowed Quest in words that were no less real for being soundless. “I’ll trail him to the end of space and bring him to account!”


  Then wheels touched earth and the cold, bare facts of his destiny rushed in on him with redoubled force. He felt the nearness of his Control seconds before he perceived him through the eyes of Philip. With a sensation like a stab he realized that now he must speak, play his part, be any bloodless hypocrite that Keane Clason chose to make him. The silent order surged down the conduits promptly enough; he responded as an automaton obeys the pressure of a button.


  “Well, Doctor,” chuckled Philip with a cunning leer, “here’s the magic tower, just as I promised you. We’ll run it up in a jiffy. This test is going to be so vivid and conclusive that not even a hard-headed skeptic like you can raise a question.”


  “You misunderstand me,” returned Nukharin in an injured tone. “So far as I am concerned this procedure is only a formality, but it is none the less necessary. Suppose that I should spend a hundred million of my government’s money and the purchase prove worthless? You may guess that my folly would cost me dear.”


  Keane Clason was waiting on the platform of a giant truck, the motor of which was idling. All the apparatus was in readiness except that the three demountable sections of the tower had yet to be run up into position.


  “One of the beauties of the D. P.,” said Philip gleefully to the Doctor, while Keane smiled slyly to himself, “is that this pint-size dynamo provides all the current needed for the test. We pick the power for our radio right out of the air by means of a wave trap and mensurator invented by this bright little brother of mine,” and he clapped Keane patronizingly on the back.


  “Yes, ah—Dr. Nukharin,” ventured Keane timidly, and at that moment Quest experienced the raging red hatred that causes men to murder. “Philip has promised me that you will employ this device only as a threat to hold the ambitions of the larger powers in check.”


  “Of course, of course!” replied the Doctor heartily. “But now let’s have the test. Even at night I’m not too fond of these open-air performances.”


  The height of the tower as they ran the upper sections into place was forty feet. When all connections had been inspected, first by Keane, then by Philip, the former led Nukharin aloft.


  As the climax of his plot approached, Keane’s excitement bordered on a cataleptic state, hints of which came confusedly through the conduits to Quest. With a peculiar satisfaction he felt that Keane was suffering. The inventor’s jaws became rigid, as though his blood had changed to liquid air and frozen him, and he had difficulty in controlling the movements of his arms.


  Now he was afraid! Genuinely afraid, this time. Quest caught the impulse too clearly to doubt its meaning. This was no sham! Keane was doubting his own machine, fearing that in the crisis some element in the finely calculated mechanism might fail to operate, thus cheating him of the blood-money on which his heart was set. Then he was speaking, and even Nukharin noticed the tremor in his voice:


  “These nine tubes, which look like a row of gun barrels, are molded from silicon paste. Each shoots a beam of invisible light and a radio dart of precisely the same wave length. The destructive effect depends chiefly upon this exactness of synchronization.”


  “A question occurs to me,” said the Doctor: “will others be able to manipulate the machine as successfully as you can?”


  “It’s fool-proof,” chattered Keane, almost losing control of his voice, “absolutely fool-proof. Surely you have scientists in your country who can follow written directions! Nothing more is necessary.”


  “Very well,” shrugged Nukharin. “I only want to be sure that no unforeseen difficulties may arise in an emergency.”


  “See this range-setter?” continued Keane. “The thread on the vertical shaft enables us not only to limit the range by angling the beams into the ground, but it can also be disengaged and the Projector revolved in a flat circle for maximum ranges.”


  “And is there no danger of the machine going wrong—of destroying itself and us?” suggested Nukharin.


  “None whatever, Doctor. There is no explosive force and no great electrical voltage involved. As long as we stand back of the muzzles we have nothing to fear.


  “Now look. I have set the micrometer at three hundred yards, which will just about cover the stretch between ourselves and the lake. I will cut a swath for you—and every bush, every blade of grass, every insect in this swath will be withered to ash in the twinkling of an eye. The destruction will be absolute.”


  “Please proceed,” said Nukharin grimly.


  Keane pulled a lever in its slot, then pressed it down into its lock as his projection battery swung lakeward at the desired angle. Then with one hand poised on another lever, he pressed an electric button.


  At the controls below, a bulb flashed on and off. The signal was superfluous, for already Quest had received his silent command from the Master Will. An icy dread fastened on him. He must obey the unspoken command; he had no will of his own with which to resist. The test would be a success; the Projector would be sold; the world would be turned into a shambles. And he, Owen Quest, would be the destroyer, the murderer, the weak fool who made this horror possible.


  All this flashed through the Agent’s mind in the fraction of a second that it took him to extend Philip’s hand, close the switch of the dynamo, and snap on the alternating lights in the housing over the tellurium filter.


  For an interminable five seconds he waited, in a ferment of revolt which the paralysis of his will made it impossible to put into action. Then again the command pulsed within him, the signal bulb flashed, and he reversed his motions of the moment before.


  Cold sweat cascaded down Philip’s face as Quest felt the ladder vibrating under descending feet. He longed for the power to hurl Keane Clason to the ground and turn the Projector upon him. But with an awful irony the Master Will forced him to his feet, and to speak in a tone that withered the manhood within him.


  “Come,” said Philip in a triumphant tone to Nukharin, “and I will show you that Clason inventions perform as well as they sound.”


  Flashlight in hand, he started toward the lake with Nukharin and his brother close behind him. Twenty paces, and the long meadow grass suddenly vanished from beneath their feet.


  “See that!” whispered Philip excitedly, waving the light from side to side to show the forty-foot swath that stretched away before them. “Not a trace of life left, not a blade of grass—nothing but dust!”


  The only response was a gurgling sound that issued from Nukharin’s throat.


  “Look!” Quest formed the word with Philip’s lips under the urge of the Master Will. “Here was a tall bush. What do you see now? Just a teaspoonful of ash. When you examine the remains by daylight, you will find that even the root has disintegrated to a depth of two feet.”


  “Enough of this,” croaked Nukharin in horror. “The deal is closed.”


  His face was convulsed with fear. Without another word he whirled about and fled toward his airplane. Philip gave a start as if to follow.


  “Halt! you slob,” growled Keane, whose composure had returned with the successful outcome of the test. “I have use for your company, even though you are as great a coward as our Slavic friend.”


  Coward! The epithet stung Quest like a flaming goad. One of the fine, intangible lines that bound him under the will of Keane Clason severed, and his own will exploded into action like a thunderbolt. With startling agility he whirled Philip about, the flashlight clubbed in his hand. But Keane was quicker still. A clip on the wrist sent the weapon flying. Then Philip reeled backward from a kick in the stomach, and his clutching hands beat the air as he sank unconscious in the dust.


  With a violent tug, Quest lifted Philip’s body to a sitting posture. The phone was ringing, and by the pull on the will-fibers he knew that Keane was at the other end of the wire. Philip’s body was failing under the strain of the part it was forced to play, and the blow of the night before had further weakened it. Now he sat rocking his head painfully between his hands. But Quest lifted him to his feet by sheer will, and he staggered across the room.


  “Hello!” he said in a hoarse voice.


  “Get the hell out here to the factory!” rasped Keane, and the crash of the receiver emphasized the command.


  It was one o’clock as Philip whirled his sedan into Olmstead Avenue. At three, reflected Quest as the car scorched over the pavements, he must be at the downtown office to deliver the papers and receive the money.


  Then he was face to face with Keane, reeling dizzily at the hatred that blazed from the latter’s accusing eyes.


  “Double-crossed me, eh!” The voice was a low snarl, and as he spoke Keane thumped the extra outspread on his desk. “But you’re not going to get away with it—neither of you!”


  Dismay, hope, dread, wonder robbed Quest of the power to speak. But he whirled around behind the desk with such unexpected violence that Keane staggered back in alarm. Then he was devouring the screaming headlines of the newspaper. Three seconds, like a slow exposure, and every word of the Record’s great scoop was etched upon his mind as if with caustic:


  
    DOOM LAUNCH ADRIFT ON LAKE


    Physician Baffled by Condition of Five Bodies Found in Craft


    Blighted Area on Shore Said to Have Bearing on Tragedy


    THAW HARBOR, IND., June 6.—Five Chicago sportsmen, most of them prominent in business and society, perished in the early hours this morning while returning in the launch of A. Gaston Andrews from a weekend camping party near Hook Spit on the Michigan shore.


    The boat was towed into this port at daybreak by the Interlake Tug Mordecai after being found adrift less than a mile off shore. According to Captain Goff of the Mordecai the death craft carried no lights and he barely avoided running her down. The weather along the Indiana shore was perfect throughout the night and there is nothing to indicate that the launch was in trouble at any time. The bodies are unmarked, and this little community is agog with rumors ranging all the way from murder and suicide to the supernatural.


    Dr. J. M. Addis of Thaw Harbor, the first physician to examine the bodies, says that they appear to have suffered some violent electro-chemical action the nature of which cannot be determined at the moment. This statement is considered significant in view of the reported discovery ashore of a large blighted area almost directly opposite the point where the launch was found. Joseph Sleichert, a farmer who lives in that vicinity, reports that this patch of ground extending back from the lakeshore was completely stripped of vegetation overnight. He ascribes the damage to some unknown insect pest. Others say that the condition of the ground indicates that it has been burned at incinerator temperatures. Nothing is left of the soil but a blue powder.

  


  Philip faced his brother with eyes that were dull with agony.


  “You have made me a murderer!” Quest forced out the words in painful gasps.


  But Keane snapped back at him like a rabid dog.


  “You did it—you did it yourself! You tampered with the Projector. You tried to spoil the test. You changed the range. You tried to kill me, and instead you killed these others. And you’re going to pay—both of you. You hear me?—you’re going to pay!”


  His voice mounted the scale to a scream. It was a wail of unreasoning terror, of the dread of exposure, of the fear that he would fail to collect the fortune now so nearly in his grasp. The accident that had jarred his well-laid plans had unnerved him.


  Frantically Quest strove to answer him, to explain his utter subjection, as Agent, to say that if he had possessed the will to oppose or trick him he would have turned him over to the police, or might even have killed him, at the very outset. But in his frenzy, Keane had so tightened his control that Quest was speechless. Now he tried to substitute gesture for words, but Philip was rooted to the spot like a statue; even his hands were immovable.


  He might have remained in this state indefinitely had not Keane’s fears withdrawn his mind from his immediate surroundings. Momentarily he forgot Quest, Philip—everything but himself and his predicament. And in the instant that his vigilance relaxed, Quest’s enslaved will experienced a sudden lease of strength and hope. Independently of his Control, he found that he could move Philip’s hand, could take a faltering step.


  But now, what to do? How might he fan this feeble spark of volition to sufficient strength for decisive resistance? The idea came to him: if only he could place distance between himself and Keane, perhaps with one titanic effort he might launch himself against the Master Will, take him by surprise, crush him down, and reverse him to the status of Agent instead of Control.


  With infinite effort Quest forced Philip’s body step by step across the room. He must reach that window, get a signal of distress to someone in the street.


  But Keane began to sense a mutiny. He followed. He crossed the floor with slinking, tigerish steps and snaking body. His wet lips writhed back over his teeth, and his contorted features wove the leer of the abyss. Now as his Control drew physically near, Quest felt his mite of strength ebbing fast. Slowly Keane reached up with his clawed fingers and grasped his Agent by the arm.


  “Remember!” he hissed, “if these deaths are traced to us, you break down—you confess—you take the blame—you paint me lily white—you describe the cowardly means by which you moulded me to your will—you plead only for a quick trial and the full penalty of the law. You understand?”


  Quest made no reply, but he understood all too well the hideous intention of his betrayer. What a fool he had been to imagine that Keane Clason would ever restore him to his body! Philip to the chair, Quest a homeless spirit wandering in space, and for the body at the bottom of the tank, the brief regrets of the Department!


  A sudden rushing sound filled the air with a sense of action and alarm.


  Two—three—four speeding automobiles swung in recklessly to the curb and shrieked to a standstill under smoking brakes. Men leaped out and deployed on the run to surround the factory. Keane darted to the door and twisted the key.


  “Come on!” he spat at Philip as he snatched back the rug and threw open the trap door.


  The command galvanized Quest to action. In two bounds he had Philip on the stairs. A heavy impact rattled the office door just as he dropped the trap into place over his head. Then, infected with Keane’s panic, he was running down the passageway like mad.


  Inside the tank chamber the brilliantly colored rings of liquid flashed back the rays of the arclight. Half crazed with anxiety, Keane danced on the black ledge like a monkey on a griddle. His face was ashen, drool ran from his twisted mouth, his eyes were two black pools of terror.


  Again Quest experienced the peculiar sensation which came with the slackening of control. New hope sprang up in his agonized being as heavy blows boomed against the air-locked door. Great waves of fear poured along the conduits, betraying to the Agent the state of mind of his Control. Now what would Keane do? What could he do? Why, of all places, had he fled down into this blind burrow?


  Thud, thud! Then came a series of sharp reports. Outside, they were trying to shoot away the deep-sunk disk hinges.


  Still the door stood fast, but the fury of the assault on it whipped the faltering Keane to action. In a bound he was on the platform. With a lightning hand he threw the switch to plus, starting electrolytic action in the tank. Then he pressed a button concealed under the edge of the switch-mount and a panel slid silently aside in the wall, revealing a narrow outlet.


  To Quest everything went a flaming red. He might have known that this fox would have something in reserve—a way of escape when danger threatened!


  But his Control gave him no time for independent thought. He forced Quest to turn Philip’s eyes up to his own. Without disconnecting that grip of his glittering eyes, Keane leaped back to the ledge. Quest felt the silent order:


  “Get up on that plank! Dive into the tank! Get back into your own body, let Philip have his! Then come up—the two of you—and face the music. For I’ll be gone, and your story will sound like the ravings of a maniac.”


  Quest took an obedient step toward the platform. But at the same instant a tremendous crash shivered the door. It seemed to unnerve Keane Clason. With a gasp he sank down upon the steps, his body doubled in pain, his hand clutching at his heart. Another crash followed, and he shuddered and cried out.


  Instantly Quest felt an expansion of the will. Keane’s sudden physical weakness had loosened his control. Philip’s lips worked painfully as Quest forced him to pause, to disobey the command of the Master Will. In a spasm of will he fought to wrench himself free from the countless clinging tentacles of his Control. In great surges, Quest’s reviving volition pounded against the walls of his borrowed body. Now he sought to force this sluggish body back to the wall, so that he might release the airlock and spring the door. But Philip seemed to ossify, every cord and muscle of his body frozen to stone by the conflict that raged within him.


  Braced against the wall, Keane was rising slowly to his feet. His seizure was easing, and so he was able to exert a better pressure upon his rebellious Agent.


  “Come!” he gasped, realizing that he lacked the strength to escape alone and must therefore change his plan. “Lift me—quick! Carry me out! Slide the panel back into place. We will escape together!”


  The spoken command turned the balance against Quest. His will yielded to the master. At the same instant Philip’s body relaxed like an object relieved of a great excess of electrical potential. Suddenly strong and supple, he lifted the trembling Keane and tossed him across his shoulder.


  For a moment there had been a lull in the assault on the door. Now the battering resumed with a fury that jarred the whole chamber and sent ripples dancing across the varicolored liquids in the osmotic tank.


  “Quick!” gasped Keane. “Move! I say. Carry me out.”


  But he was in a fainting condition. Crash after crash rocked the chamber, and with every blow Quest’s will felt a stimulation that enabled him to stand off the commands of his Control. Then a wave of nausea swept over him and left him reeling. It seemed that Philip’s blood had turned to boiling oil. A dazzling mist swallowed him up, and with a weird sense of inflation he felt full strength returning to his will.


  A booming blow that bulged the door inward acted upon him like a stage player’s cue. He leaped to the platform. The gurgling sound of remonstrance rattled from Keane’s throat. But Quest paid no heed. Philip was walking the plank—away from the open panel—out over the tank.


  Rapidly he dropped down the ladder to the bottom rung, snatched Keane’s wrist in a gorillalike grip, and hurled him down into the vat.


  Then Philip was clinging desperately to the ladder, his strength gone, his body shivering as if with ague.


  “Go on up!” came a strange, impatient voice from below him. “For heaven’s sake let me out of here!”


  A downward glance, and with a shout of alarm Philip was scrambling up the ladder, for there was a head down there, and a pair of naked shoulders, and the face of a man he had never seen before. Hand over hand Quest followed. Philip had collapsed and lay prone on the plank. Quest lifted him to his feet and shook him anxiously.


  “Philip!” he urged. “Philip! Can you walk?”


  The tattoo on the battered door helped to revive the older man.


  “Quick!” whispered Quest, kneading Philip’s arms. “There’s barely an hour left. Get to your office. Burn the papers. Refuse the money. Do you hear me?”


  Philip nodded dazedly.


  “Hurry!” puffed Quest, thrusting him through the opening that Keane had reserved for his own escape, and sliding the panel back into place.


  Quest was himself now—young, strong, free. Instantly he threw the electrolytic switch to minus. For Keane had failed to emerge from the tank, and since he was submerged alone, he could not escape until electrolysis was halted.


  Just as Quest leaped from the platform to release the airlock, the door burst in and three men with drawn guns rushed into the chamber.


  The leader stopped with a startled oath and stood blinking his unbelieving eyes. Quest was poised like a statue, his naked body gleaming an unearthly white against the lusterless black of the wall.


  “Quest,” came from the three in chorus. Then a rush of questions: “What’s the matter? What’s happened to you? Where are the Clasons?”


  Quest turned toward the platform, expecting to see Keane.


  “Something’s wrong!” he shouted. “Quick! Somebody get Philip. He’s gone to his Loop office. Keane Clason’s at the bottom of this tank. I’m not sure how this thing works, but Philip can get him out! I’m sure of it!”


  Despite the confident predictions of both Quest and Philip Clason, osmotic association failed to restore Keane to life, and at last the coroner ordered the removal of the body. The autopsy revealed heart disease as the cause of his death.


  For reasons best understood at Washington, the cause of the five launch deaths was withheld from the public. Quest’s punishment for his part in the crime consisted of a promotion and a warm personal letter from the President of the United States.


  THE MINIMUM MAN


  Robert Sheckley


  Everybody has his song, thought Anton Perceveral. A pretty girl is like a melody, and a brave spaceman like a flurry of trumpets. Wise old men on the Interplanetary Council make one think of richly blended woodwinds. There are geniuses whose lives are an intricate counterpoint endlessly embellished, and scum of the planets whose existence seems nothing more than the wail of an oboe against the inexorable pounding of a bass drum.


  Perceveral thought about this, loosely gripping a razor blade and contemplating the faint blue veins in his wrist.


  For if everybody has his song, his could be likened to a poorly conceived and miserably executed symphony of errors.


  There had been muted horns of gladness at his birth. Bravely, to the sound of muffled drums, young Perceveral had ventured into school. He had excelled and been promoted to a small workshop class of five hundred pupils, where he could receive a measure of individual attention. The future had looked promising.


  But he was congenitally unlucky. There was a constant series of small accidents with overturned inkwells, lost books and misplaced papers. Things had a damnable propensity for breaking under his fingers; or sometimes his fingers broke under things. To make matters worse, he caught every possible childhood disease, including proto-Measles, Algerian Mumps, Impetigo, Foxpox, Green Fever and Orange Fever.


  These things in no way reflected upon Perceveral’s native ability; but one needs more than ability in a crowded and competitive world. One needs considerable luck, and Perceveral had none. He was transferred to an ordinary class of ten thousand students, where his problems were intensified and his opportunities for catching disease expanded.


  He was a tall, thin, bespectacled, goodhearted, hard-working young man whom the doctors early diagnosed as accident-prone, for reasons which defied their analysis. But whatever the reasons, the facts remained. Perceveral was one of those unhappy people for whom life is difficult to the point of impossibility.


  Most people slip through the jungle of human existence with the facility of prowling panthers. But, for the Perceverals, the jungle is continually beset with traps, snares and devices, sudden precipices and unfordable streams, deadly fungus and deadlier beasts. No way is safe. All roads lead to disaster.


  Young Perceveral won his way through college in spite of his remarkable talent for breaking his leg on winding staircases, twisting his ankle on curbstones, fracturing his elbow in revolving doors, smashing his glasses against plate-glass windows, and all the rest of the sad, ludicrous, painful events which beset the accident-prone. Manfully he resisted the solace of hypochondria and kept trying.


  Upon graduation from college, Perceveral took himself firmly in hand and tried to reassert the early clear theme of hope set by his stalwart father and gentle mother. With a ruffle of drums and a trilling of chords, Perceveral entered the island of Manhattan, to forge his destiny. He worked hard to conquer his unhappy predisposition, and to stay cheerful and optimistic in spite of everything.


  But his predisposition caught up with him. The noble chords dissolved into vague mutterings, and the symphony of his life degenerated to the level of opéra bouffe. Perceveral lost job after job in a snarl of broken voxwriters and smeared contracts, forgotten file cards and misplaced data sheets; in a mounting crescendo of ribs wrenched in the subway rush, ankles sprained on gratings, glasses smashed against unseen projections, and in a bout of illnesses which included Hepatitis Type J, Martian Flu, Venusian Flu, Waking Sickness and Giggling Fever.


  Perceveral still resisted the lure of hypochondria. He dreamed of space, of the iron-jawed adventurers advancing Man’s frontier, of the new settlements on distant planets, of vast expanses of open land where, far from the hectic plastic jungles of Earth, a man could really find himself. He applied to the Planetary Exploration & Settlement Board, and was turned down. Reluctantly he pushed the dream aside and tried a variety of jobs. He underwent Analysis, Hypnotic Suggestion, Hypnotic Hypersuggestion and Countersuggestion Removal—all to no avail.


  Every man has his limits and every symphony has its end. Perceveral gave up hope at the age of thirty-four when he was fired, after three days, from a job he had sought for two months. That, as far as he was concerned, provided the final humorous off-key cymbal clash to something which probably shouldn’t have been started in the first place.


  Grimly he took his meager paycheck, accepted a last wary handshake from his former employer, and rode the elevator to the lobby. Already vague thoughts of suicide were crossing his mind in the form of truck wheels, gas pipes, tall buildings and swift rivers.


  The elevator reached the great marble lobby with its uniformed riot policemen and its crowds waiting admittance to the mid-town streets. Perceveral waited in line, idly watching the Population Density Meter fluctuate below the panic line, until his turn came. Outside, he joined a compact body of people moving westward in the direction of his housing project.


  Suicidal thoughts continued to flow through his mind, more slowly now, taking more definite forms. He considered methods and means until he reached home. There he disengaged himself from the crowd and slipped in through an entry port.


  He struggled against a flood of children pouring through corridors, and reached his city-provided cubicle. He entered, closed and locked the door, and took a razor blade from his shaving kit. He lay down on the bed, propping his feet against the opposite wall, and contemplated the faint blue veins of his wrist.


  Could he do it? Could he do it cleanly and quickly, without error and without regret? Or would he bungle this job, too, and be dragged screaming to a hospital, a ludicrous sight for the interns to snicker about?


  As he was thinking, a yellow envelope was slipped under his door. It was a telegram, arriving pat on the hour of decision, with a melodramatic suddenness which Perceveral considered quite suspect. Still, he put down the razor blade and picked up the envelope.


  It was from the Planetary Exploration & Settlement Board, the great organization that controlled every Earthman’s movements in space. With trembling fingers, Perceveral opened the envelope and read:


  Mr. Anton Perceveral


  Temporary Housing Project


  1993 District 43825,


  Manhattan 212, N.Y.


  


  Dear Mr. Perceveral:


  Three years ago you applied to us for a position in any off-Earth capacity. Regretfully we had to turn you down at that time. Your records have been kept on file, however, and have recently been brought up to date. I am happy to inform you that a position is immediately available for you, one which I consider well suited to your particular talents and qualifications. I believe this job will meet with your approval, carrying, as it does, a salary of $20,000 a year, all government fringe benefits, and an unexcelled opportunity for advancement. Could you come in and discuss it with me?


  


  Sincerely,


  William Haskell Asst. Placement Director


  WH/ibm3dc


  Perceveral folded the telegram carefully and put it back in its envelope. His first feeling of intense joy vanished, to be replaced by a sense of apprehension.


  What talents and qualifications did he have for a job commanding twenty thousand a year and benefits? Could they be confusing him with a different Anton Perceveral?


  It seemed unlikely. The Board just didn’t do that sort of thing. And presuming that they knew him and his ill-starred past—what could they possibly want from him? What could he do that practically any man, woman or child couldn’t do better?


  Perceveral put the telegram in his pocket and replaced the razor blade in his shaving kit. Suicide seemed a little premature now. First he would find out what Haskell wanted.


  At the headquarters of the Planetary Exploration & Settlement Board, Perceveral was admitted at once to William Haskell’s private office. The Assistant Placement Director was a large, blunt-featured, white-haired man who radiated a geniality which Perceveral found suspicious.


  “Sit down, sit down, Mr. Perceveral,” Haskell said. “Cigarette? Care for a drink? Awfully glad you could make it.”


  “Are you sure you have the right man?” Perceveral asked.


  Haskell glanced through a dossier on his desk. “Let’s see. Anton Perceveral; age thirty-four; parents, Gregory James Perceveral and Anita Swaans Perceveral, Laketown, New Jersey. Is that right?”


  “Yes,” Perceveral said. “And you have a job for me?”


  “We have indeed.”


  “Paying twenty thousand a year and benefits?”


  “Perfectly correct.”


  “Could you tell me what the job is?”


  “That’s what we’re here for,” Haskell said cheerfully. “The job I have in mind for you, Mr. Perceveral, is listed in our catalogue as Extraterrestrial Explorer.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Extraterrestrial or alien-planet explorer,” Haskell said. “The explorers, you know, are the men who make the first contacts on alien planets, the primary settlers who gather our essential data. I think of them as the Drakes and Magellans of this century. It is, I think you’ll agree, an excellent opportunity.”


  Perceveral stood up, his face a dull red. “If you’re finished with the joke, I’ll leave.”


  “Eh?”


  “Me an extraterrestrial explorer?” Perceveral said with a bitter laugh. “Don’t try to kid me. I read the papers. I know what the explorers are like.”


  “What are they like?”


  “They’re Earth’s finest,” Perceveral said. “The very best brains in the very best bodies. Men with trigger-quick reactions, able to tackle any problem, cope with any situation, adjust to any environment. Isn’t that true?”


  “Well,” Haskell said, “it was true back in the early days of planetary exploration. And we have allowed that stereotype to remain in the public eye, to instill confidence. But that type of explorer is now obsolete. There are plenty of other jobs for men such as you describe. But not planetary exploration.”


  “Couldn’t your supermen make the grade?” Perceveral asked with a faint sneer.


  “Of course they could,” Haskell said. “No paradox is involved here. The record of our early explorers is unsurpassed. Those men managed to survive on every planet where human survival was even remotely possible, against overwhelming odds, by sheer grit and tenacity. The planets called for their every resource and they rose to meet the challenge. They stand as an eternal monument to the toughness and adaptability of Homo sapiens.”


  “Then why did you stop using them?”


  “Because our problems on Earth changed,” Haskell told him. “In the early days, the exploration of space was an adventure, a scientific achievement, a defense measure, a symbol. But that passed. Earth’s overpopulation trend continued—explosively. Millions spilled into relatively empty lands like Brazil, New Guinea and Australia. But the population explosion quickly filled them. In major cities, the population panic point was reached and produced the Weekend Riots. And the population, bolstered by geriatrics and a further sharp decrease in infant mortality, continued to grow.”


  Haskell rubbed his forehead. “It was a mess. But the ethics of population increase aren’t my business. All we at the Board knew was, we had to have new land fast. We needed planets which—unlike Mars and Venus—would be rapidly self-supporting. Places to which we could siphon millions, while the scientists and politicians on Earth tried to straighten things out. We had to open these planets to colonization as rapidly as possible. And that meant speeding up the initial exploratory process.”


  “I know all that,” Perceveral said. “But I still don’t see why you stopped using the optimum explorer type.”


  “Isn’t it obvious? We were looking for places where ordinary people could settle and survive. Our optimum explorer type was not ordinary. Quite the contrary, he almost approximated a new species. And he was no judge of ordinary survival conditions. For example, there are bleak, dreary, rain-swept little planets that the average colonist finds depressing to the point of insanity; but our optimum explorer is too sound to be disturbed by climatic monotony. Germs which devastate thousands give him, at most, a bad time for a while. Dangers which can push a colony to the brink of disaster, our optimum explorer simply evades. He can’t assess these things in everyday terms. They simply don’t touch him.”


  “I’m beginning to see,” Perceveral said.


  “Now the best way,” Haskell said, “would have been to attack these planets in stages. First an explorer, then a basic research team, then a trial colony composed largely of psychologists and sociologists, then a research group to interpret the findings of the other groups, and so forth. But there’s never enough time or money for all that. We need those colonies right now, not in fifty years.”


  Mr. Haskell paused and looked hard at Perceveral. “So, you see, we must have immediate knowledge as to whether a group of ordinary people could live and thrive on any new planet. That’s why we changed our qualifications for explorers.”


  Perceveral nodded. “Ordinary explorers for ordinary people. There’s just one thing, however.”


  “Yes?”


  “I don’t know how well you know my background . . .”


  “Quite well,” Haskell assured him.


  “Then you might have noticed that I have certain tendencies toward—well, a certain accident-proneness. To tell you the honest truth, I have a hard time surviving right here on Earth.”


  “I know,” Mr. Haskell said pleasantly.


  “Then how would I make out on an alien planet? And why would you want me?”


  Mr. Haskell looked slightly ill at ease. “Well, you stated our position wrongly when you said ‘ordinary explorers for ordinary people.’ It isn’t that simple. A colony is composed of thousands, often millions of people, who vary considerably in their survival potentialities. Humanity and the law state that all of them must have a fighting chance. The people themselves must be reassured before they’ll leave Earth. We must convince them—and the law—and ourselves—that even the weakest will have a chance for survival.”


  “Go on,” Perceveral said.


  “Therefore,” Haskell said quickly, “some years ago we stopped using the optimum-survival explorer, and began using the minimum-survival explorer.”


  Perceveral sat for a while digesting this information. “So you want me because any place I can live in, anyone can live in.”


  “That more or less sums up our thinking on the problem,” Haskell said, smiling genially.


  “But what would my chances be?”


  “Some of our minimum-survival explorers have done very well.”


  “And others?”


  “There are hazards, of course,” Haskell admitted. “And aside from the potential dangers of the planet itself, there are other risks involved in the very nature of the experiment. I can’t even tell you what they are, since that would destroy our only control element on the minimum-survival test. I simply tell you that they are present.”


  “Not a very good outlook,” Perceveral said.


  “Perhaps not. But think of the rewards if you won through! You would, in effect, be the founding father of a colony! Your value as an expert would be immeasurable. You would have a permanent place in the life of the community. And equally important, you might be able to dispel certain insidious self-doubts concerning your place in the scheme of things.”


  Perceveral nodded reluctantly. “Tell me one thing. Your telegram arrived today at a particularly crucial moment. It seemed almost—”


  “Yes, it was planned,” Haskell said. “We’ve found that the people we want are most receptive when they’ve reached a certain psychological state. We keep close watch over the few who fit our requirements, waiting for the right moment to make our presentation.”


  “It might have been embarrassing if you’d been an hour later,” Perceveral said.


  “Or unfruitful if we’d been a day earlier.” Haskell arose from behind his desk. “Would you join me for lunch, Mr. Perceveral? We can discuss final details over a bottle of wine.”


  “All right,” Perceveral said. “But I’m not making any promises yet.”


  “Of course not,” Haskell said, opening the door for him.


  After lunch Perceveral did some hard thinking. The explorer’s job appealed to him strongly in spite of the risks. It was, after all, no more dangerous than suicide, and much better paying. The rewards were great if he won; the penalty for failure was no more than the price he had been about to pay for failure on Earth.


  He hadn’t done well in thirty-four years on Earth. The best he had shown were flashes of ability marred by a strong affinity for illness, accident and blunder. But Earth was crowded, cluttered and confused. Perhaps his accident-proneness had been not some structural flaw in him but the product of intolerable conditions.


  Exploration would give him a new environment. He would be alone, dependent only on himself, answerable only to himself. It would be tremendously dangerous—but what could be more dangerous than a glittering razor blade held in his own hand?


  This would be the supreme effort of his life, the ultimate test. He would fight as he had never fought before to conquer his fatal tendencies. And this time he would throw every ounce of strength and determination into the struggle.


  He accepted the job. In the next weeks of preparation he ate and drank and slept determination, hammered it into his brain and wove it between his nerves, mumbled it to himself like a Buddhist prayer, dreamed about it, brushed his teeth and washed his hands with it, meditated upon it until the monotonous refrain buzzed in his head waking and sleeping, and began slowly to act as a check and restraint upon action.


  The day arrived when he was assigned a year’s tour of duty upon a promising planet in the East Star Ridge. Haskell wished him luck and promised to stay in touch by L-phase radio. Perceveral and his equipment were put aboard the picket ship Queen of Glasgow, and the adventure was begun.


  During the months in space, Perceveral continued to think obsessively of his resolve. He handled himself carefully in no-weight, watched his every movement and cross-checked his every motive. This continuous inspection slowed him down considerably; but gradually it became habitual. A set of new reflexes began to form, struggling to conquer the old reflex system.


  But progress was spasmodic. In spite of his efforts, Perceveral caught a minor skin irritation from the ship’s purification system, broke one of his ten pairs of glasses against a bulkhead, and suffered numerous headaches, backaches, skinned knuckles and stubbed toes.


  Still, he felt he had made progress, and his resolution hardened accordingly. And at last his planet came into view.


  The planet was named Theta. Perceveral and his equipment were set down on a grassy, forested upland near a mountain range. The area had been preselected by air survey for its promising qualifies. Water, wood, local fruits and mineral-bearing ores were all nearby. The area could make an excellent colony site.


  The ship’s officers wished him luck, and departed. Perceveral watched until the ship vanished into a bank of clouds. Then he went to work.


  First he activated his robot. It was a tall, gleaming, black multipurpose machine, standard equipment for explorers and settlers. It couldn’t talk, sing, recite or play cards like the more expensive models. Its only response was a head-shake or a nod; dull companionship for the year ahead. But it was programed to handle verbal work commands of a considerable degree of complexity, to perform the heaviest labor, and to show a degree of foresight in problem situations.


  With the robot’s help, Perceveral set up his camp on the plain, keeping a careful check on the horizon for signs of trouble. The air survey had detected no signs of an alien culture, but you could never tell. And the nature of Theta’s animal life was still uninvestigated.


  He worked slowly and carefully, and the silent robot worked beside him. By evening, he had set up a temporary camp. He activated the radar alarm and went to bed.


  He awoke just after dawn to the shrilling of the radar alarm bell. He dressed and hurried outside. There was an angry humming in the air, like the sound of a locust horde.


  “Get two beamers,” he told the robot, “and hurry back. Bring the binoculars, too.”


  The robot nodded and lurched off. Perceveral turned slowly, shivering in the gray dawn, trying to locate the direction of the sound. He scanned the damp plain, the green edge of forest, the cliffs beyond. Nothing moved. Then he saw, outlined against the sunrise, something that looked like a low dark cloud. The cloud was flying toward his camp, moving very quickly against the wind.


  The robot returned with the beamers. Perceveral took one and directed the robot to hold the other, awaiting orders to fire. The robot nodded, his eye cells gleaming dully as he turned toward the sunrise.


  When the cloud swept nearer, it resolved into a gigantic flock of birds. Perceveral studied them through his binoculars. They were about the size of Terran hawks, but their darting, erratic flight resembled the flight of bats. They were heavily taloned and their long beaks were edged with sharp teeth. With all that lethal armament, they had to be carnivorous.


  The flock circled them, humming loudly. Then, from all directions, with wings swept back and talons spread, they began to dive. Perceveral directed the robot to begin firing.


  He and the robot stood back to back, blasting into the onslaught of birds. There was a whirling confusion of blood and feathers as battalions of birds were scythed out of the sky. Perceveral and the robot were holding their own, keeping the aerial wolf pack at a distance, even beating it back. Then Perceveral’s beamer failed.


  The beamers were supposed to be fully charged and guaranteed for seventy-five hours at full automatic. A beamer couldn’t fail! He stood for a moment, stupidly clicking the trigger. Then he flung down the weapon and hurried to the supplies tent, leaving the robot to continue the fight alone.


  He located his two spares and came out. When he rejoined the battle, he saw that the robot’s beamer had stopped functioning. The robot stood erect, beating off the swarm of birds with his arms. Drops of oil sprayed from his joints as he flailed at the dense flock. He swayed, dangerously close to losing his balance, and Perceveral saw that some birds had evaded his swinging arms and were perched on his shoulders, pecking at his eye cells and kinesthetic antenna.


  Perceveral swung up both beamers and began to cut into the swarm. One weapon failed almost immediately. He continued chopping with the last, praying it would retain its charge.


  The flock, finally alarmed by its losses, rose and wheeled away, screaming and hooting. Miraculously unhurt, Perceveral and the robot stood knee-deep in scattered feathers and charred bodies.


  Perceveral looked at the four beamers, three of which had failed him entirely. Then he marched angrily to the communications tent.


  He contacted Haskell and told him about the attack of the birds and the failure of three beamers out of four. Red-faced with outrage, he denounced the men who were supposed to check an explorer’s equipment. Then, out of breath, he waited for Haskell’s apology and explanation.


  “That” Haskell said, “was one of the control elements.”


  “Huh?”


  “I explained it to you months ago,” Haskell said. “We are testing for minimum-survival conditions. Minimum , remember? We have to know what will happen to a colony composed of people of varying degrees of proficiency. Therefore, we look for the lowest denominator.”


  “I know all that. But the beamers—”


  “Mr. Perceveral, setting up a colony, even on an absolute minimum basis, is a fantastically expensive operation. We supply our colonists with the newest and best in guns and equipment, but we can’t replace things that stop functioning or are used up. The colonists have to use irreplaceable ammunition, equipment that breaks and wears out, food stores that become exhausted or spoiled—”


  “And that’s what you’ve given me?” Perceveral asked.


  “Of course. As a control, we have equipped you with the minimum of survival equipment. That’s the only way we’ll be able to predict how the colonists will make out on Theta.”


  “But it isn’t fair! Explorers always get the best equipment!”


  “No,” Haskell said. “The old-style optimum-survival explorers did, of course. But we’re testing for least potential, which must extend to equipment as well as to personality. I told you there would be risks.”


  “Yes, you did,” Perceveral said. “But . . . All right. Do you have any other little secrets in store for me?”


  “Not really,” Haskell said, after a momentary pause. “Both you and your equipment are of minimum-survival quality. That about sums it up.”


  Perceveral detected something evasive in this answer, but Haskell refused to be more specific. They signed off and Perceveral returned to the chaos of his camp.


  Perceveral and the robot moved their camp to the shelter of the forest for protection against further assaults by the birds. In setting up again, Perceveral noted that fully half of his ropes were badly worn, his electrical fixtures were beginning to burn out, and the canvas of his tents showed mildew. Laboriously he repaired everything, bruising his knuckles and skinning his palms. Then his generator broke down.


  He sweated over it for three days, trying to figure out the trouble from the badly printed instruction book, written in German, that had been sent with the machine. Nothing seemed to be set up right in the generator and nothing worked. At last he discovered, by pure accident, that the book was meant for an entirely different model. He lost his temper at this and kicked the generator, almost breaking the little toe of his right foot.


  Then he took himself firmly in hand and worked for another four days, figuring out the differences between his model and the model described, until he had the generator working again.


  The birds found that they could plummet through the trees into Perceveral’s camp, snatch food and be gone before the beamer could be leveled at them. Their attacks cost Perceveral a pair of glasses and a nasty wound on the neck. Laboriously he wove nets, and, with the robot’s help, strung them in the branches above his camp.


  The birds were baffled. Perceveral finally had time to check his food stores, and to discover that many of his dehydrated staples had been poorly processed, and others had become a host to an ugly air-borne fungus. Either way, it added up to spoilage. Unless he took measures now, he would be short of food during the Thetan winter.


  He ran a series of tests on local fruits, grains, berries and vegetables. They showed several varieties to be safe and nourishing. He ate these, and broke into a spectacular allergy rash. Painstaking work with his medical kit gave him a cure for the allergy, and he set up a test to discover the guilty plant. But just as he was checking final results, the robot stamped in, upsetting test tubes and spilling irreplaceable chemicals.


  Perceveral had to continue the allergy tests on himself, and to exclude one berry and two vegetables as unfit for his consumption.


  But the fruits were excellent and the local grains made a fine bread. Perceveral collected seed, and, late in the Thetan spring, directed the robot to the tasks of plowing and planting.


  The robot worked tirelessly in the new fields, while Perceveral did some exploring. He found pieces of smooth rock upon which characters had been scratched, and what looked like numbers, and even little stick-pictures of trees and clouds and mountains. Intelligent beings must have lived on Theta, he decided. Quite probably they still inhabited some parts of the planet. But he had no time to search for them.


  When Perceveral checked his fields, he found that the robot had planted the seed inches too deep, in spite of his programed instructions. That crop was lost, and Perceveral planted the next by himself.


  He built a wooden shack and replaced the rotting tents with storage sheds. Slowly he made his preparations for survival through the winter. And slowly he began to suspect that his robot was wearing out.


  The great black all-purpose machine performed its tasks as before. But the robot’s movements were growing increasingly jerky and his use of strength was indiscriminate. Heavy jars splintered in his grip and farming implements broke when he used them. Perceveral programed him for weeding the fields, but the robot’s broad splay feet trampled the grain sprouts as his fingers plucked the weeds. When the robot went out to chop firewood, he usually succeeded in breaking the ax handle. The cabin shook when the robot entered, and the door sometimes left its hinges.


  Perceveral wondered and worried about the robot’s deterioration. There was no way he could repair it, for the robot was a factory-sealed unit, meant to be repaired only by factory technicians with special tools, parts and knowledge. All Perceveral could do was retire the robot from service. But that would leave him completely alone.


  He programed increasingly simple tasks into the robot and took more work upon himself. Still the robot continued to deteriorate. Then one evening, when Perceveral was eating his dinner, the robot lurched against the stove and sent a pot of boiling rice flying.


  With his new-found survival talents, Perceveral flung himself out of the way and the boiling mess landed on his left shoulder instead of his face.


  That was too much. The robot was dangerous to have around. After dressing his burn, Perceveral decided to turn the robot off and continue the work of survival alone. In a firm voice, he gave the Dormancy Command.


  The robot simply glared at him and moved restlessly around the cabin, not responding to a robot’s most basic command.


  Perceveral gave the order again. The robot shook his head and began to stack firewood.


  Something had gone wrong. He would have to turn the robot off manually. But there was no sign of the usual cut-out switch anywhere on the machine’s gleaming black surface. Nevertheless, Perceveral took out his tool kit and approached the robot.


  Amazingly, the robot backed away from him, arms raised defensively.


  “Stand still!” Perceveral shouted.


  The robot moved away until his back was against the wall.


  Perceveral hesitated, wondering what was going wrong. Machines weren’t permitted to disobey orders. And the willingness to give up life had been carefully structured into all robotic devices.


  He advanced on the robot, determined to turn him off somehow. The robot waited until he was close, then swung an armored fist at him. Perceveral dodged out of the way and flung a wrench at the robot’s kinesthetic antenna. The robot quickly retracted it and swung again. This time his armored fist caught Perceveral in the ribs.


  Perceveral fell to the floor and the robot stood over him, his eye cells flaring red and his iron fingers opening and closing. Perceveral shut his eyes and waited for the coup de grâce. But the machine turned and left the shack, smashing the lock as he went.


  In a few minutes Perceveral heard the sound of firewood being cut and stacked—as usual.


  With the aid of his medical kit, Perceveral taped up his side. The robot finished work and came back for further instructions. Shakily, Perceveral ordered him to a distant spring for water. The robot left, showing no further signs of aggression. Perceveral dragged himself to the radio shack.


  “You shouldn’t have tried to turn him off,” Haskell said, when he heard what had happened. “He isn’t designed to be turned off. Wasn’t that apparent? For your own safety, don’t try it again.”


  “But what’s the reason?”


  “Because—as you’ve probably guessed by now—the robot acts as our quality-control over you.”


  “I don’t understand,” Perceveral said. “Why do you need a quality-control?”


  “Must I go through it all again?” Haskell asked wearily. “You were hired as a minimum-survival explorer. Not average. Not superior. Minimum.”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Let me continue. Do you recall how you were during your thirty-four years on Earth? You were continually beset by accident, disease and general misfortune. That is what we wanted on Theta. But you’ve changed, Mr. Perceveral.”


  “I’ve certainly tried to change.”


  “Of course,” Haskell said. “We expected it. Most of our minimum-survival explorers change. Faced with a new environment and a fresh start, they get a grip on themselves such as they’ve never had before. But it’s not what we’re testing for, so we have to compensate for the change. Colonists, you see, don’t always come to a planet in a spirit of self-improvement And any colony has its careless ones, to say nothing of the aged, the infirm, the feeble-minded, the foolhardy, the inexperienced children, and so forth. Our minimum-survival standards are a guarantee that all of them will have a chance. Now are you beginning to understand?”


  “I think so,” Perceveral said.


  “That’s why we need a quality-control over you—to keep you from acquiring the average or superior survival qualities which we are not testing for.”


  “Therefore the robot,” Perceveral said bleakly.


  “Correct. The robot has been programed to act as a check, a final control over your survival tendencies. He reacts to you, Perceveral. As long as you stay within a preselected range of general incompetence, the robot operates at par. But when you improve, become more skillful at survival, less accident-prone, the robot’s behavior deteriorates. He begins to break the things that you should be breaking, to form the wrong decisions you should be forming—”


  “That isn’t fair!”


  “Perceveral, you seem to feel that we’re running some kind of sanitorium or self-aid program for your benefit. Well, we’re not. We’re interested only in getting the job that we bought and paid for. The job, let me add, which you chose as an alternative to suicide.”


  “All right!” Perceveral shouted. “I’m doing the job. But is there any rule that says I can’t dismantle that damned robot?”


  “No rule at all,” Haskell said in a quieter voice, “if you can do it. But I earnestly advise you not to try. It’s too dangerous. The robot will not allow himself to be deactivated.”


  “That’s for me to decide, not him,” Perceveral said, and signed off.


  Spring passed on Theta, and Perceveral learned how to live with his robot. He ordered him to scout a distant mountain range, but the robot refused to leave him. He tried giving him no orders, but the black monster wouldn’t stay idle. If no work was assigned, the robot assigned work to himself, suddenly bursting into action and creating havoc in Perceveral’s field and sheds.


  In self-defense, Perceveral gave him the most harmless task he could think of. He ordered the robot to dig a well, hoping he would bury himself in it. But, grimy and triumphant, the robot emerged every evening and entered the cabin, showering dirt into Perceveral’s food, transmitting allergies, and breaking dishes and windows.


  Grimly, Perceveral accepted the status quo. The robot now seemed the embodiment of that other, darker side of himself, the inept and accident-prone Perceveral. Watching the robot on his destructive rounds, he felt as though he were watching a misshapen portion of himself, a sickness cast into solid, living form.


  He tried to shake free of this fantasy. But more and more the robot came to represent his own destructive urges cut loose from the life impulse and allowed to run rampant.


  Perceveral worked, and his neurosis stalked behind him, eternally destructive, yet—in the manner of neuroses—protective of itself. His self-perpetuating malady lived with him, watched him while he ate and stayed close while he slept.


  Perceveral did his work and became increasingly competent at it. He took what enjoyment he could from the days, regretted the setting of the sun, and lived through the horror of the nights when the robot stood beside his bed and seemed to wonder if now were the time for a summing-up. And in the morning, still alive, Perceveral tried to think of ways of disposing of his staggering, lurching, destructive neurosis.


  But the deadlock remained until a new factor appeared to complicate matters.


  It had rained heavily for several days. When the weather cleared, Perceveral walked out to his fields. The robot lumbered behind him, carrying the farming tools.


  Suddenly a crack appeared in the moist ground under his feet. It widened, and the whole section he was standing on collapsed. Perceveral leaped for firm ground. He made it to the slope, and the robot pulled him up the rest of the way, almost yanking his arm from his socket.


  When he examined the collapsed section of field, he saw that a tunnel had run under it. Digging marks were still visible. One side was blocked by the fall. On the other side the tunnel continued deep into the ground.


  Perceveral went back for his beamer and his flashlight. He climbed down one side of the hole and flashed his light into the tunnel. He saw a great furry shape retreat hastily around a bend. It looked like a giant mole.


  At last he had met another species of life on Theta.


  For the next few days he cautiously probed the tunnels. Several times he glimpsed gray molelike shapes, but they fled from him into a labyrinth of passageways.


  He changed his tactics. He went only a few hundred feet into the main tunnel and left a gift of fruit. When he returned the next day, the fruit was gone. In its place were two lumps of lead.


  The exchange of gifts continued for a week. Then, one day when Perceveral was bringing more fruit and berries, a giant mole appeared, approaching slowly and with evident nervousness. He motioned at Perceveral’s flashlight, and Perceveral covered the lens so that it wouldn’t hurt the mole’s eyes.


  He waited. The mole advanced slowly on two legs, his nose wrinkling, his small wrinkled hands clasped to his chest. He stopped and looked at Perceveral with bulging eyes. Then he bent down and scratched a symbol in the dirt of the passageway.


  Perceveral had no idea what the symbol meant. But the act itself implied language, intelligence and a grasp of abstractions. He scratched a symbol beside the mole’s, to imply the same things.


  An act of communication between alien races had begun. The robot stood behind Perceveral, his eye cells glowing, watching while the man and the mole searched for something in common.


  Contact meant more labor for Perceveral. The fields and gardens still had to be tended, the repairs on equipment made and the robot watched; in his spare time, Perceveral worked hard to learn the moles’ language. And the moles worked equally hard to teach him.


  Perceveral and the moles slowly grew to understand each other, to enjoy each other’s company, to become friends. Perceveral learned about their daily lives, their abhorrence of the light, their journeys through the underground caverns, their quest for knowledge and enlightenment. And he taught them what he could about Man.


  “But what is the metal thing?” the moles wanted to know.


  “A servant of Man,” Perceveral told them.


  “But it stands behind you and glares. It hates you, the metal thing. Do all metal things hate men?”


  “Certainly not,” Perceveral said. “This is a special case.


  “It frightens us. Do all metal things frighten?”


  “Some do. Not all.”


  “And it is hard to think when the metal thing stares at us, hard to understand you. Is it always like that with metal things?”


  “Sometimes they do interfere,” Perceveral admitted. “But don’t worry, the robot won’t hurt you.”


  The mole people weren’t so sure. Perceveral made what excuses he could for the heavy, lurching, boorish machine, spoke of machinery’s service to Man and the graciousness of life that it made possible. But the mole people weren’t convinced and shrank from the robot’s dismaying presence.


  Nevertheless, after lengthy negotiations, Perceveral made a treaty with the mole people. In return for supplies of fresh fruits and berries, which the moles coveted but could rarely obtain, they agreed to locate metals for future colonists and find sources of water and oil. Furthermore, the colonists were granted possession of all the surface land of Theta and the moles were confirmed in their lordship of the underground.


  This seemed an equitable distribution to both parties, and Perceveral and the mole chief signed the stone document with as much of a flourish as an incising tool would allow.


  To seal the treaty, Perceveral gave a feast. He and the robot brought a great gift of assorted fruits and berries to the mole people. The gray-furred, soft-eyed moles clustered around, squeaking eagerly to each other.


  The robot set down his baskets of fruit and stepped back. He slipped on a patch of smooth rock, flailed for balance, and came crashing down across one of the moles. Immediately he regained his balance and tried, with his clumsy iron hands, to help the mole up. But he had broken the creature’s back.


  The rest of the moles fled, carrying their dead companion with them. And Perceveral and the robot were left alone in the tunnel, surrounded by great piles of fruit.


  That night, Perceveral thought long and hard. He was able to see the damnable logic of the event. Minimum-survival contacts with aliens should have an element of uncertainty, distrust, misunderstanding, and even a few deaths. His dealings with the mole people had gone altogether too smoothly for minimum requirements.


  The robot had simply corrected the situation and had performed the errors which Perceveral should have made on his own.


  But although he understood the logic of the event, he couldn’t accept it. The mole people were his friends and he had betrayed them. There could be no more trust between them, no hope of co-operation for future colonists. Not while the robot clumped and stumbled down the tunnels.


  Perceveral decided that the robot must be destroyed. Once and for all, he determined to test his painfully acquired skill against the destructive neurosis that walked continually beside him. And if it cost his life—well, Perceveral reminded himself, he had been willing to lose it less than a year ago, for much poorer reasons.


  He re-established contact with the moles and discussed the problem with them. They agreed to help him, for even these gentle people had the concept of vengeance. They supplied some ideas which were surprisingly human, since the moles also possessed a form of warfare. They explained it to Perceveral and he agreed to try their way.


  In a week, the moles were ready. Perceveral loaded the robot with baskets of fruit and led him into the tunnels, as though he were attempting another treaty.


  The mole people weren’t to be found. Perceveral and the robot journeyed deeper into the passageways, their flashlights probing ahead into the darkness. The robot’s eye cells glowed red and he towered close behind Perceveral, almost at his back.


  They came to an underground cavern. There was a faint whistle and Perceveral sprinted out of the way.


  The robot sensed danger and tried to follow. But he stumbled, thwarted by his own programed ineptness, and fmit scattered across the cavern floor. Then ropes dropped from the blackness of the cavern’s roof and settled around the robot’s head and shoulders.


  He ripped at the tough fiber. More ropes settled around him, hissing in swift flight down from the roof. The robot’s eye cells flared as he ripped the cords from his arms.


  Mole people emerged from the passageways by the dozens. More lines snaked around the robot, whose joints spurted oil as he strained to break the strands. For minutes, the only sounds in the cavern were the hiss of flying ropes, the creak of the robot’s joints, and the dry crack of breaking line.


  Perceveral ran back to join the fight. They bound the robot closer and closer until his limbs had no room to gain a purchase. And still the ropes hissed through the air until the robot toppled over, bound in a great cocoon of rope with only his head and feet showing.


  Then the mole people squeaked in triumph and tried to gouge out the robot’s eyes with their blunt digging claws. But steel shutters slid over the robot’s eyes. So they poured sand into his joints until Perceveral pushed them aside and attempted to melt the robot with his last beamer.


  The beamer failed before the metal even grew hot. They fastened ropes to the robot’s feet and dragged him down a passageway that ended in a deep chasm. They levered him over the side and listened while he bounced off the granite sides of the precipice, and cheered when he struck bottom.


  The mole people held a celebration. But Perceveral felt sick. He returned to his shack and lay in bed for two days, telling himself over and over that he had not killed a man, or even a thinking being. He had simply destroyed a dangerous machine.


  But he couldn’t help remembering the silent companion who had stood with him against the birds, and had weeded his fields and gathered wood for him. Even though the robot had been clumsy and destructive, he had been clumsy and destructive in Perceveral’s own personal way—a way that he, above all people, could understand and sympathize with.


  For a while, he felt as though a part of himself had died. But the mole people came to him in the evenings and consoled him, and there was work to be done in the fields and sheds.


  It was autumn, time for harvesting and storing his crops. Perceveral went to work. With the robot’s removal, his own chronic propensity for accident returned briefly. He fought it back with fresh confidence. By the first snows, his work of storage and food preservation was done. And his year on Theta was coming to an end.


  He radioed a full report to Haskell on the planet’s risks, promises and potentialities, reported his treaty with the mole people, and recommended the planet for colonization. In two weeks, Haskell radioed back.


  “Good work,” he told Perceveral. “The Board decided that Theta definitely fits our minimum-survival requirements. We’re sending out a colony ship at once.”


  “Then the test is over?” Perceveral asked.


  “Right. The ship should be there in about three months. I’ll probably take this batch out. My congratulations, Mr. Perceveral. you’re going to be the founding father of a brand-new colony!”


  Perceveral said, “Mr. Haskell, I don’t know how to thank you—”


  “Nothing to thank me for,” Haskell said. “Quite the contrary. By the way, how did you make out with the robot?”


  “I destroyed him,” Perceveral said. He described the killing of the mole and the subsequent events.


  “Hmm,” Haskell said.


  “You told me there was no rule against it.”


  “There isn’t. The robot was part of your equipment, just like the beamers and tents and food supplies. Like them, he was also part of your survival problems. You had a right to do anything you could about him.”


  “Then what’s wrong?’


  “Well, I just hope you really destroyed him. Those quality-control models are built to last, you know. They’ve got self-repair units and a strong sense of self-preservation. It’s damned hard to really knock one out.”


  “I think I succeeded,” Perceveral said.


  “I hope so. It would be embarrassing if the robot survived.”


  “Why? Would it come back for revenge?”


  “Certainly not. A robot has no emotions.”


  “Well?”


  “The trouble is this. The robot’s purpose was to cancel out any gains you made in survival-quality. It did, in various destructive ways.”


  “Sure. So, if it comes back, I’ll have to go through the whole business again.”


  “More. You’ve been separated from the robot for a few months now. If it’s still functioning, it’s been accumulating a backlog of accidents for you. All the destructive duties that it should have performed during those months—they’ll all have to be discharged before the robot can return to normal duties. See what I mean?”


  Perceveral cleared his throat nervously. “And of course he would discharge them as quickly as possible in order to get back to regular operation.”


  “Of course. Now look, the ship will be there in about three months. That’s the quickest we can make it. I suggest you make sure that robot is immobilized. We wouldn’t want to lose you now.”


  “No, we wouldn’t,” Perceveral said. ‘I’ll take care of it at once.”


  He equipped himself and hurried to the tunnels. The mole people guided him to the chasm after he explained the problem. Armed with blowtorch, hacksaw, sledge hammer and cold chisel, Perceveral began a slow descent down the side of the precipice.


  At the bottom, he quickly located the spot where the robot had landed. There, wedged between two boulders, was a complete robotic arm, wrenched loose from the shoulder. Further on, he found fragments of a shattered eye cell. And he came across an empty cocoon of ripped and shredded rope.


  But the robot wasn’t there.


  Perceveral climbed back up the precipice, warned the moles and began to make what preparations he could.


  Nothing happened for twelve days. Then news was brought to him in the evening by a frightened mole. The robot had appeared again in the tunnels, stalking the dark passageways with a single eye cell glowing, expertly threading the maze into the main branch.


  The moles had prepared for his coming with ropes. But the robot had learned. He had avoided the silent dropping nooses and charged into the mole forces. He had killed six moles and sent the rest into flight.


  Perceveral nodded briefly at the news, dismissed the mole and continued working. He had set up his defenses in the tunnels. Now he had his four dead beamers disassembled on the table in front of him. Working without a manual, he was trying to interchange parts to produce one usable weapon.


  He worked late into the night, testing each component carefully before fitting it back into the casing. The tiny parts seemed to float before his eyes and his fingers felt like sausages. Very carefully, working with tweezers and a magnifying glass, he began reassembling the weapon.


  The radio suddenly blared into life.


  “Anton?” Haskell asked. “What about the robot?”


  “He’s coming,” said Perceveral.


  “I was afraid so. Now listen, I rushed through a priority call to the robot’s manufacturers. I had a hell of a fight with them, but I got their permission for you to deactivate the robot, and full instructions on how to do it.”


  “Thanks,” Perceveral said. “Hurry up, how’s it done?”


  “You’ll need the following equipment. A power source of two hundred volts delivered at twenty-five amps. Can your generator handle that?”


  “Yes. Go on.”


  “You’ll need a bar of copper, some silver wire and a probe made of some non-conductor such as wood. You set the stuff up in the following—”


  “I’ll never have time,” Perceveral said, “but tell me quickly.”


  His radio hummed loudly.


  “Haskell!” Perceveral cried.


  His radio went dead. Perceveral heard the sounds of breakage coming from the radio shack. Then the robot appeared in the doorway.


  The robot’s left arm and right eye cell were missing, but his self-repair units had sealed the damaged spots. He was colored a dull black now, with rust-streaks down his chest and flanks.


  Perceveral glanced down at the almost-completed beamer. He began fitting the final pieces into place.


  The robot walked toward him.


  “Go cut firewood,” Perceveral said, in as normal a tone as he could manage.


  The robot stopped, turned, picked up the ax, hesitated, and started out the door.


  Perceveral fitted in the final component, slid the cover into place and began screwing it down.


  The robot dropped the ax and turned again, struggling with contradictory commands. Perceveral hoped he might fuse some circuits in the conflict. But the robot made his decision and launched himself at Perceveral.


  Perceveral raised the beamer and pressed the trigger. The blast stopped the robot in mid-stride. His metallic skin began to glow a faint red.


  Then the beamer failed again.


  Perceveral cursed, hefted the heavy weapon and threw it at the robot’s remaining eye cell. It just missed, bouncing off his forehead.


  Dazed, the robot groped for him. Perceveral dodged his arm and fled from the cabin, toward the black mouth of the tunnel. As he entered, he looked back and saw the robot following.


  He walked several hundred yards down the tunnel. Then he turned on a flashlight and waited for the robot.


  He had thought the problem out carefully when he’d discovered that the robot had not been destroyed.


  His first idea naturally was flight. But the robot, traveling night and day, would easily overtake him. Nor could he dodge aimlessly in and out of the maze of tunnels. He would have to stop and eat, drink and sleep. The robot wouldn’t have to stop for anything.


  Therefore he had arranged a series of traps in the tunnels and had staked everything on them. One of them was bound to work. He was sure of it.


  But even as he told himself this, Perceveral shivered, thinking of the accumulation of accidents that the robot had for him—the months of broken arms and fractured ribs, wrenched ankles, slashes, cuts, bites, infections and diseases. All of which the robot would hound him into as rapidly as possible, in order to get back to normal routine.


  He would never survive the robot’s backlog. His traps had to work!


  Soon he heard the robot’s thundering footsteps. Then the robot appeared, saw him, and lumbered forward.


  Perceveral sprinted down a tunnel, then turned into a smaller tunnel. The robot followed, gaining slightly.


  When Perceveral reached a distinctive outcropping of rock, he looked back to gauge the robot’s position. Then he tugged a cord he had concealed behind the rock.


  The roof of the tunnel collapsed, releasing tons of dirt and rock over the robot.


  If the robot had continued for another step, he would have been buried. But appraising the situation instantly, he whirled and leaped back. Dirt showered him, and small rocks bounced off his head and shoulders. But the main fall missed him.


  When the last pebble had fallen, the robot climbed over the mound of debris and continued the pursuit.


  Perceveral was growing short of wind. He was disappointed at the failure of the trap. But, he reminded himself, he had a better one ahead. The next would surely finish off the implacable machine.


  They ran down a winding tunnel lit only by occasional flashes from Perceveral’s flashlight. The robot began gaining again. Perceveral reached a straight stretch and put on a burst of speed.


  He crossed a patch of ground that looked exactly like any other patch. But as the robot thundered over it, the ground gave way. Perceveral had calculated it carefully. The trap, which held under his weight, yielded at once under the robot’s bulk.


  The robot thrashed for a handhold. Dirt trickled through his fingers and he slid into the trap that Perceveral had dug—a pit with sloping sides that came together like a great funnel, designed to keep the robot immovably wedged at the bottom.


  The robot, however, flung both his legs wide, almost at right angles to his body. His joints creaked as his heels bit into the sloping sides; they sagged under his weight, but held. He was able to stop himself before reaching the bottom, with both legs stiffly outspread and pressed into the soft dirt.


  The robot’s hand gouged deep handholds in the dirt. One leg retracted and found a foothold; then the other. Slowly the robot extricated himself, and Perceveral started running again.


  His breath came short and hard now and he was getting a stitch in his side. The robot gained more easily, and Perceveral had to strain to stay ahead.


  He had counted on those two traps. Now there was just one more left. A very good one, but risky to use.


  Perceveral forced himself to concentrate in spite of a growing dizziness. The last trap had to be calculated carefully. He passed a stone marked in white and switched off his flashlight. He began counting strides, slowing until the robot was directly behind him, his fingers inches from his neck.


  Eighteen-nineteen-twenty!


  On the twentieth step, Perceveral flung himself headfirst into the darkness. For seconds, he seemed to be floating in the air. Then he struck water in a flat, shallow dive, surfaced and waited.


  The robot had been too close behind to stop. There was a tremendous splash as he hit the surface of the underground lake; a sound of furious splashing; and, finally, the sound of bubbles as the heavy robot sank beneath the surface.


  When he heard that, Perceveral struck out for the opposite shore. He made it and pulled himself out of the icy water. For minutes, he lay shuddering on the slimy rocks. Then he forced himself to climb further ashore on hands and knees, to a cache where he had stored firewood, matches, whisky, blankets and clothes.


  During the next hours Perceveral dried himself, changed clothes and built a small fire. He ate and drank and watched the still surface of the underground lake. Days ago, he had tested with a hundred-foot line and had found no bottom. Perhaps the lake was bottomless. More likely it fed into a swift-flowing underwater river that would pull the robot along for weeks and months. Perhaps . . .


  He heard a faint sound in the water and trained his flashlight in its direction. The robot’s head appeared, and then his shoulders and torso emerged.


  The lake was very evidently not bottomless. The robot must have walked across the bottom and climbed the steep slope on the opposite side.


  The robot began to climb the slimy rocks near shore. Perceveral wearily pulled himself to his feet and broke into a run.


  His last trap had failed him and his neurosis was closing in for the kill. Perceveral headed toward a tunnel exit. He wanted the end to come in sunlight.


  At a jolting dogtrot, Perceveral led the robot out of the tunnels toward a steep mountain slope. His breath felt like fire in his throat and his stomach muscles were knotted painfully. He ran with his eyes half closed, dizzy from fatigue.


  His traps had failed. Why hadn’t he realized the certainty of their failure earlier? The robot was part of himself, his own neurosis moving to destroy him. And how can a man trick the trickiest part of himself? The right hand always finds out what the left hand is doing, the cleverest of devices never fools the supreme fooler for long.


  He had gone about the thing in the wrong way, Perceveral thought, as he began to climb the mountain slope. The way to freedom is not through deception. It is . . .


  The robot clutched at his heel, reminding Perceveral of the difference between theoretical and practical knowledge. Re pulled himself out of the way and bombarded the robot with stones. The robot brushed them aside and continued climbing.


  Perceveral cut diagonally across the steep rock face. The way to freedom, he told himself, is not through deception. That was bound to fail. The way out is through change ! The way out is through conquest, not of the robot, but of what the robot represented.


  Himself!


  He was feeling lightheaded and his thoughts poured on unchecked. If, he insisted to himself, he could conquer his sense of kinship with the robot—then obviously the robot would no longer be his neurosis! It would simply be a neurosis, with no power over him.


  All he had to do was lose his neurosis—even for ten minutes—and the robot couldn’t harm him!


  All sense of fatigue left him and he was flooded with a supreme and intoxicating confidence. Boldly, he ran across a mass of jumbled rocks, a perfect place for a twisted ankle or a broken leg. A year ago, even a month ago, he would infallibly have had an accident. But the changed Perceveral, striding like a demigod, traversed the rocks without error.


  The robot, one-armed and one-eyed, doggedly took the accident upon himself. He tripped and sprawled at full length across the sharp rocks. When he picked himself up and resumed the chase, he was limping.


  Completely intoxicated but minutely watchful, Perceveral came to a granite wall, and leaped for a fingerhold that was no more than a gray shadow above him. For a heart-stopping second, he dangled in the air. Then, as his fingers began to slip, his foot found a hold. Without hesitation, he pulled himself up.


  The robot followed, his dry joints creaking loudly. He bent a finger out of commission making the climb that Perceveral should have failed.


  Perceveral leaped from boulder to boulder. The robot came after him, slipping and straining, drawing near. Perceveral didn’t care. The thought struck him that all his years of accident-proneness had gone into the making of this moment. The tide had turned now. He was at last what nature had intended him to be all along—an accident-proof man!


  The robot crawled after him up a dazzling surface of white rock. Perceveral, drunk with supreme confidence, pushed boulders into motion and shouted to create an avalanche.


  The rocks began to slide, and above him he heard a deep rumble. He dodged around a boulder, evaded the robot’s outflung arm and came to a dead end.


  He was in a small, shallow cave. The robot loomed in front of him, blocking the entrance, his iron fist pulled back.


  Perceveral burst into laughter at the sight of the poor. clumsy, accident-prone robot. Then the robot’s fist, driven by the full force of his body, shot out.


  Perceveral ducked, but it wasn’t necessary. The clumsy robot missed him anyhow, by at least half an inch. It was just the sort of mistake Perceveral had expected of the ridiculous accident-prone creature.


  The force of the swing carried the robot outward. He fought hard to regain his balance, poised on the lip of the cliff. Any normal man or robot would have regained it. But not the accident-prone robot. He fell on his face, smashing his last eye cell, and began to roll.


  Perceveral leaned out to accelerate the roll, then quickly crouched back inside the shallow cave. The avalanche completed the job for him, rolling a diminishing black dot down the dusty white mountainside and burying it under tons of stone.


  Perceveral watched it all, chuckling to himself. Then he began to ask himself what, exactly, he had been doing.


  And that was when he started to shake.


  Months later, Perceveral stood by the gangplank of the colony ship Cuchulain, watching the colonists step down into Theta’s midwinter sunshine. There were all types and kinds.


  They had all come to Theta for a chance at a new life. Each of them was vitally important at least to himself, and each deserved a fighting chance at survival, no matter what his potentialities.


  And he, Anton Perceveral, had scouted the minimum-survival requirements on Theta for these people; and had, in some measure, given hope and promise to the least capable among them—the incompetents who also wanted to live.


  He turned away from the stream of pioneers and entered the ship by a rear ladder. He walked down a corridor and entered Haskell’s cabin.


  “Well, Anton,” Haskell said, “how do they look to you?”


  “They seem like a nice group,” Perceveral said.


  “They are. Those people consider you their founding father, Anton. They want you here. Will you stay?”


  Perceveral said, “I consider Theta my home.”


  “Then it’s settled. I’ll just—”


  “Wait,” Perceveral said. “I’m not finished. I consider Theta my home. I want to settle here, marry, raise kids. But not yet.”


  “Eh?”


  “I’ve grown pretty fond of exploring,” Perceveral said. “I’d like to do some more of it. Maybe one or two more planets. Then I’ll settle down on Theta.”


  “I was afraid you might want that,” Haskell said unhappily.


  “What’s wrong with it?”


  “Nothing. But I’m afraid we can’t use you again as an explorer, Anton.”


  “Why not?”


  “You know what we need. Minimum-survival personalities for staking out future colonies. You cannot by any stretch of the imagination be considered a minimum-survival personality any longer.”


  “But I’m the same man I always was!” Perceveral said. “Oh, sure, I improved on the planet. But you expected that and had the robot to compensate for it. And at the end—”


  “Yes, what about that?”


  “Well, at the end I just got carried away. I think I was drunk or something. I can’t imagine how I acted that way.”


  “Still, that’s how you did act.”


  “Yes. But look! Even with that, I barely survived the experience—the total experience on Theta! Barely! Doesn’t that prove I’m still a minimum-survival personality?”


  Haskell pursed his lips and looked thoughtful. “Anton, you almost convince me. But I’m afraid you’re indulging in a bit of word juggling. In all honesty, I can’t view you as minimum any longer. I’m afraid you’ll just have to put up with your lot on Theta.”


  Perceveral’s shoulders slumped. He nodded wearily, shook hands with Haskell and turned to go.


  As he turned, the edge of his sleeve caught Haskell’s inkstand, brushing it off the table. Perceveral lunged to catch it and banged his hand against the desk. Ink splattered over him. He fumbled again, tripped over a chair, fell.


  “Anton,” Haskell asked, “was that an act?”


  “No,” Perceveral said. “It wasn’t, damn it.”


  “Hmm. Interesting. Now, Anton, don’t raise your hopes too high, but maybe—I say just maybe—”


  Haskell stared hard at Perceveral’s flushed face, then burst into laughter.


  “What a devil you are, Anton! You almost had me fooled. Now will you kindly get the hell out of here and join the colonists? They’re dedicating a statue to you and I think they’d like to have you present.”


  Shamefaced, but grinning in spite of it, Anton Perceveral walked out to meet his new destiny.


  THE PLANET OF DREAD


  R.F. Starzl


  A stupid blunder—and Mark Forepaugh faces a life of castaway loneliness in the savage welter of the planet Inra’s monster-ridden jungles.


  There was no use hiding from the truth. Somebody had blundered—a fatal blunder—and they were going to pay for it! Mark Forepaugh kicked the pile of hydrogen cylinders. Only a moment ago he had broken the seals—the mendacious seals that certified to the world that the flasks were fully charged. And the flasks were empty! The supply of this precious power gas, which in an emergency should have been sufficient for six years, simply did not exist.


  He walked over to the integrating machine, which as early as the year 2031 had begun to replace the older atomic processes, due to the shortage of the radium series metals. It was bulky and heavy compared to the atomic disintegrators, but it was much more economical and very dependable. Dependable—provided some thick-headed stock clerk at a terrestrial supply station did not check in empty hydrogen cylinders instead of full ones. Forepaugh’s unwonted curses brought a smile to the stupid, good-natured face of his servant, Gunga—he who had been banished for life from his native Mars for his impiety in closing his single round eye during the sacred Ceremony of the Wells.


  The Earth man was at this steaming hot, unhealthful trading station under the very shadow of the South Pole of the minor planet Inra for an entirely different reason. One of the most popular of his set on the Earth, an athletic hero, he had fallen in love, and the devoutly wished-for marriage was only prevented by lack of funds. The opportunity to take charge of this richly paid, though dangerous, outpost of civilization had been no sooner offered than taken. In another week or two the relief ship was due to take him and his valuable collection of exotic Inranian orchids back to the Earth, back to a fat bonus, Constance, and an assured future.


  It was a different young man who now stood tragically before the useless power plant. His slim body was bowed, and his clean features were drawn. Grimly he raked the cooling dust that had been forced in the integrating chamber by the electronic rearrangement of the original hydrogen atoms—finely powdered iron and silicon—the “ashes” of the last tank of hydrogen.


  Gunga chuckled.


  “What’s the matter?” Forepaugh barked. “Going crazy already?”


  “Me, haw! Me, haw! Me thinkin’,” Gunga rumbled. “Haw! We got, haw! plenty hydr’gen.” He pointed to the low metal roof of the trading station. Though it was well insulated against sound, the place continually vibrated to the low murmur of the Inranian rains that fell interminably through the perpetual polar day. It was a rain such as is never seen on Earth, even in the tropics. It came in drops as large as a man’s fist. It came in streams. It came in large, shattering masses that broke before they fell and filled the air with spray. There was little wind, but the steady green downpour of water and the brilliant continuous flashing of lightning shamed the dull soggy twilight produced by the large, hot, but hidden sun.


  “Your idea of a joke!” Forepaugh growled in disgust. He understood what Gunga’s grim pleasantry referred to. There was indeed an incalculable quantity of hydrogen at hand. If some means could be found to separate the hydrogen atoms from the oxygen in the world of water around them they would not lack for fuel. He thought of electrolysis, and relaxed with a sigh. There was no power. The generators were dead, the air drier and cooler had ceased its rhythmic pulsing nearly an hour ago. Their lights were gone, and the automatic radio utterly useless.


  “This is what comes of putting all your eggs in one basket,” he thought, and let his mind dwell vindictively on the engineers who had designed the equipment on which his life depended.


  An exclamation from Gunga startled him. The Martian was pointing to the ventilator opening, the only part of this strange building that was not hermetically sealed against the hostile life of Inra. A dark rim had appeared at its margin, a loathsome, black-green rim that was moving, spreading out. It crept over the metal walls like the low-lying smoke of a fire, yet it was a solid. From it emanated a strong, miasmatic odor.


  “The giant mold!” Forepaugh cried. He rushed to his desk and took out his flash pistol, quickly set the localizer so as to cover a large area. When he turned he saw, to his horror, Gunga about to smash into the mold with his ax. He sent the man spinning with a blow to the ear.


  “Want to scatter it and start it growing in a half-dozen places?” he snapped. “Here!”


  He pulled the trigger. There was a light, spiteful “ping” and for an instant a cone of white light stood out in the dim room like a solid thing. Then it was gone, and with it was gone the black mold, leaving a circular area of blistered paint on the wall and an acrid odor in the air. Forepaugh leaped to the ventilating louver and closed it tightly.


  “It’s going to be like this from now on,” he remarked to the shaken Gunga. “All these things wouldn’t bother us as long as the machinery kept the building dry and cool. They couldn’t live in here. But it’s getting damp and hot. Look at the moisture condensing on the ceiling!”


  Gunga gave a guttural cry of despair. “It knows, Boss; look!”


  Through one of the round, heavily framed ports it could be seen, the lower part of its large, shapeless body half-floating in the lashing water that covered their rocky shelf to a depth of several feet, the upper part spectral and gray. It was a giant amoeba, fully six feet in diameter in its present spheroid form, but capable of assuming any shape that would be useful. It had an envelope of tough, transparent matter, and was filled with a fluid that was now cloudy and then clear. Near the center there was a mass of darker matter, and this was undoubtedly the seat of its intelligence.


  The Earth man recoiled in horror! A single cell with a brain! It was unthinkable. It was a biological nightmare. Never before had he seen one—had, in fact, dismissed the stories of the Inranian natives as a bit of primitive superstition, had laughed at these gentle, stupid amphibians with whom he traded when they, in their imperfect language, tried to tell him of it.


  They had called it the Ul-lul. Well, let it be so. It was an amoeba, and it was watching him. It floated in the downpour and watched him. With what? It had no eyes. No matter, it was watching him. And then it suddenly flowed outward until it became a disc rocking on the waves. Again its fluid form changed, and by a series of elongations and contractions it flowed through the water at an incredible speed. It came straight for the window, struck the thick, unbreakable glass with a shock that could be felt by the men inside. It flowed over the glass and over the building. It was trying to eat them, building and all! The part of its body over the port became so thin that it was almost invisible. At last, its absolute limit reached, it dropped away, baffled, vanishing amid the glare of the lightning and the frothing waters like the shadows of a nightmare.


  The heat was intolerable and the air was bad.


  “Haw, we have to open vent’lator, Boss!” gasped the Martian.


  Forepaugh nodded grimly. It wouldn’t do to smother either. Though to open the ventilator would be to invite another invasion by the black mold, not to mention the amoebae and other fabulous monsters that had up to now been kept at a safe distance by the repeller zone, a simple adaptation of a very old discovery. A zone of mechanical vibrations, of a frequency of 500,000 cycles per second, was created by a large quartz crystal in the water, which was electrically operated. Without power, the protective zone had vanished.


  “We watch?” asked Gunga.


  “You bet we watch. Every minute of the ‘day’ and ‘night.’ ”


  He examined the two chronometers, assuring himself that they were well wound, and congratulated himself that they were not dependent on the defunct power plant for energy. They were his only means of measuring the passage of time. The sun, which theoretically would seem to travel round and round the horizon, rarely succeeded in making its exact location known, but appeared to shift strangely from side to side at the whim of the fog and water.


  “Th’ fellas,” Gunga remarked, coming out of a study. “Why not come?” He referred to the Inranians.


  “Probably know something’s wrong. They can tell the quartz oscillator is stopped. Afraid of the Ul-lul, I suppose.”


  “ ‘Squeer,” demurred the Martian. “Ul-lul not bother fellas.”


  “You mean it doesn’t follow them into the underbrush. But it would find tough going there. Not enough water; trees there, four hundred feet high with thorny roots and rough bark—they wouldn’t like that. Oh no, these natives ought to be pretty snug in their dens. Why, they’re as hard to catch as a muskrat! Don’t know what a muskrat is, huh? Well, it’s the same as the Inranians, only different, and not so ugly.”


  For the next six days they existed in their straitened quarters, one guarding while the other slept, but such alarms as they experienced were of a minor nature, easily disposed of by their flash pistol. It had not been intended for continuous service, and under the frequent drains it showed an alarming loss of power. Forepaugh repeatedly warned Gunga to be more sparing in its use, but that worthy persisted in his practice of using it against every trifling invasion of the poisonous Inranian cave moss that threatened them, or the warm, soggy water-spiders that hopefully explored the ventilator shaft in search of living food.


  “Bash ‘em with a broom, or something! Never mind if it isn’t nice. Save our flash gun for something bigger.”


  Gunga only looked distressed.


  On the seventh day their position became untenable. Some kind of sea creature, hidden under the ever-replenished storm waters, had found the concrete emplacements of their trading post to its liking. Just how it was done was never learned. It is doubtful that the creatures could gnaw away the solid stone—more likely the process was chemical, but none the less it was effective. The foundations crumbled; the metal shell subsided, rolled half over so that silty water leaked in through the straining seams, and threatened at any moment to be buffeted and urged away on the surface of the flood toward that distant vast sea which covers nine-tenths of the area of Inra.


  “Time to mush for the mountains,” Forepaugh decided.


  Gunga grinned. The Mountains of Perdition were, to his point of view, the only part of Inra even remotely inhabitable. They were sometimes fairly cool, and though perpetually pelted with rain, blazing with lightning and reverberating with thunder, they had caves that were fairly dry and too cool for the black mold. Sometimes, under favorable circumstances on their rugged peaks, one could get the full benefit of the enormous hot sun for whose actinic rays the Martian’s starved system yearned.


  “Better pack a few cans of the food tablets,” the white man ordered. “Take a couple of waterproof sleeping bags for us, and a few hundred fire pellets. You can have the flash pistol; it may have a few more charges in it.”


  Forepaugh broke the glass case marked “Emergency Only” and removed two more flash pistols. Well he knew that he would need them after passing beyond the trading area—perhaps sooner. His eyes fell on his personal chest, and he opened it for a brief examination. None of the contents seemed of any value, and he was about to pass when he dragged out a long, heavy, .45 caliber six-shooter in a holster, and a cartridge belt filled with shells. The Martian stared.


  “Know what it is?” his master asked, handing him the weapon.


  “Gunga not know.” He took it and examined it curiously. It was a fine museum piece in an excellent state of preservation, the metal overlaid with the patina of age, but free from rust and corrosion.


  “It’s a weapon of the Ancients,” Forepaugh explained. “It was a sort of family heirloom and is over 300 years old. One of my grandfathers used it in the famous Northwest Mounted Police. Wonder if it’ll still shoot.”


  He leveled the weapon at a fat, sightless wriggler that came squirming through a seam, squinting unaccustomed eyes along the barrel. There was a violent explosion, and the wriggler disappeared in a smear of dirty green. Gunga nearly fell over backward in fright, and even Forepaugh was shaken. He was surprised that the ancient cartridge had exploded at all, though he knew powder making had reached a high level of perfection before explosive chemical weapons had yielded to the newer, lighter, and infinitely more powerful ray weapons. The gun would impede their progress. It would be of very little use against the giant Carnivora of Inra. Yet something—perhaps a sentimental attachment, perhaps what his ancestors would have called a “hunch”—compelled him to strap it around his waist. He carefully packed a few essentials in his knapsack, together with one chronometer and a tiny gyroscopic compass. So equipped, they could travel with a fair degree of precision toward the mountains some hundred miles on the other side of a steaming forest, a-crawl with feral life, and hot with blood-lust.


  Man and master descended into the warm waters and, without a backward glance, left the trading post to its fate. There was not even any use in leaving a note. Their relief ship, soon due, would never find the station without radio direction.


  The current was strong, but the water gradually became shallower as they ascended the sloping rock. After half an hour they saw ahead of them the loom of the forest, and with some trepidation they entered the gloom cast by the towering, fernlike trees, whose tops disappeared in murky fog. Tangled vines impeded their progress. Quagmires lay in wait for them, and tough weeds tripped them, sometimes throwing one or another into the mud among squirming small reptiles that lashed at them with spiked, poisonous feet and then fell to pieces, each piece to lie in the bubbling ooze until it grew again into a whole animal.


  Several times they almost walked under the bodies of great, spheroidal creatures with massive short legs, whose tremendously long, sinuous necks disappeared in the leafy murk above, swaying gently like long-stalked lilies in a terrestial pond. These were azornacks, mild-tempered vegetarians whose only defense lay in their thick, blubbery hides. Filled with parasites, stinking and rancid, their decaying covering of fat effectively concealed the tender flesh underneath, protecting them from fangs and rending claws.


  Deeper in the forest the battering of the rain was mitigated. Giant neo-palm leaves formed a roof that shut out not only most of the weak daylight, but also the fury of the downpour. The water collected in cataracts, ran down the boles of the trees, and roared through the semi-circular canals of the snake trees, so named by early explorers for their waving, rubbery tentacles, multiplied a millionfold, that performed the duties of leaves. Water gurgled and chuckled everywhere, spread in vast dim ponds and lakes writhing with tormented roots, up-heaved by unseen, uncatalogued leviathans, rippled by translucent discs of loathsome, luminescent jelly that quivered from place to place in pursuit of microscopic prey.


  Yet the impression was one of calm and quiet, and the waifs from other worlds felt a surcease of nervous tension. Unconsciously they relaxed. Taking their bearings, they changed their course slightly for the nesting place of the nearest tribe of Inranians where they hoped to get food and at least partial shelter; for their food tablets had mysteriously turned to an unpleasant viscous liquid, and their sleeping bags were alive with giant bacteria easily visible to the eye.


  They were doomed to disappointment. After nearly twelve hours of desperate struggling through the morass, through gloomy aisles, and countless narrow escapes from prowling beasts of prey in which only the speed and tremendous power of their flash pistols saved them from instant death, they reached a rocky outcropping which led to the comparatively dry rise of land on which a tribe of Inranians made its home. Their faces were covered with welts made by the hanging filaments of blood-sucking trees as fine as spider webs, and their senses reeled with the oppressive stench of the abysmal jungle. If the pampered ladies of the Inner Planets only knew where their thousand-dollar orchids sprang from!


  Converging runways showed the opening of one of the underground dens, almost hidden from view by a bewildering maze of roots, rendered more formidable by long, sharp stakes made from the iron-hard thigh-bones of the flying kabo.


  Forepaugh cupped his hands over his mouth and gave the call.


  “Ouf! Ouf! Ouf! Ouf! Ouf!”


  He repeated it over and over, the jungle giving back his voice in a muffled echo, while Gunga held a spare flash pistol and kept a sharp lookout for a carnivore intent on getting an unwary Inranian.


  There was no answer. These timid creatures, who are often rated the most intelligent life native to primitive Inra, had sensed disaster and had fled.


  Forepaugh and Gunga slept in one of the foul, poorly ventilated dens, ate of the hard, woody tubers that had not been worth taking along, and wished they had a certain stock clerk at that place at that time. They were awakened out of deep slumber by the threshing of an evil looking creature which had become entangled among the sharpened spikes. Its tremendous maw, splitting it almost in half, was opened in roars of pain that showed great yellow fangs eight inches in length. Its heavy flippers battered the stout roots and lacerated themselves in the beast’s insensate rage. It was quickly dispatched with a flash pistol and Gunga cooked himself some of the meat, using a fire pellet; but despite his hunger Forepaugh did not dare eat any of it, knowing that this species, strange to him, might easily be one of the many on Inra that are poisonous to terrestials.


  They resumed their march toward the distant invisible mountains, and were fortunate in finding somewhat better footing than they had on their previous march. They covered about 25 miles on that “day,” without untoward incident. Their ray pistols gave them on insuperable advantage over the largest and most ferocious beasts they could expect to meet, so that they became more and more confident, despite the knowledge that they were rapidly using up the energy stored in their weapons. The first one had long ago been discarded, and the charge indicators of the other two were approaching zero at a disquieting rate. Forepaugh took them both, and from that time on he was careful never to waste a discharge except in case of a direct and unavoidable attack. This often entailed long waits or stealthy detours through sucking mud, and came near to ending both their lives.


  The Earth man was in the lead when it happened. Seeking an uncertain footing through a tangle of low-growing, thick, ghastly white vegetation, he placed a foot on what seemed to be a broad, flat rock projecting slightly above the ooze. Instantly there was a violent upheaval of mud; the seeming rock flew up like a trap-door, disclosing a cavernous mouth some seven feet across, and a thick, triangular tentacle flew up from its concealment in the mud in a vicious arc. Forepaugh leaped back barely in time to escape being swept in and engulfed. The end of the tentacle struck him a heavy blow on the chest, throwing him back with such force as to bowl Gunga over, and whirling the pistols out of his hands into a slimy, bulbous growth nearby, where they stuck in the phosphorescent cavities the force of their impact had made.


  There was no time to recover the weapons. With a bellow of rage the beast was out of its bed and rushing at them. Nothing stayed its progress. Tough, heavily scaled trees thicker than a man’s body shuddered and fell as its bulk brushed by them. But it was momentarily confused, and its first rush carried it past its dodging quarry. This momentary respite saved their lives.


  Rearing its plumed head to awesome heights, its knobby bark running with brown rivulets of water, a giant tree, even for that world of giants, offered refuge. The men scrambled up the rough trunk easily, finding plenty of hand and footholds. They came to rest on one of the shelflike circumvoluting rings, some twenty-five feet above the ground. Soon the blunt brown tentacles slithered in search of them, but failed to reach their refuge by inches.


  And now began the most terrible siege that interlopers in that primitive world can endure. From that cavernous, distended throat came a tremendous, world-shaking noise.


  “HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM!”


  Forepaugh put his hand to his head. It made him dizzy. He had not believed that such noise could be. He knew that no creature could long live amidst it. He tore strips from his shredded clothing and stuffed his ears, but felt no relief.


  “HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM!”


  It throbbed in his brain.


  Gunga lay a-sprawl, staring with fascinated eye into the pulsating scarlet gullet that was blasting the world with sound. Slowly, slowly he was slipping. His master hauled him back. The Martian grinned at him stupidly, slid again to the edge.


  Once more Forepaugh pulled him back. The Martian seemed to acquiesce. His single eye closed to a mere slit. He moved to a position between Forepaugh and the tree trunk, braced his feet.


  “No you don’t!” The Earth man laughed uproariously. The din was making him light-headed. It was so funny! Just in time he had caught that cunning expression and prepared for the outlashing of feet designed to plunge him into the red cavern below and to stop that hellish racket.


  “And now—”


  He swung his fist heavily, slamming the Martian against the tree. The red eye closed wearily. He was unconscious, and lucky.


  Hungrily the Earth man stared at his distant flash pistols, plainly visible in the luminescence of their fungus bedding. He began a slow, cautious creep along the top of a vine some eight inches thick. If he could reach them . . .


  Crash! He was almost knocked to the ground by the thud of a frantic tentacle against the vine. His movement had been seen. Again the tentacle struck with crushing force. The great vine swayed. He managed to reach the shelf again in the very nick of time.


  “HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM!”


  A bolt of lightning struck a giant fern some distance away. The crash of thunder was hardly noticeable. Forepaugh wondered if his tree would be struck. Perhaps it might even start a fire, giving him a flaming brand with which to torment his tormentor. Vain hope! The wood was saturated with moisture. Even the fire pellets could not make it burn.


  “HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM!”


  The six-shooter! He had forgotten it. He jerked it from its holster and pointed it at the red throat, emptied all the chambers. He saw the flash of yellow flame, felt the recoil, but the sound of the discharges was drowned in the Brobdignagian tumult. He drew back his arm to throw the useless toy from him. But again that unexplainable, senseless “hunch” restrained him. He reloaded the gun and returned it to its holster.


  “HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM! HOOM!”


  A thought had been struggling to reach his consciousness against the pressure of the unbearable noise. The fire pellets! Couldn’t they be used in some way? These small chemical spheres, no larger than the end of his little finger, had long ago supplanted actual fire along the frontiers, where electricity was not available for cooking. In contact with moisture they emitted terrific heat, a radiant heat which penetrated meat, bone, and even metal. One such pellet would cook a meal in ten minutes, with no sign of scorching or burning. And they had several hundred in one of the standard moisture-proof containers.


  As fast as his fingers could work the trigger of the dispenser Forepaugh dropped the potent little pellets down the bellowing throat. He managed to release about thirty before the bellowing stopped. A veritable tornado of energy broke loose at the foot of the tree. The giant maw was closed, and the shocking silence was broken only by the thrashing of a giant body in its death agonies. The radiant heat, penetrating through and through the beast’s body, withered nearby vegetation and could be easily felt on the perch up the tree.


  Gunga was slowly recovering. His iron constitution helped him to rally from the powerful blow he had received, and by the time the jungle was still he was sitting up mumbling apologies.


  “Never mind,” said his master. “Shin down there and cut us off a good helping of roast tongue, if it has a tongue, before something else comes along and beats us out of a feast.”


  “Him poison, maybe,” Gunga demurred. They had killed a specimen new to zoologists.


  “Might as well die of poison as starvation,” Forepaugh countered.


  Without more ado the Martian descended, cut out some large, juicy chunks as his fancy dictated, and brought his loot back up the tree. The meat was delicious and apparently wholesome. They gorged themselves and threw away what they could not eat, for food spoils very quickly in the Inranian jungles and uneaten meat would only serve to attract hordes of the gauzy-winged, glutinous Inranian swamp flies. As they sank into slumber they could hear the beginning of a bedlam of snarling and fighting as the lesser Carnivora fed on the body of the fallen giant.


  When they awoke the chronometer recorded the passing of twelve hours, and they had to tear a network of strong fibers with which the tree had invested them preparatory to absorbing their bodies as food. For so keen is the competition for life on Inra that practically all vegetation is capable of absorbing animal food directly. Many an Inranian explorer can tell tales of narrow escapes from some of the more specialized flesh-eating plants; but they are now so well known that they are easily avoided.


  A clean-picked framework of crushed and broken giant bones was all that was left of the late bellowing monster. Six-legged water dogs were polishing them hopefully, or delving into them with their long, sinuous snouts for the marrow. The Earth man fired a few shots with his six-shooter, and they scattered, dragging the bodies of their fallen companions to a safe distance to be eaten.


  Only one of the flash pistols was in working order. The other had been trampled by heavy hoofs and was useless. A heavy handicap under which to traverse fifty miles of abysmal jungle. They started with nothing for breakfast except water, of which they had plenty.


  Fortunately the outcroppings of rocks and gravel washes were becoming more and more frequent, and they were able to travel at much better speed. As they left the low-lying jungle land they entered a zone which was faintly reminiscent of a terrestial jungle. It was still hot, soggy, and fetid, but gradually the most primitive aspects of the scene were modified. The over-arching trees were less closely packed, and they came across occasional rock clearings which were bare of vegetation except for a dense carpet of brown, lichenlike vegetation that secreted an astonishing amount of juice. They slipped and sloshed through this, rousing swarms of odd, toothed birds, which darted angrily around their heads and slashed at them with the razor-sharp saw edges on the back of their legs. Annoying as they were, they could be kept away with branches torn from trees, and their presence connoted an absence of the deadly jungle flesh-eaters, permitting a temporary relaxation of vigilance and saving the resources of the last flash gun.


  They camped that “night” on the edge of one of these rock clearings. For the first time in weeks it had stopped raining, although the sun was still obscured. Dimly on the horizon could be seen the first of the foothills. Here they gathered some of the giant, oblong fungus that early explorers had taken for blocks of porous stone because of their size and weight, and, by dint of the plentiful application of fire pellets, managed to set it ablaze. The heat added nothing to their comfort, but it dried them out and allowed them to sleep unmolested.


  An unwary winged eel served as their breakfast, and soon they were on their way to those beckoning hills. It had started to rain again, but the worst part of their journey was over. If they could reach the top of one of the mountains there was a good chance that they would be seen and rescued by their relief ship, provided they did not starve first. The flyer would use the mountains as a base from which to search for the trading station, and it was conceivable that the skipper might actually have anticipated their desperate adventure and would look for them in the Mountains of Perdition.


  They had crossed several ranges of the foothills and were beginning to congratulate themselves when the diffused light from above was suddenly blotted out. It was raining again, and above the echo-augmented thunder they heard a shrill screeching.


  “A web serpent!” Gunga cried, throwing himself flat on the ground.


  Forepaugh eased into a rock cleft at his side. Just in time. A great grotesque head bore down upon him, many-fanged as a medieval dragon. Between obsidian eyes was a fissure whence emanated a wailing and a foul odor. Hundreds of short, clawed legs slithered on the rocks under a long sinuous body. Then it seemed to leap into the air again. Webs grew taut between the legs, strumming as they caught a strong uphill wind. Again it turned to the attack, and missed them. This time Forepaugh was ready for it. He shot at it with his flash pistol.


  Nothing happened. The fog made accurate shooting impossible, and the gun lacked its former power. The web serpent continued to course back and forth over their heads.


  “Guess we’d better run for it,” Forepaugh murmured.


  “Go ‘head!”


  They cautiously left their places of concealment. Instantly the serpent was down again, persistent if inaccurate. It struck the place of their first concealment and missed them.


  “Run!”


  They extended their weary muscles to the utmost, but it was soon apparent that they could not escape long. A rock wall in their path saved them.


  “Hole!” the Martian gasped.


  Forepaugh followed him into the rocky cleft. There was a strong draft of dry air, and it would have been next to impossible to hold the Martian back, so Forepaugh allowed him to lead on toward the source of the draft. As long as it led into the mountains he didn’t care.


  The natural passageway was untenanted. Evidently its coolness and dryness made it untenable for most of Inra’s humidity and heat loving life. Yet the floor was so smooth that it must have been artificially leveled. Faint illumination was provided by the rocks themselves. They appeared to be covered by some microscopic phosphorescent vegetation.


  After hundreds of twists and turns and interminable straight galleries the cleft turned more sharply upward, and they had a period of stiff climbing. They must have gone several miles and climbed at least 20,000 feet. The air became noticeably thin, which only exhilarated Gunga, but slowed the Earth man down. But at last they came to the end of the cleft. They could go no further, but above them, at least 500 feet higher, they saw a round patch of sky, miraculously bright blue sky!


  “A pipe!” Forepaugh cried.


  He had often heard of these mysterious, almost fabulous structures sometimes reported by passing travelers. Straight and true, smooth as glass and apparently immune to the elements, they had been occasionally seen standing on the very tops of the highest mountains—seen for a few moments only before they were hidden again by the clouds. Were they observatories of some ancient race, placed thus to pierce the mysteries of outer space? They would find out.


  The inside of the pipe had zigzagging rings of metal, conveniently spaced for easy climbing. With Gunga leading, they soon reached the top. But not quite.


  “Eh?” said Forepaugh.


  “Uh?” said Gunga.


  There had not been a sound, but a distinct, definite command had registered on their minds.


  “Stop!”


  They tried to climb higher, but could not unclasp their hands. They tried to descend, but could not lower their feet.


  The light was by now relatively bright, and as by command their eyes sought the opposite wall. What they saw gave their jaded nerves an unpleasant thrill—a mass of doughy matter of a blue-green color about three feet in diameter, with something that resembled a cyst filled with transparent liquid near its center.


  And this thing began to flow along the rods, much as tar flows. From the mass extended a pseudopod; touched Gunga on the arm. Instantly the arm was raw and bleeding. Terrified, immovable, he writhed in agony. The pseudopod returned to the main mass, disappearing into its interior with the strip of bloody skin.


  Its attention was centered so much on the luckless Martian that its control slipped from Forepaugh. Seizing his flash pistol, he set the localized for a small area and aimed it at the thing, intent on burning it into nothingness. But again his hand was stayed. Against the utmost of his will-power his fingers opened, letting the pistol drop. The liquid in the cyst danced and bubbled. Was it laughing at him? It had read his mind—thwarted his will again.


  Again a pseudopod stretched out and a strip of raw, red flesh adhered to it and was consumed. Mad rage convulsed the Earth man. Should he throw himself tooth and nail on the monster? And be engulfed?


  He thought of the six-shooter. It thrilled him.


  But wouldn’t it make him drop that too?


  A flash of atavistic cunning came to him.


  He began to reiterate in his mind a certain thought.


  “This thing is so I can see you better—this thing is so I can see you better.”


  He said it over and over, with all the passion and devotion of a celibate’s prayer over a uranium fountain.


  “This thing is harmless—but it will make me see you better!”


  Slowly he drew the six-shooter. In some occult way he knew it was watching him.


  “Oh, this is harmless! This is an instrument to aid my weak eyes! It will help me realize your mastery! This will enable me to know your true greatness. This will enable me to know you as a god.”


  Was it complacence or suspicion that stirred the liquid in the cyst so smoothly? Was it susceptible to flattery? He sighted along the barrel.


  “In another moment your great intelligence will overwhelm me,” proclaimed his surface mind desperately, while the subconscious tensed the trigger. And at that the clear liquid burst into a turmoil of alarm. Too late. Forepaugh went limp, but not before he had loosed a steel-jacketed bullet that shattered the mind cyst of the pipe denizen. A horrible pain coursed through his every fibre and nerve. He was safe in the arms of Gunga, being carried to the top of the pipe to the clean dry air, and the blessed, blistering sun.


  The pipe denizen was dying. A viscous, inert mass, it dropped lower and lower, lost contact at last, shattered into slime at the bottom.


  Miraculous sun! For a luxurious fifteen minutes they roasted there on the top of the pipe, the only solid thing in a sea of clouds as far as the eye could reach. But no! That was a circular spot against the brilliant white of the clouds, and it was rapidly coming closer. In a few minutes it resolved itself into the Comet, fast relief ship of the Terrestial, Inranian, Genidian, and Zydian Lines, Inc. With a low buzz of her repulsion motors she drew alongside. Hooks were attached and ports opened. A petty officer and a crew of roustabouts made her fast.


  “What the hell’s going on here?” asked the cocky little terrestial who was skipper, stepping out and surveying the castaways. “We’ve been looking for you ever since your directional wave failed. But come on in—come on in!”


  He led the way to his stateroom, while the ship’s surgeon took Gunga in charge. Closing the door carefully, he delved into the bottom of his locker and brought out a flask.


  “Can’t be too careful,” he remarked, filling a small tumbler for himself and another for his guest. “Always apt to be some snooper to report me. But say—you’re wanted in the radio room.”


  “Radio room nothing! When do we eat?”


  “Right away, but you’d better see him. Fellow from the Interplanetary News Agency wants you to broadcast a copyrighted story. Good for about three years’ salary, old boy.”


  “All right. I’ll see him”—with a happy sigh—“just as soon as I put through a personal message.”


  FILED TEETH


  Glenn Cook


  I


  Our first glimpse of the plain was one of Heaven. The snow and treacherous passes had claimed two men and five animals.


  Two days later we all wished we were back in the mountains.


  The ice storm came by night. An inch covered the ground. And still it came down, stinging my face, frosting the heads and shoulders of my companions. The footing was impossible. We had to finish two broken-legged mules before noon.


  Lord Hammer remained unperturbed, unvanquishable. He remained stiffly upright on that red-eyed stallion, implacably drawing us northeastward. Ice clung to his cowl, shoulders, and the tail of his robe where it lay across his beast’s rump. Seldom did even Nature break the total blackness of his apparel.


  The wind hurtled against us, biting and clawing like a million mocking imps. It burned sliding into the lungs.


  The inalterable, horizon-to-horizon bleakness of the world gnawed the roots of our souls. Even Fetch and irrepressible Chenyth dogged Lord Hammer in a desperate silence.


  “We’re becoming an army of ghosts,” I muttered at my brother. “Hammer is rubbing off on us. How’re the Harish taking this?” I didn’t glance back. My concentration was devoted to taking each next step forward.


  Chenyth muttered something I didn’t hear. The kid was starting to understand that adventures were more fun when you were looking back and telling tall tales.


  A mule slipped. She went down kicking and braying. She caught old Toamas a couple of good ones. He skittered across the ice and down an embankment into a shallow pool not yet frozen.


  Lord Hammer stopped. He didn’t look back, but he knew exactly what had happened. Fetch fluttered round him nervously. Then she scooted toward Toamas.


  “Better help, Will,” Chenyth muttered.


  I was after him already.


  Why Toamas joined Lord Hammer’s expedition I don’t know. He was over sixty. Men his age are supposed to spend winter telling the grandkids lies about the El Murid, Civil, and Great Eastern Wars. But Toamas was telling us his stories and trying to prove something to himself.


  He was a tough buzzard. He had taken the Dragon’s Teeth more easily than most, and those are the roughest mountains the gods ever raised.


  “Toamas. You okay?” I asked. Chenyth hunkered down beside me. Fetch scooted up, laid a hand on each of our shoulders. Brandy and Russ and the other Kaveliners came over too. Our little army clumped itself into national groups.


  “Think it’s my ribs, Will. She got me in the ribs.” He spoke in little gasps. I checked his mouth.


  “No blood. Good. Lungs should be okay.”


  “You clowns going to talk about it all week?” Fetch snapped. “Help the man, Will.”


  “You got such a sweet-talking way, Fetch. We should get married. Let’s get him up, Chenyth. Maybe he’s just winded.”


  “It’s my ribs, Will. They’re broke, sure.”


  “Maybe. Come on, you old woods-runner. Let’s try.”


  “Lord Hammer says carry him if you have to. We’ve still got to cover eight miles today. More, if the circle isn’t alive.” Fetch’s voice went squeaky and dull, like an old iron hinge that hadn’t been oiled for a lifetime. She scurried back to her master.


  “I think I’m in love,” Chenyth chirped.


  “Eight miles,” Brandy grumbled. “What the hell? Bastard’s trying to kill us.”


  Chenyth laughed. It was a ghost of his normal tinkle. “You didn’t have to sign up, Brandy. He warned us it would be tough.”


  Brandy wandered away.


  “Go easy, Chenyth. He’s the kind of guy you got to worry when he stops bitching.”


  “Wish he’d give it a rest, Will. I haven’t heard him say one good word since we met him.”


  “You meet all kinds in this business. Okay, Toamas?” I asked. We had the old man on his feet. Chenyth brushed water off him. It froze on his hand.


  “I’ll manage. We got to get moving. I’ll freeze.” He stumbled toward the column. Chenyth stayed close, ready to catch him if he fell.


  The non-Kaveliners watched apathetically. Not that they didn’t care. Toamas was a favorite, a confidant, adviser, and teacher to most. They were just too tired to move except when they had to. Men and animals looked vague and slumped through the ice rain.


  Brandy gave Toamas a spear to lean on. We lined up. Fetch took her place at Lord Hammer’s left stirrup. Our ragged little army of thirty-eight homeless bits of war-flotsam started moving again.


  II


  Lord Hammer was a little spooky . . . What am I saying? He scared hell out of us. He was damned near seven feet tall. His stallion was a monster. He never spoke. He had Fetch do all his talking.


  The stallion was jet. Even its hooves were black. Lord Hammer dressed to match. His hands remained gloved all the time. None of us ever saw an inch of skin. He wore no trinkets. His very colorlessness inspired dread.


  Even his face he kept concealed. Or, perhaps, especially his face . . .


  He always rode point, staring ahead. Opportunities to peek into his cowl were scant. All you would see, anyway, was a blackened iron mask resembling a handsome man with strong features. For all we knew, there was no one inside. The mask had almost imperceptible eye, nose, and mouth slits. You couldn’t see a thing through them.


  Sometimes the mask broke the colorless boredom of Lord Hammer. Some mornings, before leaving his tent, he or Fetch decorated it. The few designs I saw were never repeated.


  Lord Hammer was a mystery. We knew nothing of his origins and were ignorant of his goals. He wouldn’t talk, and Fetch wouldn’t say. But he paid well, and a lot up front. He took care of us. Our real bitch was the time of year chosen for his journey.


  Fetch said winter was the best time. She wouldn’t expand.


  She claimed Lord Hammer was a mighty, famous sorcerer.


  So why hadn’t any of us heard of him?


  Fetch was a curiosity herself. She was small, cranky, longhaired, homely. She walked more mannish than a man. She was totally devoted to Hammer despite being inclined to curse him constantly. Guessing her age was impossible. For all I could tell, she could have been anywhere between twenty and two hundred.


  She wouldn’t mess with the men.


  By then that little gnome was looking good.


  Sigurd Ormson, our half-tame Trolledyngjan, was the only guy who had had nerve enough to really go after her. The rest of us followed his suit with a mixture of shame and hope.


  The night Ormson tried his big move Lord Hammer strolled from his tent and just stood behind Fetch. Sigurd seemed to shrivel to about half normal size.


  You couldn’t see Lord Hammer’s eyes, but when his gaze turned your way the whole universe ground to a halt. You felt whole new dimensions of cold. They made winter seem balmy.


  Trudge. Trudge. Trudge. The wind giggled and bit. Chenyth and I supported Toamas between us. He kept muttering, “It’s my ribs, boys. My ribs.” Maybe the mule had scrambled his head, too.


  “Holy Hagard’s Golden Turds!” Sigurd bellowed. The northman had ice in his hair and beard. He looked like one of the frost giants of his native legends.


  He thrust an arm eastward.


  The rainfall masked them momentarily. But they were coming closer. Nearly two hundred horsemen. The nearer they got, the nastier they looked. They carried heads on lances. They wore necklaces of human fingerbones. They had rings in their ears and noses. Their faces were painted. They looked grimy and mean.


  They weren’t planning a friendly visit.


  Lord Hammer faced them. For the first time that morning I glimpsed his mask paint.


  White. Stylized. Undeniably the skullface of Death.


  He stared. Then, slowly, his stallion paced toward the nomads.


  Bellweather, the Itaskian commanding us, started yelling. We grabbed weapons and shields and formed a ragged-assed line. The nomads probably laughed. We were scruffier than they were.


  “Gonna go through us like salts through a goose,” Toamas complained. He couldn’t get his shield up. His spear seemed too heavy. But he took his place in the line.


  Fetch and the Harish collected the animals behind us.


  Lord Hammer plodded toward the nomads, head high, as if there were nothing in the universe he feared. He lifted his left hand, palm toward the riders.


  A nimbus formed round him. It was like a shadow cast every way at once.


  The nomads reined in abruptly.


  I had seen high sorcery during the Great Eastern Wars. I had witnessed both the thaumaturgies of the Brotherhood and the Tervola of Shinsan. Most of us had. Lord Hammer’s act didn’t overwhelm us. But it did dispel doubts about his being what Fetch claimed.


  “Oh!” Chenyth gasped. “Will. Look.”


  “I see.”


  Chenyth was disappointed by my reaction. But he was only seventeen. He had spent the Great Eastern Wars with our mother, hiding in the forests while the legions of the Dread Empire rolled across our land. This was his first venture at arms.


  The nomads decided not to bother us after all. They milled around briefly, then rode away.


  Soon Chenyth asked, “Will, if he can do that, why’d he bring us?”


  “Been wondering myself. But you can’t do everything with the Power.”


  We were helping Toamas again. He was getting weaker. He croaked, “Don’t get no wrong notions, Chenyth lad. They didn’t have to leave. They could’ve took us slicker than greased owl shit. They just didn’t want to pay the price Lord Hammer would’ve made them pay.”


  III


  Lord Hammer stopped.


  We had come to a forest. Scattered, ice-rimed trees stood across our path. They were gnarled, stunted things that looked a little like old apple trees.


  Fetch came down the line, speaking to each little band in its own language. She told us Kaveliners, “Don’t ever leave the trail once we pass the first tree. It could be worth your life. This’s a fey, fell land.” Her dusky little face was as somber as ever I had seen it.


  “Why? Where are we? What’s happening?” Chenyth asked.


  She frowned. Then a smile broke through. “Don’t you ever stop asking?” She was almost pretty when she smiled.


  “Give him a break,” I said. “He’s a kid.”


  She smiled a little at me, then, before turning back to Chenyth. I think she liked the kid. Everybody did. Even the Harish tolerated him. They hardly acknowledged the existence of anyone else but Fetch, and she only as the mouth of the man who paid them.


  Fetch was a sorceress in her own right. She knew how to use the magic of her smiles. The genuine article just sort of melted you inside.


  “The forest isn’t what it seems,” she explained. “Those trees haven’t died for the winter. They’re alive, Chenyth. They’re wicked, and they’re waiting for you to make a mistake. All you have to do is wander past one and you’ll be lost. Unless Lord Hammer can save you. He might let you go. As an object lesson.”


  “Come on, Fetch. How’d you get that name, anyway? That’s not a real name. Look. The trees are fifty feet apart . . .”


  “Chenyth.” I tapped his shoulder. He subsided. Lord Hammer was always right. When Fetch gave us a glimmer of fact, we listened.


  “Bellweather named me Fetch. Because I run for Lord Hammer. And maybe because he thinks I’m a little spooky. He’s clever that way. You couldn’t pronounce my real name, anyway.”


  “Which you’d never reveal,” I remarked.


  She smiled. “That’s right. One man with a hold on me is enough.”


  “What about Lord Hammer?” Chenyth demanded. When one of his questions was answered, he always found another.


  “Oh, he chose his own name. It’s a joke. But you’ll never understand it. You’re too young.” She moved on down the line.


  Chenyth smiled to himself. He had won a little more.


  His value to us all was his ability to charm Fetch into revealing just a little more than she had been instructed. Maybe Chenyth could have gotten into her.


  His charm came of youth and innocence. He was fourteen years younger than Jamal, child of the Harish and youngest veteran. We were all into our thirties and forties. Soldiering had been our way of life for so long we had forgotten there were others. Some of us had been enemies back when. The Harish bore their defeat like the banner of a holy martyr . . .


  Chenyth had come after the wars. Chenyth was a baby. He had no hatreds, no prejudices. He retained that bubbling, youthful optimism that had been burned from the rest of us in the crucible of war. We both loved and envied him for it, and tried to get a little to rub off. Chenyth was a talisman. One last hope that the world wasn’t inalterably cruel.


  Fetch returned to Lord Hammer’s stirrup. The man in black proceeded.


  I studied the trees.


  There was something repulsive about them. Something frightening. They were so widely spaced it seemed they couldn’t stand one another. There were no saplings. Most were half dead, hollow, or down and rotting. They were arranged in neat, long rows, a stark orchard of death . . .


  The day was about to die without a whimper when Lord Hammer halted again.


  It hadn’t seemed possible that our morale could sink. Not after the mountains and the ice storm. But that weird forest depressed us till we scarcely cared if we lived or died. The band would have disintegrated had it not become so much an extension of Lord Hammer’s will.


  We massed behind our fell captain.


  Before him lay a meadow circumscribed by a tumbled wall of field stone. The wall hadn’t been mended in ages. And yet . . .


  It still performed its function.


  “Sorcery!” Brandy hissed.


  Others took it up.


  “What’d you expect?” Chenyth countered. He nodded toward Lord Hammer.


  It took no training to sense the wizardry.


  Ice-free, lush grass crowded the circle of stone. Wildflowers fluttered their petals in the breeze.


  We Kaveliners crowded Fetch. Chenyth tickled her sides. She yelped. “Stop it!” She was extremely ticklish. Anyone else she would have slapped silly. She told him, “It’s still alive. Lord Hammer was afraid it might have died.”


  Remarkable. She said nothing conversational to anyone else, ever.


  Lord Hammer turned slightly. Fetch devoted her attention to him. He moved an elbow, twitched a finger. I didn’t see anything else pass between them.


  Fetch turned to us. “Listen up! These are the rules for guys who want to stay healthy. Follow Lord Hammer like his shadow. Don’t climb over the wall. Don’t even touch it. You’ll get dead if you do.”


  The black horseman circled the ragged wall to a gap where a gate might once have stood. He turned in and rode to the heart of the meadow.


  Fetch scampered after him, her big brown eyes locked on him.


  How Lord Hammer communicated with her I don’t know. A finger-twitch, a slight movement of hand or head, and she would talk-talk-talk. We didn’t speculate much aloud. He was a sorcerer. You avoid things that might irritate his kind.


  She proclaimed, “We need a tent behind each fire pit. Five on the outer circle, five on the inner. The rest here in the middle. Keep your fires burning all night. Sentinels will be posted.”


  “Yeah?” Brandy grumbled. “What the hell do we do for wood? Plant acorns and wait?”


  “Out there are two trees that are down. Take wood off them.


  Pick up any fallen branches this side of the others. It’ll be wet, but it’s the best we can do. Do not go past a live tree. Lord Hammer isn’t sure he can project his protection that far.”


  I didn’t pay much attention. Nobody did. It was warm there. I shed my pack and flung myself to the ground. I rolled around on the grass, grabbing handfuls and inhaling the newly mown hay scent.


  There had to be some dread sorceries animating that circle. Nobody cared. The place was as cozy as journey’s end.


  There is always a price. That’s how magic works.


  Old Toamas lay back on his pack and smiled in pure joy. He closed his eyes and slept. Even Brandy said nothing about making him do his share.


  Lord Hammer let the euphoria bubble for ten minutes.


  Fetch started round the troop. “Brandy. You and Russ and Little, put your tent on that point. Will, Chenyth, Toamas, yours goes here. Kelpie . . .” And so on. When everyone was assigned, she erected her master’s black tent. All the while Lord Hammer sat his ruby-eyed stallion and stared northeastward. He showed the intensity of deep concentration. Was he reading the trail?


  Nothing seemed to catch him off guard.


  Where was he leading us? Why? What for? We didn’t know. Not a whit. Maybe even Fetch didn’t. Chenyth couldn’t charm a hint from her.


  We knew two things. Lord Hammer paid well. And, within restrictions known only to himself, he took care of his followers. In a way I can’t articulate, he had won our loyalties.


  His being what he was was ample proof we faced something grim, yet he had won us to the point where we felt we had a stake in it too. We wanted him to succeed. We wanted to help him succeed.


  Odd. Very odd.


  I have taken his gold, I thought, briefly remembering a man I had known a long time ago. He had been a member of the White Company of the Mercenaries Guild. They were a monastic order of soldiers with what, then, I had thought of as the strangest concept of honor . . .


  What made me think of Mikhail? I wondered.


  IV


  Lord Hammer suddenly dismounted and strode toward Chenyth and me. I thought, thunderhead! Huge, black, irresistible.


  I’m no coward. I endured the slaughterhouse battles of the Great Eastern Wars without flinching. I stood fast at Second Baxendala while the Tervola sent the savan dalage ravening amongst us night after night. I maintained my courage after Dichiara, which was our worst defeat. And I persevered at Palmisano, though the bodies piled into little mountains and so many men died that the savants later declared there could be no more war for generations. For three years I had faced the majestic, terrible hammer of Shinsan’s might without quelling.


  But when Lord Hammer bore down on me, that grim death mask coming like an arrowhead engraved with my name, I slunk aside like a whipped dog.


  He had that air. You knew he was as mighty as any force of Nature, as cruel as Death Herself. Cowering was instinctive.


  He looked me in the eye. I couldn’t see anything through his mask. But a coldness hit me. It made the cold of that land seem summery.


  He looked at Chenyth, too. Baby brother didn’t flinch.


  I guess he was too innocent. He didn’t know when to be scared.


  Lord Hammer dropped to one knee beside Toamas.


  Gloved hands probed the old man’s ribs. Toamas cringed. Then his terror gave way to a beatific smile.


  Lord Hammer strode back to where Fetch pursued her regular evening ritual of battling to erect their tent.


  “You’re a damned idiot, girl,” she muttered. “You could’ve picked something you could handle. But no, you had to have a canvas palace. You knew the boys would just fall in love and stumble all over themselves to help. Then you hired lunks with the chivalry of tomcats. You’re a real genius, you are, girl.”


  The euphoria had reached her too. Usually she was louder and crustier.


  Chenyth volunteered. Leaving me to battle with ours.


  That little woman could shame or cajole a man into doing anything.


  I checked Toamas. He was sleeping. His smile said he was feeling no pain. “Thanks,” I threw Lord Hammer’s way, softly. No one heard, but he probably knew. Nothing escaped him.


  When the tents were up Fetch chose wood-gathers. I was one of the losers.


  “Goddamned, ain’t fair, Brandy,” I muttered as we hit the ice. “Them sumbitches get to sit on their asses back there . . .”


  He laughed at me. He was that kind of guy. No empathy. And no sympathy even for himself.


  Some lessons have to be learned the hard way.


  The circle had turned me lazy. Malingering is a fine art among veterans. I decided to get the wood-gathering over with.


  What I did was go after a prime-looking dead branch laying just past the first standing tree. I mean, how hard could it be to find your way back when all you had to do was turn around?


  I whacked and hacked the branch out of the ice. All the while Brandy and the others were cussing and fussing behind me as they wooled a dead tree.


  I turned to go back.


  Nothing.


  I couldn’t see a damned thing but ice, those gnarled old trees, and more ice. No circle. No woodcutters.


  The only sound was the ice cracking on branches as the wind teased through the forest.


  I yelled.


  Chips of ice tinkled off the nearest tree. The damned thing was laughing! I could feel it. It was telling me that it had me, but it was going to play with me a while.


  I even felt the envy of neighboring trees, the hatred of a brother, who had scored . . .


  I didn’t panic. I whirled this way and that, moving a few steps each direction, without surrendering to terror. Once a man has faced the legions of the Dread Empire, and has survived nights haunted by the unkillable savan dalage, there isn’t much left to fear.


  I could hear the others perfectly when I turned my back. They were yelling at me, each other, and Lord Hammer. They thought I had gone crazy.


  “Will,” Brandy called. “How come you’re jumping around like that?”


  “Tree,” I said, “you’re going to lose this round.”


  It laughed in my mind.


  I started backing up. Dragging my branch. Feeling for any trace of footsteps I had left coming here.


  Good thinking. But not good enough. The tree hadn’t exhausted its arsenal.


  A branch fell. A big one. I dodged. My feet slipped on the ice. I cracked my head good. I wasn’t thinking when I got up. I started walking. Probably the wrong way.


  I heard Brandy yelling. “Will, you stupid bastard, stand still!”


  And Russ, “Get a rope, somebody. We’ll lasso him.”


  I didn’t understand. My feet kept shuffling.


  Then came the crackle of flames and stench of oily smoke. It caught my attention. I stopped, turned.


  My captor had become a pillar of fire. It screamed in my mind.


  Nothing should burn that fast, that hot. Not in that weather. But the damned thing went up like an explosion.


  The smell of sorcery fouled the air.


  The flames peaked, began dying. I could see through.


  The circle and my friends glimmered before me. Facing the tree, a few yards beyond, stood Lord Hammer. He held one arm outstretched, fingers in a King’s X.


  He stared at me. I peered into his eye slots and felt him calling. I took a step.


  It was a long, long journey. I had to round some kink in the corridor of time before I got my feet onto the straight line path to safety.


  I made it.


  Still dragging that damned branch.


  I stumbled. Lord Hammer’s arm fell. He caught me. His touch was as gentle as a lover’s caress, yet I felt it to my bones. I had the feeling that there was nothing more absolute.


  I got hold of myself. He released me.


  His shoulders slumped slightly as he wheeled and stalked back to the circle. It was the first sign of weariness he had ever shown.


  I glanced back.


  That damned tree stood there looking like it hadn’t been touched. I felt its bitterness, its rage, its loss. And its siren call.


  I scooted back inside the circle like a kid running home after getting caught pulling a prank.


  V


  “Chenyth, it was on fire. I saw it with my own eyes.”


  “I saw what happened, Will. Lord Hammer just stood there with his arm out. You stopped acting goofy and came back.”


  The campfires cast enough light to limn the nearest trees. I glanced at the one that had had me. I shuddered. “Chenyth, I couldn’t get back.”


  “Will . . .”


  “You listen to me. When Lord Hammer says do something, do it. Mom would kill me if I didn’t bring you home.”


  She was going to get nasty anyway. I had taken Chenyth off after she had sworn seven ways from Sunday that he wasn’t going to go. It had been a brutal scene. Chenyth pleading, Mom screaming, me ducking epithets and pots.


  My mother had had a husband and eight sons. When the dust of the Great Eastern Wars settled, she had me and little Chenyth, and she hadn’t seen me but once since then.


  Then I came back with my story about signing on with Lord Hammer. And Chenyth, who had been feeding on her stories about Dad and the rest of us being heroes in the wars, decided he wanted to go too.


  She told him no, and meant it. It was too late to do anything about me, but her last child wasn’t going to be a soldier.


  Sometimes I was ashamed of sneaking him out. She would be dying still, in tiny bits each day. But Chenyth had to grow up sometime . . .


  “Hey! Listen up!” Fetch yelled. “Hey! I said knock off the tongue music. Got a little proclamation from the boss.”


  “Here it comes. All time ass-chewing for doing a stupid,” I said.


  She used Itaskian first. Most of us understood it. She changed languages for the Harish and a few others who didn’t. We drifted toward the black tent.


  From the heart of the meadow I could see the pattern of the fire pits. Each lay in one of the angles of a five-pointed star.


  A pentagram. This meadow was a live magical symbol.


  “It’ll only be a couple days till we get where we’re heading. Maybe sooner. The boss says it’s time to let you know what’s happening. Just so you’ll stay on your toes. The name of the place is Kammengarn.” She grinned, exposing dirty teeth.


  It took a while. The legend was old, and didn’t get much notice outside Itaskia’s northern provinces, where Rainheart is a folk hero.


  Bellweather popped first. “You mean like the Kammengarn in the story about Rainheart slaying the Kammengarn Dragon?”


  “You got it, Captain.”


  Most of us just put on stupid looks, the southerners more so than those of us who shared cultural roots with Itaskia. I don’t think the Harish ever understood.


  “Why? What’s there?” Bellweather asked.


  Fetch laughed. The sound was hard to describe. A little bit of cackle, of bray, and of tinkle all rolled into one astonishing noise. “The Kammengarn Dragon, idiot. Silcroscuar. Father of All Dragons. The big guy of the dragon world. The one who makes the ones you saw in the wars look like crippled chickens beside eagles.”


  “You’re not making sense,” Chenyth responded. “What’s there? Bones? Rainheart killed the monster three or four hundred years ago.”


  Lord Hammer came from his tent. He stood behind Fetch, his arms folded. He remained as still, as lifeless, as a statue in clothes. We became less restive.


  He was one spooky character. I felt my arm where he had caught me. It still tingled.


  “Rainheart’s successes were exaggerated,” Fetch told us. She used her sarcastic tone. The one that blistered obstinate rocks and mules. “Mostly by Rainheart. The dragon lives. No mortal man can kill it. The gods willed that it be. It shall be, so long as the world endures. It is the Father of All Dragons. If it perishes, dragons perish. The world must have its dragons.”


  It was weird, the way she changed while she was talking. All of a sudden she wasn’t Fetch anymore. I think we all sneaked peeks at Lord Hammer to see if he were doing some ventriloquist trick.


  Maybe he was. He could be doing anything behind that iron mask.


  I wasn’t sure Lord Hammer was human anymore. He might be some unbanished devil left over from the great thaumaturgic confrontations of the wars.


  “Lord Hammer is going to Kammengarn to obtain a cup of the immortal Dragon’s blood.”


  Hammer ducked into his tent. Fetch was right behind him.


  “What the hell?” Brandy demanded. “What kind of crap is this?”


  “Hammer don’t lie,” I replied.


  “Not that we know of,” Chenyth said.


  “He’s a plainspoken man, even if Fetch does his talking. He says the Kammengarn Dragon is alive, I believe him. He says we’re going to kype a cup of its blood, there it is. I reckon we’re going to try.”


  “Will . . .”


  I went and squatted by our fire. I needed a little more warming. The dead wood of the forest burned pretty ordinarily.


  The men were quiet for a long time.


  What was there to say?


  We had taken Hammer’s gold.


  Even professional griper Brandy didn’t say much by way of complaint.


  Mikhail had been right. You went on even when the cause was a loser. It became a matter of honor.


  Ormson killed the silence. His action was a minor thing, characteristic of his race, but it divided the journey into different phases, now and then, and inspired the resolution of the rest of us.


  He drew his sword, began whetting it.


  The stone made a shing-shing sound along his blade. For an instant it was the only sound to be heard.


  We were old warriors. That sound spoke eloquently of battles beyond the dawn. I drew my sword . . .


  I had taken the gold. I was Lord Hammer’s man.


  VI


  A metallic symphony played as stones sharpened swords and spearheads. Men tested bowstrings and thumped weathered shields. Old greaves clanked. Leather armor, too long unoiled, squeaked.


  Lord Hammer stepped from his tent. His mask bore no paint now. Only chance flickers of firelight revealed the existence of anything within his cowl.


  When his gaze met mine I felt I was looking at a man who was smiling.


  Chenyth fidgeted with his gear. Then, “I’m going to see what Jamal’s doing.”


  He sheathed the battered sword I had given him and wandered off. He didn’t cut much of a figure as a warrior. He was just a skinny blond kid who looked like a gust of wind would blow him away, or a willing woman turn him to jelly.


  Eyes followed him. Pain filled some. We had all been there once. Now we were here.


  He was our talisman against our mortality.


  I started wondering what the Harish were up to myself. I followed Chenyth. They were almost civil while he was around.


  They were ships without compasses, those four, more lost than the rest of us. They were religious fanatics who had sworn themselves to a dead cause. They were El Murid’s Chosen Ones, his most devoted followers, a dedicated cult of assassins. The Great Eastern Wars had thrown their master into eclipse. His once vast empire had collapsed. Now, according to rumor, El Murid was nothing but a fat, decrepit opium addict commanding a few bandits in the south desert hills of Hammad al Nakir. He spent his days pulling on his pipe and dreaming about an impossible restoration. These four brother assassins were refugees from the vengeance of the new order . . .


  Defeat had left them with nothing but one another and their blades. About what victory had given us.


  Harish took no wives. They devoted themselves totally to the mysteries of their brotherhood, and to fulfilling the commands of their master.


  No one gave them orders anymore. Yet they had sworn to devote their lives to their master’s needs.


  They were waiting. And while they waited, they survived by selling what they had given El Murid freely.


  Like the rest of us, they were what history had made them. Bladesmen.


  They formed a cross, facing their fire. Chenyth knelt beside Jamal. They talked in low tones. The others watched with stony faces partially concealed by thin veils and long, heavy black beards. Foud, the oldest, dyed his to keep the color. They were all solid, tough men. Killers unfamiliar with remorse.


  All four held ornate silver daggers.


  I stopped, amazed.


  They were permitting Chenyth to watch the consecration of Harish kill-daggers. It was one of the high mysteries of their cult.


  They sensed my presence, but went on removing the enameled names of their last victims from amidst the engraved symbols on the flats of their blades. Those blades were a quarter inch thick near the hilt. The flat ran half the twelve inch length. Each blade was an inch wide at its base.


  They seemed heavy, clumsy, but the Harish used them with terrifying efficiency.


  One by one, oldest to youngest, they thrust their daggers into the fire to extinguish the last gossamer of past victims’ souls still clinging to the deadly engraving. Then they laid their blades across their hearts, beneath the palms of their left hand. Foud spoke a word.


  Chenyth later told me the ritual was coached in the language of ancient Ilkazar. It was an odd tongue they used, like nothing else I’ve heard.


  Foud chanted. The others answered.


  Fifteen minutes passed. When they finished even a dullard like myself could feel the Power hovering round the Harish fire.


  Lord Hammer came out of his tent. He peered our way briefly, then returned.


  The four plunged their blades into the fire again.


  Then they joined the ritual everyone else had been pursuing. They produced their whetstones.


  I considered Foud’s blade. Nearly two inches were missing from its length. It had been honed till it had narrowed a quarter. The engraving was almost invisible. He had served El Murid long and effectively.


  His gaze met mine. For an instant a smile flickered behind his veil.


  That was the first any of them had even admitted my existence.


  A moment later Jamal said something to Chenyth. The younger Harish was the only one who admitted to understanding Itaskian, though we all knew the others did too. Chenyth nodded and rose.


  “They’re going to name their daggers. We have to go.”


  Times change. Only a few years ago men like these had tried to kill Ravelin’s Queen. Now we were allies.


  The glint in Foud’s eye told me that things might be different now if he had been the man sent then.


  The Harish believed. In their master, in themselves. Every assassin who consecrated blade was as sure of himself as was Foud.


  “What’re they doing here?” I muttered at Chenyth. I knew. The same as me. Doing what they knew. Surviving the only way they knew. Still . . . The Harish revered their Cause, even though it was lost.


  They wanted to bring The Disciple’s salvation to the whole world, using every means at their disposal.


  Toamas was awake and chipper when we got back. “I ever tell about the time I was with King Bragi, during the El Murid Wars, when he was just another blank shield? It was a town in Altea . . .”


  I guess that kept us going, too. Maybe one mercenary in fifty thousand made it big. I guess we all had some core of hope, or belief in ourselves, too.


  VII


  “All right, you goat-lovers! Drag your dead asses out. We got some hiking to do today.”


  Fetch had a way with words like no lady I’ve ever known. I slithered out of my blankets, scuttled to the fire, tumbled some wood on, and slid back into the wool. That circle may have been springish, but there was a nip in the air.


  Chenyth rolled over. He muttered something about eyes in the night.


  “Come on. Roll out. We got a long walk ahead.”


  Chenyth sat up. “Phew! One of these days we’ve got to take time off for baths. Hey. Toamas. Wake up.” He shook the old man. “Oh!”


  “What’s the matter?”


  “I think he’s dead, Will.”


  “Toamas? Nah. He just don’t want to get up.” I shook him.


  Chenyth was right.


  I jumped out of there so fast I knocked the tent down on Chenyth. “Fetch. The old man’s dead. Toamas.”


  She kicked a foot sticking out of another tent, gave me a puzzled look. Then she scurried into the black tent.


  I tried to get a look inside. But there were inside flaps too.


  Lord Hammer appeared a moment later. His mask was paintless. His gaze swept the horizon, then the camp. Fetch popped out as he started toward our tent.


  Chenyth came up cussing. “Damnit, Will, what the hell you . . .” His jaw drooped. He scrambled out of Lord Hammer’s path.


  Fetch whipped past and started hauling tent away. Lord Hammer knelt, hand over Toamas’s heart. He moved it to the grass. Then he walked to the gap we thought of as a gate.


  “What’s he doing?” Chenyth asked.


  “Wait,” Fetch told him.


  Lord Hammer halted, faced left, began pacing the perimeter. He paused several times. We resumed our morning chores. Brandy cussed the gods both on Toamas’s behalf and because he faced another miserable breakfast. You couldn’t tell which mattered more to him. Brandy bitched about everything equally.


  His true feelings surfaced when he was the first to volunteer to dig the old man’s grave.


  Toamas had saved his life in the mountains.


  “We Kaveliners got to stick together,” he muttered to me. “Way it’s always been. Way it’ll always be.”


  “Yeah.”


  His family and Toamas’s lived in the same area. They had been on opposite sides in the civil war with which Kavelin had amused itself in the interim between the El Murid and Great Eastern Wars.


  It was one of the few serious remarks I had ever heard from Brandy.


  Lord Hammer chose the grave site. It butted against the wall. Toamas went down sitting upright, facing the forest.


  “That’s where I saw the thing last night,” Chenyth told me.


  “What thing?”


  “When I had guard duty. All I could see was its eyes.” He dropped a handful of dirt into the old man’s lap. The others did the same. Except Foud. The Harish Elder lowered himself to his belly, placed a small silver dagger under Toamas’s folded hands.


  We Kaveliners bowed to Foud. This was a major gesture by the Harish. Their second highest honor, given a man who had been their enemy all his life.


  I wondered why Foud had done it.


  “Why did he die?” Chenyth asked Fetch. “I thought Lord Hammer fixed him.”


  “He did. Chenyth, the circle took Toamas.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Neither do I.”


  I wondered some more. Ignorance and Lord Hammer seemed poles apart.


  Maybe he had known. But I couldn’t hate him. The way Fetch talked, thirty-seven of us were alive because Toamas had died. The circle certainly was more merciful than the forest.


  Lord Hammer gestured. Fetch ran to him. Then he ducked into his tent while she talked.


  “Get with it. We’ve got a long way to go. We’ll have to travel fast. Lord Hammer doesn’t want to spend any more lives. He wants to leave the forest before nightfall.”


  We moved. Our packs were trailing odds and ends when we started. Our stomachs weren’t full. But those were considerations less important than enduring the protection of another circle.


  As we were leaving I noticed a flower blooming in the soft earth where we had put Toamas down. There were dozens of flowers along the wall. The few places where they were missing were the spots where Lord Hammer had paused in his circuit of the wall.


  What would happen when all the grave sites were full?


  Maybe Lord Hammer knew. But Hammer didn’t have much to say.


  We passed another circle about noon. It was dead.


  The day was warmer, the sky clear. The ice began melting. We made good time. Lord Hammer seemed pleased.


  I stared straight ahead, at Russ’s back, all morning. If I looked at a tree I could hear it calling. The pull was terrifying.


  Chenyth seized my arm. “Stop!”


  I almost trampled Russ. “What’s up?” Lord Hammer had stopped.


  “I don’t know.”


  Fetch was dancing around like a barefoot burglar on a floor covered with tacks. Lord Hammer and his steed might have been some parkland pigeon roost, so still were they. We shuffled round so we could see without leaving the safety of the trail.


  We had come to a clearing. It was a quarter mile across. What looked like a mud-dauber’s nest, the kind with just one hole, lay at the middle of the clearing. It was big. Like two hundred yards long, fifty feet wide, and thirty feet high. A sense of immense menace radiated from it.


  “What is it?” we asked one another. Neither Lord Hammer nor Fetch answered us.


  Lord Hammer slowly raised his left arm till it thrust straight out from his shoulder. He lifted his forearm vertically, turning the edge of a stiffened hand toward the structure. Then he raised his right arm, laying his forearm parallel with his eyeslits. Again he stiffened his hand, facing the structure with its edge.


  “Let’s go!” Fetch snapped. “Follow me.” She started running.


  We whipped the mules into a trot, ran. We weren’t gentle with the balky ones.


  We had to go right along the side of that thing. As we approached, I glanced back. Lord Hammer was coming, his mount pacing slowly. Hammer himself remained frozen in the position he had assumed. He was almost indiscernible inside a black nimbus.


  His mask glowed like the sun. The face of an animal seemed to peep through the golden light.


  I glanced into the dark entry to that mound. Menace, backed by rage and frustration, slammed into me.


  Lord Hammer halted directly in front of the hole. The rest of us raced for the forest behind the barrow.


  Fetch was scared, but not scared enough to pass the first tree. She stopped. We waited.


  And Lord Hammer came.


  Never have I seen a horse run as beautifully, or as fast. It may have been my imagination, or the way the sun hit its breath in the cold, but fire seemed to play round its nostrils. Lord Hammer rode as if he were part of the beast.


  The earth shuddered. A basso profundo rumble came from the mound.


  Lord Hammer swept past, slowing, and we pursued him. No one thought to look back, to see what the earth brought forth. It was too late once we passed that first tree.


  “Will,” Chenyth panted. “Did you see that horse run? What kind of horse runs like that, Will?”


  What could I tell him? “Sorcerer’s horse, Chenyth. Hell horse. But we knew that already, didn’t we?”


  Some of us did. Chenyth never really believed it till then. He figured we were giving him more war stories.


  He never understood that we couldn’t exaggerate what had happened during the Great Eastern Wars. That we told toned-down stories because there was so much we wanted to forget.


  Chenyth couldn’t take anything at face value. He worked his way up the column so he could pump Fetch. He didn’t get anything from her, either. Lord Hammer led. We followed. For Fetch that was the natural order of life.


  VIII


  We passed another dead circle in the afternoon. Lord Hammer glanced at the sun and increased the pace.


  An hour later Fetch passed the word that we would have to stop at the next circle-unless it were dead.


  Dread sandpapered the ends of our nerves. The men who had stood sentry last night had seen too much of the things that roamed the forest by dark. And Hammer’s reluctance to face the night . . . It made the price of a circle almost attractive.


  Even thirty-seven to one aren’t good odds when my life is on the line. I’ve been risking it since I was Chenyth’s age, but I like having some choice, some control . . .


  The next circle was alive.


  Darkness was close when we reached it. We could hear big things moving behind us, beyond the trees. Hungry things. We zipped into the circle and pitched camp in record time.


  I stood sentry that night. I saw what Chenyth had seen. It didn’t bother me much. I was a veteran of the Great Eastern Wars.


  I kept reminding myself.


  Lord Hammer didn’t sleep at all. He spent the night pacing the perimeter. He paused frequently to make cabalistic passes. Sometimes the air glowed where his fingers passed.


  He took care of us. Not a man perished. Instead, the circle took a mule.


  “Butcher it up,” Fetch growled. “Save the good cuts. Couple of you guys dig a hole over there where I left the shovel.”


  So we had mule for breakfast. It was tough, but good, our first fresh meat in weeks.


  We were about to march when Fetch announced, “We’ll be there tomorrow. That means goof-off time’s over. Respond to orders instantly if you know what’s good for you.”


  Brandy mumbled and cussed. Chenyth wasn’t any happier. “I swear, I’m going to smack him, Will.”


  “Take it easy. He was in the Breidenbacher Light. I owe him.”


  “So? They got you out at Lake Turntine. That was then. What’s that got to do with today?”


  “What it’s got to do with is, he’ll kick your ass up around your ears.”


  “Kid wants to duke it out, let him, Will. He’s getting on my nerves too.”


  “Stow it,” Fetch snarled. “Save it for the other guys. It’s time to start worrying about getting out alive.”


  “What? Then we’d have to walk all the way back.” Brandy cackled.


  “Fetch, what’s this all about?” Chenyth asked.


  “I already told you, question man.”


  “Not why.”


  She scowled, shook her head. I asked, “Weren’t you ever young, Fetch? Hey! Whoa! I didn’t mean it like that.”


  She settled for the one shin-kick. Everybody laughed. I winked. She grinned nastily.


  Brandy and Chenyth had forgotten their quarrel.


  Chenyth hadn’t forgotten his question. He pressed.


  “All I know is, he wants the blood of the Father of Dragons. We came now because the monster is sluggish during the winter. Now why the hell don’t you just jingle the money in your pocket and do what you’re told?”


  “Where’d you meet him, Fetch? When?”


  She shook her head again. “You don’t hear so good, do you? Long ago and far away. He’s been like a father. Now get your ass ready to hike.” She tramped off to her position beside Lord Hammer’s stallion.


  The woman had the least feminine walk I’ve ever seen. She took long, rolling steps, and kind of leaned into them.


  “You ask too many questions, Chenyth.”


  “Can it, will you?”


  We were getting close. Not knowing, except that we were going to go up against a dragon, frayed tempers. Chenyth’s trouble was that he hadn’t had enough practice at keeping his mouth shut.


  Noon. Another barrow blocked our trail. We repeated our previous performance. The feeling of menace wasn’t as strong. The thing in the earth let us pass with only token protest.


  The weather grew warmer. The ice melted quickly, turning the trail to mud.


  Occasionally, from ridgetops, we saw the land beyond the forest. Mountains lay ahead. Brandy moaned his heart out till Fetch told him our destination lay at their feet. Then he bitched about everything happening too fast.


  Several of those peaks trailed dark smoke. There wasn’t much snow on their flanks.


  “Funny,” I remarked to Chenyth. “Heading north into warmer country.”


  We passed a living circle. It called to us the way the trees called to me.


  An end to the weird, wide forest came. We entered grasslands that, within a few hours, gave way to rapidly steepening hills. The peaks loomed higher. The air grew warmer. The hills became taller and more barren. Shadows gathered in the valleys as the sun settled toward the Dragon’s Teeth.


  Lord Hammer ordered us to pitch camp. He doubled the sentries.


  We weren’t bothered, but still it was a disturbing night. The earth shuddered. The mountains rumbled. I couldn’t help but envision some gargantuan monster resting uneasily beneath the range.


  IX


  The dawn gods were heaving buckets of blood up over the eastern horizon. Fetch formed us up for a pep talk. “Queen of the dwarves,” Brandy mumbled. She was comical, so tiny was she when standing before a mounted Lord Hammer.


  “Lord Hammer believes we are about three miles from the Gate of Kammengarn. The valley behind me will lead us there. From the Gate those who accompany Lord Hammer will descend into the earth almost a mile. Captain Bell weather and thirty men will stay at the Gate. Six men will accompany Lord Hammer and myself.”


  Her style had changed radically. I had never seen her so subdued.


  Fetch was scared.


  “Bellweather, your job will be the hardest. It’s almost certain that you will be attacked. The people of these hills believe Kammengarn to be a holy place. They know we’re here. They suspect our mission. They’ll try to destroy us once we prove we intend to profane their shrine. You’ll have to hold them most of the day, without Lord Hammer’s help.”


  “Now we know,” Brandy muttered. “Needed us to fight his battles for him.”


  “Why the hell else did he hire us?” Chenyth demanded.


  “Knock it off back there!” Fetch yelled.


  Lord Hammer’s steed pranced impatiently. Hammer’s gaze swept over us. It quelled all emotion.


  “Lord Hammer has appointed the following men to accompany him. Foud, of the Harish. Aboud, of the Harish. Sigurd Ormson, the Trolledyngjan. Dunklin Hanneker, the Itaskian. Willem Clarig Potter, of Kavelin. Pavlo della Contini-Mar-cusco, of Dunno Scuttari.” She made a small motion with her fingers, like someone folding a piece of paper.


  “Fetch! . . .”


  “Shut up, Chenyth!” I growled.


  Fetch responded, “Lord Hammer has spoken. The men named, please come to the head of the column.”


  I hoisted my pack, patted Chenyth’s shoulder, said, “Do a good job. And stay healthy. I’ve got to take you back to Mom.”


  “Will . . .”


  “Hey. You wanted to be a soldier. Be a soldier.”


  He stared at the ground, kicked a pebble.


  “Good luck, Will.” Brandy extended a hand. I shook. “We’ll look out for him.”


  “All right. Thanks. Russ. Aral. You guys take care.” It was a ritual of parting undertaken before times got tough.


  The red-eyed horse started moving. We followed in single file. Fetch walked with Bellweather for a while. After half an hour she scampered forward to her place beside Lord Hammer. She was nervous. She couldn’t keep her head or hands still.


  I glanced back, past Ormson. “Fight coming,” I told the Trolledyngjan. Bellweather was getting ready right now.


  “Did you ever doubt it?”


  “No. Not really.”


  The mountains crowded in. The valley narrowed till it became a steep-sided canyon. That led to a place where two canyons collided and became one. It had a flat bottom perhaps fifty yards across.


  It was the most barren place I had ever seen. The boulders were dark browns. The little soil came in lighter browns. A few tufts of dessicated grass added sere browns. Even the sky took on an ochre hue . . .


  The blackness of a crack in the mountainside ahead relieved the monochromism.


  It was a natural cleft, but there were tailings everywhere, several feet deep, as if the cleft had been mined. The tailings had filled the canyon bottom, creating the little flat.


  I searched the hillsides. It seemed I could feel eyes boring holes in my back. I looked everywhere but at that cavern mouth.


  The darkness it contained seemed the deepest I had ever known.


  Lord Hammer rode directly to it.


  “Packs off,” Fetch ordered. “Weapons ready.” She twitched and scratched nervously. “We’re going down. Do exactly as I do.”


  Bellweather brought the others onto the flat. He searched the mountainsides too. “They’re here,” he announced.


  War howls responded immediately. Here, there, a painted face flashed amongst the rocks.


  Arrows and spears wobbled through the air.


  There were a lot of them, I reflected as I got myself between my shield and a boulder. The odds didn’t look good at all.


  Bellweather shouted. His men vanished behind their shields . . .


  All but my baby brother, who just stood there with a stupefied look.


  “Chenyth!” I started toward him.


  “Will!” Fetch snapped. She grabbed my arm. “Stay here.”


  Brandy and Russ took care of him. They exploded from behind their shields, tackled the kid, covered him before he got hurt. That got his attention. He started doing the things I had been teaching the past several months.


  An arrow hummed close to me, clattered on rock. Then another. I had been chosen somebody’s favorite target. Time to worry about me.


  The savages concentrated on Lord Hammer. Their luck was poor. Missiles found him repulsive. In fact, they seemed to loath making contact with any of us.


  Not so the arrows of Bellweather’s Itaskian bows.


  The Itaskian bow and bowman are the best in the world. Bellweather’s men wasted no arrows. Virtually every shaft brought a cry of pain.


  Then Lord Hammer reached up and caught an arrow in flight.


  The canyon fell silent in sheer awe.


  Lord Hammer extended an arm. A falling spear became a streak of smoke.


  The hillmen didn’t give up. Instead, they started rolling boulders down the slopes.


  “Eyes down!” Fetch screamed. “Stare at the ground.”


  Lord Hammer swept first his right hand, then his left, round himself. He clapped them together once.


  A sheet of fire, of lightning, obscured the sky. Thunder tortured my ears. My hearing recovered only to be tormented anew by the screams of men in pain.


  It had been much nastier above. Dozens of savages were staggering around with hands clasped over their eyes or ears. Several fell down the slope.


  Bellweather’s archers went to work.


  “Let’s go,” Fetch said. “Remember. Do exactly what I do.” The little woman was scared pale. She didn’t want to enter that cavern. But she took her place beside Lord Hammer, who laid a hand atop her disheveled head.


  His touch seemed fond. His fingers toyed with her stringy hair. She shivered, looked at the ground, then stalked into that black crack.


  He only touched the rest of us for a second. The feeling was similar to that when he had caught me after my run-in with the siren tree. But this time the tingle coursed through my whole body.


  He finished with Foud. Once more he swept hands round the mountainsides, clapped. Lightning flashed. Thunder rolled. Bellweather’s archers plied their bows.


  The savages were determined not to be intimidated.


  Lord Hammer dismounted, strode into the darkness. The red-eyed stallion turned round, backed in after us, stopping only when its bulk nearly blocked the narrow passage. Hammer wound his way through our press, proceeded into darkness.


  Fetch followed. Single file, we did the same.


  X


  “Holy Hagard’s Golden Turds!” Sigurd exploded. “They’re on fire.”


  Lord Hammer and Fetch glowed. They shed enough light to reveal the crack’s walls.


  “So are you,” I told him.


  “Eh. You too.”


  I couldn’t see it in myself. Sigurd said he couldn’t, either. I glanced back. The others glowed too. They became quite bright once they got away from the cavern mouth. It was spooky.


  The Harish didn’t like it. They were unusually vocal, and what I caught of their gabble made it sound like they were mad because a heresy had been practiced upon them.


  The light seemed to come from way down inside the body. I could see Sigurd’s bones. And Fetch’s, and the others’ when I glanced back. But Lord Hammer remained an enigma. An absence. Once more I wondered if he were truly human, or if anything at all inhabited that black clothing.


  After a hundred yards the walls became shaped stone set with mortar. That explained the tailings above. The blocks had been shaped in situ.


  “Why would they do that?” I asked Sigurd.


  He shrugged. “Don’t try to understand a man’s religion, Kaveliner. Just drive you crazy.”


  A hundred yards farther along the masons had narrowed the passage to little more than a foot. A man had to go through sideways.


  Fetch stopped us. Lord Hammer started doing something with his fingers.


  I told Sigurd, “Looks like the dragon god isn’t too popular with the people who worship him.”


  “Eh?”


  “The tunnel. It’s zig-zagged. And the narrow place looks like it was built to keep the dragon in.”


  “They don’t worship the dragon,” Fetch said. “They worship Kammengarn, the Hidden City. Silcroscuar is blocking their path to their shrines. So they blocked him in in hopes he would starve.”


  “Didn’t it work, eh?”


  “No. Silcroscuar subsists. On visitors. He has guardians. Descendants of the people who lived in. Kammengarn. They hunt for him.”


  “What’s happening?”


  Lord Hammer had a ball of fire in his hands. It was nearly a foot in diameter. He shifted it to his right hand, rolled it along the tunnel floor, through the narrow passage.


  “Let’s go!” Fetch shrieked. “Will! Sigurd! Get in there!”


  I charged ahead without thinking. The passage was twenty feet long. I was halfway through when the screams started.


  Such pain and terror I hadn’t heard since the wars. I froze.


  Sigurd plowed into me. “Go, man.”


  An instant later we broke into wider tunnel.


  A dozen savages awaited us. Half were down, burning like torches. The stench of charred flesh fouled the air. The others flitted about trying to extinguish themselves or their comrades.


  We took them before the Harish got through.


  Panting, I asked Sigurd, “How did he know?”


  Sigurd shrugged. “He always knows. Almost. That first barrow . . .


  “He smelled their torches,” Foud said. The Harish elder wore a sarcastic smile.


  “You’re killing the mystery.”


  “There is no mystery to Lord Hammer.”


  “Maybe not to you.” I turned to Sigurd. “Hope he’s on his toes. We don’t need any surprises down here.”


  Lord Hammer stepped in. He surveyed the carnage. He seemed satisfied.


  Several of the savages still burned.


  Fetch lost her breakfast.


  I think that startled all of us. Perhaps even Lord Hammer. It seemed so out of character. And yet . . . What did we know about Fetch? Only what we had seen. And most of that had been show. This might be the first time she had witnessed the grim side of her master’s profession.


  I don’t think, despite her apparent agelessness, that she was much older than Chenyth. Say twenty. She might have missed the Great Eastern Wars too.


  We went on, warriors in the lead. The tunnel’s slope steepened. Twice we descended spiraling stairs hanging in the sides of wide shafts. Twice we encountered narrow places with ambushes like that we had already faced. We broke through each. Sigurd took our only wound, a slight cut on his forearm. We left a lot of dead men on our backtrail.


  The final attack was more cunning. It came from behind, from a side tunnel, and took us by surprise. Even Lord Hammer was taken off guard.


  His mystique just cracked a little more, I thought as I whirled.


  There was sorcery in it this time.


  The hillmen witch-doctors had saved themselves for the final defense. They had used their command of the Power passively, to conceal themselves and their men. Our only warning was a premature warwhoop.


  Lord Hammer whirled. His hands flew in frenetic passes. The rest of us struggled to interpose ourselves between the attackers and Lord Hammer and Fetch.


  Sorceries scarred the tunnel walls. The shamen threw everything they had at the man in black.


  Their success was a wan one. They devoured Lord Hammer’s complete attention for no more than a minute.


  We soldiers fought. Sigurd and I locked shields with Con-tini-Marcusco and the Itaskian. The Harish, who disdained and reviled shields, remained behind us. They rained scimitar strokes over our heads.


  The savages forced us back by sheer weight. But we held the wall even against suicide charges.


  They hadn’t the training to handle professional soldiers who couldn’t be flanked. We crouched behind our shields and let them come to their deaths.


  But they did get their licks in before Lord Hammer finished their witch-doctors and turned on them.


  It lasted no longer than three minutes. We beat them again. But when the clang and screaming faded, we had little reason to cheer.


  Hanneker was mortally wounded. Contini-Marcusco had a spearhead in his thigh. Sigurd had taken a deep cut on his left shoulder.


  Fetch was down.


  Me and Harish, we were fine. Tired and drained, but unharmed.


  I dropped to my knees beside Fetch’s still little form. Tears filled my eyes. She had become one of my favorite people.


  She had been last in line, walking behind Lord Hammer. We hadn’t been able to get to her.


  She was alive. She opened her eyes once, when I touched her, and bravely tried one of her smiles.


  Lord Hammer knelt opposite me. He touched her cheeks, her hair, tenderly. The tension in him proclaimed his feeling. His gaze crossed mine. For an instant I could feel his pain.


  Lord, I thought, your mystique is dying. You care.


  Fetch opened her eyes again. She lifted a feeble hand, clasped Lord Hammer’s for an instant. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  “Don’t be,” he said, and it felt like an order from a god. The fingers of his left hand twitched.


  I gasped, so startling was his voice, so suddenly did the Power gather. He did something to Fetch’s wounds, then to Sigurd’s, then to Contini-Marcusco’s. Hanneker was beyond help.


  He turned, faced downhill, stared. He started walking.


  We who could do so followed.


  “What did he do?” I whispered to Sigurd.


  The big man shrugged. “It don’t hurt anymore.”


  “Did you hear him? He talked. To Fetch.”


  “No.”


  Had I imagined it?


  I glanced back. The Harish were two steps behind us. They came with the same self-certainty they always showed. Only a tiny tick at the corner of Aboud’s eye betrayed any internal feeling.


  Foud smiled his little smile. Once again I wondered what they were doing here.


  And I wondered about Lord Hammer, whose long process of creating a mythic image seemed to be unraveling.


  A mile down into the earth is one hell of a long way. Ignoring the problem of surviving the dragon, I worried about climbing back out. And about my little brother, up there getting his blooding . . .


  I should have stayed with Chenyth. Somebody had to look out for him . . .


  “I have taken the gold,” I muttered, and turned to thoughts of poor Fetch.


  Now I would never learn what had brought her here. I was sure we wouldn’t find her alive when we returned.


  If we returned.


  Then I worried about how we would know what Lord Hammer wanted of us.


  I needn’t have.


  XI


  The home hall of the Father of All Dragons was more vast than any stadium. It was one of the great caverns that, before Silcroscuar’s coming, had housed the eldritch city Kammengarn.


  The cavern’s walls glowed. The ruins of the homes of Kammengarn lay in mounds across the floor. As legends proclaimed, that floor was strewn with gold and jewels. The great dragon snored atop a precious hillock.


  The place was just as Rainheart had described. With one exception.


  The dragon lived.


  We heard the monster’s stentorian snores long before we reached his den. Our spines had become jelly before we came to that cavern.


  Lord Hammer paused before we got there. He spoke.


  “There are guardians.”


  “I wasn’t wrong,” I whispered.


  The others seemed petrified.


  The voice came from everywhere at once. It was in keeping with Lord Hammer’s style. Deep. Loud. Terrifying. Like the crash of icebergs breaking off glaciers into arctic seas. Huge. Bottomless. Cold.


  Something stepped into the tunnel ahead. It was tall, lean, and awkward in appearance. Its skin had the pallor of death. It glistened with an ichorous fluid. It had the form of a man, but I don’t think it was human.


  Fetch had said there would be guardians who were the descendants of the people of Kammengarn. Had the Kammengarners been human? I didn’t know.


  The guardian bore a long, wicked sword.


  An identical twin appeared behind it. Then another. And another.


  Lord Hammer raised his hands in one of those mystic signs. The things halted. But they would not retreat.


  For a moment I feared Lord Hammer had no power over them.


  I didn’t want to fight. Something told me there would be no contest. I am good. Sigurd was good. The Harish were superb. But I knew they would slaughter us as if we were children.


  “Salt,” Lord Hammer said.


  “What the hell?” Sigurd muttered. “Who carries salt around? . . .”


  He shut up. Because Foud had leaned past him to drop a small leather bag into the palm of Lord Hammer’s glove.


  “Ah!” I murmured. “Sigurd, salt is precious in Hammad al Nakir. It’s a measure of wealth. El Murid’s true devotees always carry some. Because the Disciple’s father was a salt caravaneer.”


  Foud smiled the smile and nodded at Sigurd. Proving he wasn’t ignorant of Itaskian, he added, “El Murid received his revelation after bandits attacked his father’s caravan. They left the child Micah al Rhami to die of thirst in the desert. But the love of the Lord descended, a glorious angel, and the child was saved, and made whole, and given to look upon the earth. And, Lo! The womb of the desert brought forth not Death, but the Son of Heaven, El Murid, whom you call the Disciple.”


  For a moment Foud seemed almost as embarrassed as Sigurd and I. Like sex, faith was a force not to be mocked.


  Lord Hammer emptied the bag into his hand.


  Foud flinched, but did not protest. Aboud leaned past Sigurd and me, offering his own salt should it be needed.


  Lord Hammer said no more. The guardians flinched, but did not withdraw.


  Hammer flung the salt with quick little jerks of his hand, a few grains this way, a few that.


  Liverish, mottled cankers appeared on the slimy skin of the guardians. Their mouths yawned in silent screams.


  They melted. Like slugs in a garden, salted.


  Like slugs, they had no bones.


  It took minutes. We watched in true fascination, unable to look away, while the four puddled, pooled, became lost in one lake of twitching slime.


  Foud and Aboud shared out the remaining salt.


  Lord Hammer went forward, avoiding the remains of the guardians. We followed.


  I looked down once.


  Eyes stared back from the lake. Knowledgeable, hating eyes. I shuddered.


  They were the final barrier. We went into the Place of the Dragon, the glowing hall that once had been a cavern of the city Kammengarn.


  I began to think that, despite the barriers, it was too easy.


  I don’t know why. It couldn’t have been accomplished without Lord Hammer. Mortal men would never have reached Kammengarn.


  “Gods preserve us,” I muttered.


  The Kammengarn Dragon was the hugest living thing I’ve ever seen. I had seen Shinsan’s dragons during the wars. I had seen whales beached on the coast . . .


  The dragons I had seen were like chicks compared to roosters. The flesh of a whale might have made up Silcroscuar’s tail. His head alone massed as much as an elephant.


  “Reckon he’d miss a cup of blood?” Sigurd whispered.


  The northmen and their gallows humor. A strange race.


  The dragon kept on snoring.


  We had come in winter, according to Fetch, because that was the best time of year. I suppose she meant that dragons were more sluggish then, or even hibernated.


  But at that depth the chill of winter meant nothing. The place was as hot as an August noon in the desert.


  We flanked Lord Hammer, Sigurd and I to his right, the Harish to his left. Hammer started toward the dragon.


  The monster opened an eye. Its snakelike tongue speared toward Lord Hammer.


  I interposed my shield, chopped with my sword. The tongue caroomed away. My blade cut nothing but air.


  A mighty laugh surrounded us. It came from no detectable source.


  “You made it, fugitive. Ah. Yes. I know you, Lord Hammer. I know who you are. I know what you are. I know more than you know. All tidings come to me here. There are no secrets from me. Even the future is mine to behold. And yours is a cosmic jest.”


  Lord Hammer reacted only by beginning a series of gestures, the first of which was the arm cross he had used at the barrows in the forest.


  The dragon chuckled. “You’ll have your way. And be the poorer for it.” It yawned.


  My jaw sagged. The teeth in that cavernous mouth! Like the waving scimitars of a horde of desert horsemen . . .


  Laughter assailed the air. “I have been intimate with the future, refugee. I know the vanity of the course you have chosen. Your hope is futile. I know the joke the Fates have prepared. But come. Take what you want. I’ll not thwart you, nor deny the Fates their amusement.”


  The dragon closed his eye. He shifted his bulk slightly, as if into a more comfortable position.


  Lord Hammer advanced.


  We stayed with him.


  And again I thought it was too easy. The monster wasn’t making even a token attempt to stop us.


  That matter about the Fates and a cosmic joke. It reminded me of all those tales in which men achieved their goals only to discover that the price of success was more dear than that of failure.


  Lord Hammer clambered up the mound of gold and jewels, boldly seizing a gargantuan canine to maintain his balance.


  My stomach flipped.


  The dragon snored on.


  Sigurd started grabbing things small enough to carry away. I selected a few souvenirs myself. Then I saw the contempt in Foud’s eyes.


  He seemed to be thinking that there were issues at stake far greater than greed.


  It was an unguarded thought, breaking through onto his face. It put me on guard.


  “Sigurd,” I hissed. “Be ready. It’s not over.”


  “I know,” he whispered. “Just grabbing while I can.”


  Lord Hammer beckoned. I scrambled across the treacherous pile. “Cut here.” He tapped the dragon’s lip where scaly armor gave way to the soft flesh of the mouth. “Gently.”


  Terror froze me. He wanted me to cut that monster? When it might wake up? What chance would we have? . . .


  “Cut!”


  Lord Hammer’s command made the cavern walls shudder. I could not deny it. I drew the tip of my blade across dragon flesh.


  Blood welled up, dribbled down the monster’s jaw.


  It was as red as any man’s. I saw nothing remarkable about it, save that men had died for it. Slowly, drop by drop, it filled the ebony container Lord Hammer held.


  We waited tensely, anticipating an explosion from the monster. Dragons had foul and cunning reputations, and that of the Kammengarn Dragon outstripped them all.


  I caught a smile toying with Aboud’s lips. It was gone in an instant, but it left me more disturbed, more uncertain than ever.


  I searched the cavern, wondering if more guardians might not be creeping our way. I saw nothing.


  Sigurd bent to secure one more prize jewel . . .


  And Lord Hammer screwed a top onto his container, satisfied.


  Foud and Aboud surged toward him. Silver Harish kill-daggers whined through the air.


  I managed to skewer Aboud and kick Foud in one wild movement. Then my impetus carried me down the mountain of treasure to the cavern floor. Golden baubles gnawed at my flesh.


  Sigurd roared as he hurled himself at Foud, who was after Lord Hammer again. I regained my feet and charged up the pile.


  A gargantuan laughter filled the caverns of Kammengarn.


  Foud struck Lord Hammer’s left arm, and killed Sigurd, before he perished, strangling in the grip of Lord Hammer’s right hand.


  Aboud, though dying, regained his feet. Again he tried to plant his kill-dagger in Lord Hammer’s back.


  I reached him in time. We tumbled back down the pile.


  Lord Hammer flung Foud after us.


  Aboud sat up. He had lost his dagger. I saw it lying about five feet behind him. Tears filled his eyes as he awaited the doom descending upon him.


  “Why?” I asked.


  “For the Master. For the blood of the dragon that would have made him immortal, that would have given him time to carry the truth. And for what was done to him during the wars.”


  “I don’t understand, Aboud.”


  “You wouldn’t. You haven’t recognized him as your enemy.”


  Lord Hammer loomed over us. His left arm hung slackly. The kill-dagger had had that much success.


  Lord Hammer reached with his right, seizing Aboud’s throat.


  The Harish fought back. Vainly.


  I recovered his dagger during the struggle. Quietly, carefully, I concealed it inside my shirt. Why I don’t know, except that the genuine article was more valuable than anything in the dragon’s hoard.


  “Come,” Lord Hammer told me. Almost conversationally, he added, “The dragon will be pleased. He’s hungry. These three will repay him for his blood.” He strode to the gap where the guardians had perished. Their hating eyes watched us pass.


  I had to strain to keep pace with him. By the time we reached Fetch I was exhausted. Hanneker had expired in our absence.


  “We rest here,” Lord Hammer told me. “We will carry these two, and there may be ambushes.” He sat down with his back against one wall. He massaged his lifeless arm.


  The image had slipped even more. He seemed quite human at that moment.


  “Who are you?” I asked after a while.


  The iron mask turned my way. I couldn’t meet his gaze. The power was still there.


  “Better that you don’t know, soldier. For both our sakes.”


  “I have taken the gold,” I replied.


  I expect he understood. Maybe he didn’t. He said nothing more till he decided to go.


  “It’s time. Carry Fetch. Be wary.”


  I hoisted the little woman. She seemed awfully heavy. My strength had suffered. The mountains. The forest. The fighting. The tension, always. They had ground me down.


  We met no resistance. Only once did we hear what might have been men. They avoided us.


  We rested often. Lord Hammer seemed to be weakening faster than I, though his resources were more vast. Maybe the Harish kill-dagger had bitten more deeply than he let on.


  “Stop,” he gasped. We were close to the end of the tunnel. I dropped Fetch.


  Men’s voices, muted, echoed along the shaft. “Chenyth.” I started on.


  “Stay.” The command in Hammer’s voice was weak, but compelling.


  He moved slowly, had trouble keeping his feet. But he negated the spells that made us glow. “We must rest here.”


  “My brother . . .”


  “We will rest, Willem Potter.”


  We rested.


  XII


  Outside ambushed us.


  The sun had set. No moon had risen. The stars didn’t cast much light. Bell weather had lighted no fires. We were suddenly there, beside Lord Hammer’s stallion.


  The last dozen yards we had to step over and around the dead and wounded. There were a lot of them. I kept whispering Chenyth’s name. The only man I could find was Brandy. The griper had been dead for hours.


  “They’ve killed or captured most of the animals,” Bellweather reported. Lord Hammer grunted noncommittally. “We’ve killed hundreds of them, but they keep coming. They’ll finish us in the morning. This’s serious business to them.”


  “Chenyth!” I called.


  “Will? Will! Over here.”


  I hurried over. He was doing sentry duty. His post was an open-topped bunker built of the corpses of savages.


  “You all right?” I demanded.


  “So far. Brandy and Russ and Aral are dead, Will. I’m sorry I came. I’m tired. So tired, Will.”


  “Yeah. I know.”


  “What happened down there?”


  “It was bad.” I told him the story.


  “The other Harish. Will they? . . .”


  “I’m sure their daggers are consecrated to the same name.”


  “Then they’ll try again?”


  “They made it? Then we’d better warn . . .”


  A shriek ripped the air.


  I hurled myself back toward Lord Hammer. I arrived at the same time as the Harish. Blades flashed. Men screamed. Lord Hammer slew one. I took the other. Bellweather and the others watched in dull-eyed disbelief.


  Before Jamal died he cursed me. “You have given the Hammer his life,” he croaked. “May that sin haunt you all the ages of earth. May his return be quickened, and fall upon you heavily. I speak it in the Name of the Disciple.”


  “What did he mean, Will?” Chenyth asked.


  “I don’t know.” I was too tired to think. “They knew him. They knew his mission. They came to abort it. And to capture the dragon’s blood for El Murid.” I glanced at Lord Hammer. He had begun a sorcery. His voice sounded terribly weak. He seemed the least superhuman of us all. My awe of him had evaporated completely.


  He was but a man.


  “Maybe they were right,” Chenyth suggested. “Maybe the world would be better without him. Without his kind.”


  “I don’t know. His kind are like the dragon. And we have taken the gold, Chenyth. It doesn’t matter who or what he is.”


  Sleep soon ambushed me. The last thing I saw was a ball of blue light drifting into the rocks where the savages lurked. I think there were screams, but they might have come in my dreams.


  They took me back to the wars. To the screams of entire kingdoms crushed beneath the boots of legions led by men of Lord Hammer’s profession. Those had been brutal, bitter days, and the saddest part of it was that we hadn’t won, we had merely stopped it for a while.


  My subconscious mind added the clues my conscious mind had overlooked.


  I awakened understanding the Harish.


  “His name is a joke,” Fetch had said.


  It wasn’t a funny one. It was pure arrogance.


  One of the arch-villians of the Great Eastern Wars had been a sorcerer named Ko Feng. He had commanded the legions of the Dread Empire briefly. But his fellow wizards on the Council of Tervola had ousted him because of his unsubtle, straightforward, expensive, pounding military tactics. For reasons no one understood he had been ordered into exile.


  His nickname, on both sides of the battle line, had been The Hammer.


  Aboud had told me he was my enemy . . .


  The savages bothered us no more. Lord Hammer’s sorcery had sufficed.


  Only a dozen men were fit to travel. Chenyth and I were the only surviving Kaveliners . . .


  Kavelin had borne the brunt of the Great Eastern Wars. The legions of the Dread Empire knew no mercy. The nation might never recover . . .


  I was sitting on a rock, fighting my conscience. Chenyth came to me. “Want something to eat?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Kill-dagger. Aboud’s.” I had been staring at it, and had hidden it at his approach. I showed him.


  What’s the matter, Will?”


  “I think I know who he is. What he’s doing. Why.”


  “Who?”


  “Lord Hammer.”


  “I meant, who is he?”


  “Lord Ko Feng. The Tervola. The one we called The Hammer during the wars. They banished him from Shinsan after it was over. They took his immortality and drove him into exile. He came for the dragon’s blood to win the immortality back. To get the time he needed to make his return.”


  “Oh, Gods. Will, we’ve got to do something.”


  “What? What’s the right thing? I don’t know that he’s really Ko Feng. I do know that we’ve taken his gold. He’s treated us honorably. He even saved my life when there was no demand that he do so. I know that Fetch thinks the world of him, and I think well enough of Fetch for that to matter. So. You see what’s eating me.”


  My life wasn’t usually that complicated. A soldier takes his orders, does what he must, and doesn’t much worry about tomorrow or vast issues. He takes from life what he can when he can, for there may be no future opportunity. He seldom moralizes, or becomes caught in a crisis of conscience.


  “Will, we can’t turn an evil like Ko Feng loose on the world again. Not if it’s in our power to stop it.”


  “Chenyth. Chenyth. Who said he was evil? His real sin is that he was the enemy. Some of our own were as violent and bloody.”


  I glanced toward the split in the mountain. The giant black stallion stood within a yard of where Lord Hammer had posted him yesterday. Hammer slept on the ground beneath the animal.


  Easy pickings, I thought. Walk over, slip the dagger in him, and have done.


  If the horse would let me. He was a factor I couldn’t fathom. But somehow I knew he would block me.


  My own well-being wasn’t a matter of concern. Like the Harish, it hadn’t occurred to me to worry about whether or not I got out alive.


  I saw no way any of us could get home without Lord Hammer’s protection.


  Fetch dragged herself to a sitting position.


  “Come with me,” I told Chenyth.


  We went to her. She greeted us with a weak smile. “I wasn’t good for much down there, was I?”


  “How you feeling?” I asked.


  “Better.”


  “Good. I’d hate to think I lugged you all the way up here for nothing.”


  “It was you?”


  “Lord Hammer carried the Scuttarian.”


  “The others?”


  “Still down there, love.”


  “It was bad?”


  “Worse than anybody expected. Except the dragon.”


  “You got the blood?”


  “We did. Was it worth it?”


  She glanced at me sharply. “You knew there would be risks. You were paid to take them.”


  “I know. I wonder if that’s enough.”


  “What?”


  “I know who Lord Hammer is, Fetch. The Harish knew all along. It’s why they came. I killed two of them. Lord Hammer slew two. Foud killed Sigurd. That’s five of the company gone fighting one another. I want to know what reason there might be for me not to make it six and have the world rid of an old evil.”


  Fetch wasn’t herself. Healthy she would have screeched and argued like a whole flock of hens at feeding time. Instead she just glanced at Lord Hammer and shrugged. “I’m too tired and sick to care much, Will. But don’t. It won’t change the past. It won’t change the future, either. He’s chasing a dead dream. And it won’t do you any good now.” She leaned back and closed her eyes. “I hated him for a while, too. I lost people in the wars.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be. He lost people, too, you know. Friends and relatives. All the pain and dying weren’t on our side. And he lost everything he had, except his knowledge.”


  “Oh.” I saw what she was trying to say. Lord Hammer was no different than the rest of us leftovers, going on being what he had learned to be.


  “Is there anything to eat?”


  “Chenyth. See if you can get her something. Fetch, I know all the arguments. I’ve been wrestling them all morning. And I can’t make up my mind. I was hoping you’d help me figure where I’ve got to stand.”


  “Don’t put it on me, Willem Potter. It’s a thing between you and Lord Hammer.”


  Chenyth brought soup that was mostly mule. He spooned it into Fetch’s mouth. She ate it like it was good.


  I decided, but on the basis of none of the arguments that had gone before.


  I had promised myself that I would take my little brother home to his mother. To do that I needed Lord Hammer’s protection.


  I often wonder, now, if many of the most fateful decisions aren’t made in response to similarly oblique considerations.


  XIII


  I need not have put myself through the misery. The Fates had their own plans.


  When Lord Hammer woke, I went to him. He was weak. He barely had the strength to sit up. I squatted on my hams, facing him, intimidated by the stallion’s baleful stare. Carefully, I drew the Harish kill-dagger from within my shirt. I offered it to him atop my open palms.


  The earth shook. There was a suggestion of gargantuan mirth in it.


  “The Dragon mocks us.” Lord Hammer took the dagger. “Thank you, Willem Potter. I’d say there are no debts between us now.”


  “There are, Lord. Old ones. I lost a father and several brothers in the wars.”


  “And I lost sons and friends. Will we fight old battles here in the cupped hands of doom? Will we cross swords even as the filed teeth of Fate rip at us? I lost my homeland, and more than any non-Tervola could comprehend. I have nothing left but hope, and that too wan to credit. The Dragon laughs with cause, Willem Potter. Summon Bellweather. A journey looms before us.”


  “As you say, Lord.”


  I think we left too soon, with too many wounded. Some survived the forest. Some survived the plains. Some survived the snows and precipices of the Dragon’s Teeth. But we left men’s bones beside the way. Only eight of us lived to see the plains of Shara, west of the mountains, and even then we were a long way from home.


  It was in Shara that Lord Hammer’s saga ended.


  We were riding ponies he had bought from a Sharan tribe. Our faces were south, bent into a spring rain.


  Lord Hammer’s big stallion stumbled.


  The sorcerer fell.


  He had been weakening steadily. Fetch claimed only his will was driving him toward the laboratories where he would make use of the dragon’s blood . . .


  He lay in the mud and grass of a foreign land, dying, and there was nothing any of us could do. The Harish dagger still gnawed at his soul.


  Immortality rested in his saddlebags, in that black jar, and we couldn’t do a thing. We didn’t know how. Even Fetch was ignorant of the secret.


  He was a strong man, Lord Hammer, but in the end no different than any other. He died, and we buried him in alien soil. The once mightiest man on earth had come to no more than the least of the soldiers who had followed him in his prime.


  I was sad. It’s painful to watch something magnificent and mighty brought low, even when you loath what it stands for.


  He went holding Fetch’s hand.


  She removed the iron mask before we put him into the earth. “He should wear his own.” She obtained a Tervola mask from his gear. It was golden and hideous, and at one time had terrorized half a world. I’m not sure what it represented. An animal head of some sort. Its eyes were rubies that glowed like the eyes of Lord Hammer’s stallion. But their inner light was fading.


  A very old man lay behind the iron mask. The last of his mystique perished when I finally saw his wizened face.


  And yet I did him honor as we replaced the soil above him.


  I had taken his gold. He had been my captain.


  “You can come with us, Fetch,” Chenyth said. And I agreed. There would be a place for her with the Potters.


  Chenyth kept the iron mask. It hangs in my mother’s house even now. Nobody believes him when he tells the story of Lord Hammer and the Kammengarn Dragon. They prefer Rainheart’s heroics.


  No matter. The world goes on whether geared by truth or fiction.


  The last shovelful of earth fell on Lord Hammer’s resting place. And Chenyth, as always, had a question. “Will, what happened to his horse?”


  The great fire-eyed stallion had vanished.


  Even Fetch didn’t know the answer to that one.


  RESCUE PARTY


  Arthur C. Clarke


  Who was to blame? For three days Alveron’s thoughts had come back to that question, and still he had found no answer. A creature of a less civilized or a less sensitive race would never have let it torture his mind, and would have satisfied himself with the assurance that no one could be responsible for the working of fate. But Alveron and his kind had been lords of the Universe since the dawn of history, since that far distant age when the Time Barrier had been folded round the cosmos by the unknown powers that lay beyond the Beginning. To them had been given all knowledge—and with infinite knowledge went infinite responsibility. If there were mistakes and errors in the administration of the galaxy, the fault lay on the heads of Alveron and his people. And this was no mere mistake: it was one of the greatest tragedies in history.


  The crew still knew nothing. Even Rugon, his closest friend and the ship’s deputy captain, had been told only part of the truth. But now the doomed worlds lay less than a billion miles ahead. In a few hours, they would be landing on the third planet.


  Once again Alveron read the message from Base; then, with a flick of a tentacle that no human eye could have followed, he pressed the “General Attention” button. Throughout the mile-long cylinder that was the Galactic Survey Ship S9000, creatures of many races laid down their work to listen to the words of their captain.


  “I know you have all been wondering,” began Alveron, “why we were ordered to abandon our survey and to proceed at such an acceleration to this region of space. Some of you may realize what this acceleration means. Our ship is on its last voyage: the generators have already been running for sixty hours at Ultimate Overload. We will be very lucky if we return to Base under our own power.


  “We are approaching a sun which is about to become a Nova. Detonation will occur in seven hours, with an uncertainty of one hour, leaving us a maximum of only four hours for exploration. There are ten planets in the system about to be destroyed—and there is a civilization on the third. That fact was discovered only a few days ago. It is our tragic mission to contact that doomed race and if possible to save some of its members. I know that there is little we can do in so short a time with this single ship. No other machine can possibly reach the system before detonation occurs.”


  There was a long pause during which there could have been no sound or movement in the whole of the mighty ship as it sped silently toward the worlds ahead. Alveron knew what his companions were thinking and he tried to answer their unspoken question.


  “You will wonder how such a disaster, the greatest of which we have any record, has been allowed to occur. On one point I can reassure you. The fault does not lie with the Survey.


  “As you know, with our present fleet of under twelve thousand ships, it is possible to re-examine each of the eight thousand million solar systems in the Galaxy at intervals of about a million years. Most worlds change very little in so short a time as that.


  “Less than four hundred thousand years ago, the survey ship S5060 examined the planets of the system we are approaching. It found intelligence on none of them, though the third planet was teeming with animal life and two other worlds had once been inhabited. The usual report was submitted and the system is due for its next examination in six hundred thousand years.


  “It now appears that in the incredibly short period since the last survey, intelligent life has appeared in the system. The first intimation of this occurred when unknown radio signals were detected on the planet Kulath in the system X29.35, Y34.76, Z27.93. Bearings were taken on them; they were coming from the system ahead.


  “Kulath is two hundred light-years from here, so those radio waves had been on their way for two centuries. Thus for at least that period of time a civilization has existed on one of these worlds—a civilization that can generate electromagnetic waves and all that that implies.


  “An immediate telescopic examination of the system was made and it was then found that the sun was in the unstable pre-nova stage. Detonation might occur at any moment, and indeed might have done so while the light waves were on their way to Kulath.


  “There was a slight delay while the supervelocity scanners on Kulath II were focused on to the system. They showed that the explosion had not yet occurred but was only a few hours away. If Kulath had been a fraction of a light-year further from this sun, we should never have known of its civilization until it had ceased to exist.


  “The Administrator of Kulath contacted the Sector Base immediately, and I was ordered to proceed to the system at once. Our object is to save what members we can of the doomed race, if indeed there are any left. But we have assumed that a civilization possessing radio could have protected itself against any rise of temperature that may have already occurred.


  “This ship and the two tenders will each explore a section of the planet. Commander Torkalee will take Number One, Commander Orostron Number Two. They will have just under four hours in which to explore this world. At the end of that time, they must be back in the ship. It will be leaving then, with or without them. I will give the two commanders detailed instructions in the control room immediately.


  “That is all. We enter atmosphere in two hours.”


  On the world once known as Earth the fires were dying out: there was nothing left to burn. The great forests that had swept across the planet like a tidal wave with the passing of the cities were now no more than glowing charcoal and the smoke of their funeral pyres still stained the sky. But the last hours were still to come, for the surface rocks had not yet begun to flow. The continents were dimly visible through the haze, but their outlines meant nothing to the watchers in the approaching ship. The charts they possessed were out of date by a dozen Ice Ages and more deluges than one.


  The S9000 had driven past Jupiter and seen at once that no life could exist in those half-gaseous oceans of compressed hydrocarbons, now erupting furiously under the sun’s abnormal heat. Mars and the outer planets they had missed, and Alveron realized that the worlds nearer the sun than Earth would be already melting. It was more than likely, he thought sadly, that the tragedy of this unknown race was already finished. Deep in his heart, he thought it might be better so. The ship could only have carried a few hundred survivors, and the problem of selection had been haunting his mind.


  Rugon, Chief of Communications and Deputy Captain, came into the control room. For the last hour he had been striving to detect radiation from Earth, but in vain.


  “We’re too late,” he announced gloomily. “I’ve monitored the whole spectrum and the ether’s dead except for our own stations and some two-hundred-year-old programs from Kulath. Nothing in this system is radiating any more.”


  He moved toward the giant vision screen with a graceful flowing motion that no mere biped could ever hope to imitate. Alveron said nothing; he had been expecting this news.


  One entire wall of the control room was taken up by the screen, a great black rectangle that gave an impression of almost infinite depth. Three of Rugon’s slender control tentacles, useless for heavy work but incredibly swift at all manipulation, flickered over the selector dials and the screen lit up with a thousand points of light. The star field flowed swiftly past as Rugon adjusted the controls, bringing the projector to bear upon the sun itself.


  No man of Earth would have recognized the monstrous shape that filled the screen. The sun’s light was white no longer: great violet-blue clouds covered half its surface and from them long streamers of flame were erupting into space. At one point an enormous prominence had reared itself out of the photosphere, far out even into the flickering veils of the corona. It was as though a tree of fire had taken root in the surface of the sun—a tree that stood half a million miles high and whose branches were rivers of flame sweeping through space at hundreds of miles a second.


  “I suppose,” said Rugon presently, “that you are quite satisfied about the astronomers’ calculations. After all—”


  “Oh, we’re perfectly safe,” said Alveron confidently. “I’ve spoken to Kulath Observatory and they have been making some additional checks through our own instruments. That uncertainty of an hour includes a private safety margin which they won’t tell me in case I feel tempted to stay any longer.”


  He glanced at the instrument board.


  “The pilot should have brought us to the atmosphere now. Switch the screen back to the planet, please. Ah, there they go!”


  There was a sudden tremor underfoot and a raucous clanging of alarms, instantly stilled. Across the vision screen two slim projectiles dived toward the looming mass of Earth. For a few miles they traveled together, then they separated, one vanishing abruptly as it entered the shadow of the planet.


  Slowly the huge mother ship, with its thousand times greater mass, descended after them into the raging storms that already were tearing down the deserted cities of Man.


  It was night in the hemisphere over which Orostron drove his tiny command. Like Torkalee, his mission was to photograph and record, and to report progress to the mother ship. The little scout had no room for specimens or passengers. If contact was made with the inhabitants of this world, the S9000 would come at once. There would be no time for parleying. If there was any trouble the rescue would be by force and the explanations could come later.


  The ruined land beneath was bathed with an eerie, flickering light, for a great auroral display was raging over half the world. But the image on the vision screen was independent of external light, and it showed clearly a waste of barren rock that seemed never to have known any form of life. Presumably this desert land must come to an end somewhere. Orostron increased his speed to the highest value he dared risk in so dense an atmosphere.


  The machine fled on through the storm, and presently the desert of rock began to climb toward the sky. A great mountain range lay ahead, its peaks lost in the smoke-laden clouds. Orostron directed the scanners toward the horizon, and on the vision screen the line of mountains seemed suddenly very close and menacing. He started to climb rapidly. It was difficult to imagine a more unpromising land in which to find civilization and he wondered if it would be wise to change course. He decided against it. Five minutes later, he had his reward.


  Miles below lay a decapitated mountain, the whole of its summit sheared away by some tremendous feat of engineering. Rising out of the rock and straddling the artificial plateau was an intricate structure of metal girders, supporting masses of machinery. Orostron brought his ship to a halt and spiraled down toward the mountain.


  The slight Doppler blur had now vanished, and the picture on the screen was clear-cut. The latticework was supporting some scores of great metal mirrors, pointing skyward at an angle of forty-five degrees to the horizontal. They were slightly concave, and each had some complicated mechanism at its focus. There seemed something impressive and purposeful about the great array; every mirror was aimed at precisely the same spot in the sky—or beyond.


  Orostron turned to his colleagues.


  “It looks like some kind of observatory to me,” he said. “Have you ever seen anything like it before?”


  Klarten, a multitentacled, tripedal creature from a globular cluster at the edge of the Milky Way, had a different theory.


  “That’s communication equipment. Those reflectors are for focusing electromagnetic beams. I’ve seen the same kind of installation on a hundred worlds before. It may even be the station that Kulath picked up—though that’s rather unlikely, for the beams would be very narrow from mirrors that size.”


  “That would explain why Rugon could detect no radiation before we landed,” added Hansur II, one of the twin beings from the planet Thargon.


  Orostron did not agree at all.


  “If that is a radio station, it must be built for interplanetary communication. Look at the way the mirrors are pointed. I don’t believe that a race which has only had radio for two centuries can have crossed space. It took my people six thousand years to do it.”


  “We managed it in three,” said Hansur II mildly, speaking a few seconds ahead of his twin. Before the inevitable argument could develop, Klarten began to wave his tentacles with excitement. While the others had been talking, he had started the automatic monitor.


  “Here it is! Listen!”


  He threw a switch, and the little room was filled with a raucous whining sound, continually changing in pitch but nevertheless retaining certain characteristics that were difficult to define.


  The four explorers listened intently for a minute; then Orostron said, “Surely that can’t be any form of speech! No creature could produce sounds as quickly as that!”


  Hansur I had come to the same conclusion. “That’s a television program. Don’t you think so, Klarten?”


  The other agreed.


  “Yes, and each of those mirrors seems to be radiating a different program. I wonder where they’re going? If I’m correct, one of the other planets in the system must lie along those beams. We can soon check that.”


  Orostron called the S9000 and reported the discovery. Both Rugon and Alveron were greatly excited, and made a quick check of the astronomical records.


  The result was surprising—and disappointing. None of the other nine planets lay anywhere near the line of transmission. The great mirrors appeared to be pointing blindly into space.


  There seemed only one conclusion to be drawn, and Klarten was the first to voice it.


  “They had interplanetary communication,” he said. “But the station must be deserted now, and the transmitters no longer controlled. They haven’t been switched off, and are just pointing where they were left.”


  “Well, we’ll soon find out,” said Orostron. “I’m going to land.”


  He brought the machine slowly down to the level of the great metal mirrors, and past them until it came to rest on the mountain rock. A hundred yards away, a white stone building crouched beneath the maze of steel girders. It was windowless, but there were several doors in the wall facing them.


  Orostron watched his companions climb into their protective suits and wished he could follow. But someone had to stay in the machine to keep in touch with the mother ship. Those were Alveron’s instructions, and they were very wise. One never knew what would happen on a world that was being explored for the first time, especially under conditions such as these.


  Very cautiously, the three explorers stepped out of the airlock and adjusted the antigravity field of their suits. Then, each with the mode of locomotion peculiar to his race, the little party went toward the building, the Hansur twins leading and Klarten following close behind. His gravity control was apparently giving trouble, for he suddenly fell to the ground, rather to the amusement of his colleagues. Orostron saw them pause for a moment at the nearest door—then it opened slowly and they disappeared from sight.


  So Orostron waited, with what patience he could, while the storm rose around him and the light of the aurora grew even brighter in the sky. At the agreed times he called the mother ship and received brief acknowledgments from Rugon. He wondered how Torkalee was faring, halfway round the planet, but he could not contact him through the crash and thunder of solar interference.


  It did not take Klarten and the Hansurs long to discover that their theories were largely correct. The building was a radio station, and it was utterly deserted. It consisted of one tremendous room with a few small offices leading from it. In the main chamber, row after row of electrical equipment stretched into the distance; lights flickered and winked on hundreds of control panels, and a dull glow came from the elements in a great avenue of vacuum tubes.


  But Klarten was not impressed. The first radio sets his race had built were now fossilized in strata a thousand million years old. Man, who had possessed electrical machines for only a few centuries, could not compete with those who had known them for half the lifetime of the Earth.


  Nevertheless, the party kept their recorders running as they explored the building. There was still one problem to be solved. The deserted station was broadcasting programs, but where were they coming from? The central switchboard had been quickly located. It was designed to handle scores of programs simultaneously, but the source of those programs was lost in a maze of cables that vanished underground. Back in the S9000, Rugon was trying to analyze the broadcasts and perhaps his researches would reveal their origin. It was impossible to trace cables that might lead across continents.


  The party wasted little time at the deserted station. There was nothing they could learn from it, and they were seeking life rather than scientific information. A few minutes later the little ship rose swiftly from the plateau and headed toward the plains that must lie beyond the mountains. Less than three hours were still left to them.


  As the array of enigmatic mirrors dropped out of sight, Orostron was struck by a sudden thought. Was it imagination, or had they all moved through a small angle while he had been waiting, as if they were still compensating for the rotation of the Earth? He could not be sure, and he dismissed the matter as unimportant. It would only mean that the directing mechanism was still working, after a fashion.


  They discovered the city fifteen minutes later. It was a great, sprawling metropolis, built around a river that had disappeared leaving an ugly scar winding its way among the great buildings and beneath bridges that looked very incongruous now.


  Even from the air, the city looked deserted. But only two and a half hours were left—there was no time for further exploration. Orostron made his decision, and landed near the largest structure he could see. It seemed reasonable to suppose that some creatures would have sought shelter in the strongest buildings, where they would be safe until the very end.


  The deepest caves—the heart of the planet itself—would give no protection when the final cataclysm came. Even if this race had reached the outer planets, its doom would only be delayed by the few hours it would take for the ravening wavefronts to cross the Solar System.


  Orostron could not know that the city had been deserted not for a few days or weeks, but for over a century. For the culture of cities, which had outlasted so many civilizations had been doomed at last when the helicopter brought universal transportation. Within a few generations the great masses of mankind, knowing that they could reach any part of the globe in a matter of hours, had gone back to the fields and forests for which they had always longed. The new civilization had machines and resources of which earlier ages had never dreamed, but it was essentially rural and no longer bound to the steel and concrete warrens that had dominated the centuries before. Such cities as still remained were specialized centers of research, administration or entertainment; the others had been allowed to decay, where it was too much trouble to destroy them. The dozen or so greatest of all cities, and the ancient university towns, had scarcely changed and would have lasted for many generations to come. But the cities that had been founded on steam and iron and surface transportation had passed with the industries that had nourished them.


  And so while Orostron waited in the tender, his colleagues raced through endless empty corridors and deserted halls, taking innumerable photographs but learning nothing of the creatures who had used these buildings. There were libraries, meeting places, council rooms, thousands of offices—all were empty and deep with dust. If they had not seen the radio station on its mountain eyrie, the explorers could well have believed that this world had known no life for centuries.


  Through the long minutes of waiting, Orostron tried to imagine where this race could have vanished. Perhaps they had killed themselves knowing that escape was impossible; perhaps they had built great shelters in the bowels of the planet, and even now were cowering in their millions beneath his feet, waiting for the end. He began to fear that he would never know.


  It was almost a relief when at last he had to give the order for the return. Soon he would know if Torkalee’s party had been more fortunate. And he was anxious to get back to the mother ship, for as the minutes passed the suspense had become more and more acute. There had always been the thought in his mind: What if the astronomers of Kulath have made a mistake? He would begin to feel happy when the walls of the S9000 were around him. He would be happier still when they were out in space and this ominous sun was shrinking far astern.


  As soon as his colleagues had entered the airlock, Orostron hurled his tiny machine into the sky and set the controls to home on the S9000. Then he turned to his friends.


  “Well, what have you found?” he asked.


  Klarten produced a large roll of canvas and spread it out on the floor.


  “This is what they were like,” he said quietly. “Bipeds, with only two arms. They seem to have managed well, in spite of that handicap. Only two eyes as well, unless there are others in the back. We were lucky to find this; it’s about the only thing they left behind.”


  The ancient oil painting stared stonily back at the three creatures regarding it so intently. By the irony of fate, its complete worthlessness had saved it from oblivion. When the city had been evacuated, no one had bothered to move Alderman John Richards, 1909-1974. For a century and a half he had been gathering dust while far away from the old cities the new civilization had been rising to heights no earlier culture had ever known.


  “That was almost all we found,” said Klarten. “The city must have been deserted for years. I’m afraid our expedition has been a failure. If there are any living beings on this world, they’ve hidden themselves too well for us to find them.”


  His commander was forced to agree.


  “It was an almost impossible task,” he said. “If we’d had weeks instead of hours we might have succeeded. For all we know, they may even have built shelters under the sea. No one seems to have thought of that.”


  He glanced quickly at the indicators and corrected the course.


  “We’ll be there in five minutes. Alveron seems to be moving rather quickly. I wonder if Torkalee has found anything.”


  The S9000 was hanging a few miles above the seaboard of a blazing continent when Orostron homed upon it. The danger line was thirty minutes away and there was no time to lose. Skillfully, he maneuvered the little ship into its launching tube and the party stepped out of the airlock.


  There was a small crowd waiting for them. That was to be expected, but Orostron could see at once that something more than curiosity had brought his friends here. Even before a word was spoken, he knew that something was wrong.


  “Torkalee hasn’t returned. He’s lost his party and we’re going to the rescue. Come along to the control room at once.”


  From the beginning, Torkalee had been luckier than Orostron. He had followed the zone of twilight, keeping away from the intolerable glare of the sun, until he came to the shores of an inland sea. It was a very recent sea, one of the latest of Man’s works, for the land it covered had been desert less than a century before. In a few hours it would be desert again, for the water was boiling and clouds of steam were rising to the skies. But they could not veil the loveliness of the great white city that overlooked the tideless sea.


  Flying machines were still parked neatly round the square in which Torkalee landed. They were disappointingly primitive, though beautifully finished, and depended on rotating airfoils for support. Nowhere was there any sign of life, but the place gave the impression that its inhabitants were not very far away. Lights were still shining from some of the windows.


  Torkalee’s three companions lost no time in leaving the machine. Leader of the party, by seniority of rank and race was T’sinadree, who like Alveron himself had been born on one of the ancient planets of the Central Suns. Next came Alarkane, from a race which was one of the youngest in the Universe and took a perverse pride in the fact. Last came one of the strange beings from the system of Palador. It was nameless, like all its kind, for it possessed no identity of its own, being merely a mobile but still dependent cell in the consciousness of its race. Though it and its fellows had long been scattered over the galaxy in the exploration of countless worlds, some unknown link still bound them together as inexorably as the living cells in a human body.


  When a creature of Palador spoke, the pronoun it used was always “We.” There was not, nor could there ever be, any first person singular in the language of Palador.


  The great doors of the splendid building baffled the explorers, though any human child would have known their secret. T’sinadree wasted no time on them but called Torkalee on his personal transmitter. Then the three hurried aside while their commander maneuvered his machine into the best position. There was a brief burst of intolerable flame; the massive steelwork flickered once at the edge of the visible spectrum and was gone. The stones were still glowing when the eager party hurried into the building, the beams of their light projectors fanning before them.


  The torches were not needed. Before them lay a great hall, glowing with light from lines of tubes along the ceiling. On either side, the hall opened out into long corridors, while straight ahead a massive stairway swept majestically toward the upper floors.


  For a moment T’sinadree hesitated. Then, since one way was as good as another, he led his companions down the first corridor.


  The feeling that life was near had now become very strong. At any moment, it seemed, they might be confronted by the creatures of this world. If they showed hostility—and they could scarcely be blamed if they did—the paralyzers would be used at once.


  The tension was very great as the party entered the first room, and only relaxed when they saw that it held nothing but machines—row after row of them, now stilled and silent. Lining the enormous room were thousands of metal filing cabinets, forming a continuous wall as far as the eye could reach. And that was all; there was no furniture, nothing but the cabinets and the mysterious machines.


  Alarkane, always the quickest of the three, was already examining the cabinets. Each held many thousand sheets of tough, thin material, perforated with innumerable holes and slots. The Paladorian appropriated one of the cards and Alarkane recorded the scene together with some close-ups of the machines. Then they left. The great room, which had been one of the marvels of the world, meant nothing to them. No living eye would ever again see that wonderful battery of almost human Hollerith analyzers and the five thousand million punched cards holding all that could be recorded on each man, woman and child on the planet.


  It was clear that this building had been used very recently. With growing excitement, the explorers hurried on to the next room. This they found to be an enormous library, for millions of books lay all around them on miles and miles of shelving. Here, though the explorers could not know it, were the records of all the laws that Man had ever passed, and all the speeches that had ever been made in his council chambers.


  T’sinadree was deciding his plan of action, when Alarkane drew his attention to one of the racks a hundred yards away. It was half empty, unlike all the others. Around it books lay in a tumbled heap on the floor, as if knocked down by someone in frantic haste. The signs were unmistakable. Not long ago, other creatures had been this way. Faint wheel marks were clearly visible on the floor to the acute sense of Alarkane, though the others could see nothing. Alarkane could even detect footprints, but knowing nothing of the creatures that had formed them he could not say which way they led.


  The sense of nearness was stronger than ever now, but it was nearness in time, not in space. Alarkane voiced the thoughts of the party.


  “Those books must have been valuable, and someone has come to rescue them—rather as an afterthought, I should say. That means there must be a place of refuge, possibly not very far away. Perhaps we may be able to find some other clues that will lead us to it.”


  T’sinadree agreed; the Paladorian wasn’t enthusiastic.


  “That may be so,” it said, “but the refuge may be anywhere on the planet, and we have just two hours left. Let us waste no more time if we hope to rescue these people.”


  The party hurried forward once more, pausing only to collect a few books that might be useful to the scientists at Base—though it was doubtful if they could ever be translated. They soon found that the great building was composed largely of small rooms, all showing signs of recent occupation. Most of them were in a neat and tidy condition, but one or two were very much the reverse. The explorers were particularly puzzled by one room—clearly an office of some kind—that appeared to have been completely wrecked. The floor was littered with papers, the furniture had been smashed, and smoke was pouring through the broken windows from the fires outside.


  T’sinadree was rather alarmed.


  “Surely no dangerous animal could have got into a place like this!” he exclaimed, fingering his paralyzer nervously.


  Alarkane did not answer. He began to make that annoying sound which his race called “laughter.” It was several minutes before he would explain what had amused him.


  “I don’t think any animal has done it,” he said. “In fact, the explanation is very simple. Suppose you had been working all your life in this room, dealing with endless papers, year after year. And suddenly, you are told that you will never see it again, that your work is finished, and that you can leave it forever. More than that—no one will come after you. Everything is finished. How would you make your exit, T’sinadree?”


  The other thought for a moment.


  “Well, I suppose I’d just tidy things up and leave. That’s what seems to have happened in all the other rooms.”


  Alarkane laughed again.


  “I’m quite sure you would. But some individuals have a different psychology. I think I should have liked the creature that used this room.”


  He did not explain himself further, and his two colleagues puzzled over his words for quite a while before they gave it up.


  It came as something of a shock when Torkalee gave the order to return. They had gathered a great deal of information, but had found no clue that might lead them to the missing inhabitants of this world. That problem was as baffling as ever, and now it seemed that it would never be solved. There were only forty minutes left before the S9000 would be departing.


  They were halfway back to the tender when they saw the semicircular passage leading down into the depths of the building. Its architectural style was quite different from that used elsewhere, and the gently sloping floor was an irresistible attraction to creatures whose many legs had grown weary of the marble staircases which only bipeds could have built in such profusion. T’sinadree had been the worst sufferer, for he normally employed twelve legs and could use twenty when he was in a hurry, though no one had ever seen him perform this feat.


  The party stopped dead and looked down the passageway with a single thought. A tunnel, leading down into the depths of Earth! At its end, they might yet find the people of this world and rescue some of them from their fate. For there was still time to call the mother ship if the need arose.


  T’sinadree signaled to his commander and Torkalee brought the little machine immediately overhead. There might not be time for the party to retrace its footsteps through the maze of passages, so meticulously recorded in the Paladorian mind that there was no possibility of going astray. If speed was necessary, Torkalee could blast his way through the dozen floors above their head. In any case, it should not take long to find what lay at the end of the passage.


  It took only thirty seconds. The tunnel ended quite abruptly in a very curious cylindrical room with magnificently padded seats along the walls. There was no way out save that by which they had come and it was several seconds before the purpose of the chamber dawned on Alarkane’s mind. It was a pity, he thought, that they would never have time to use this. The thought was suddenly interrupted by a cry from T’sinadree. Alarkane wheeled around, and saw that the entrance had closed silently behind them.


  Even in that first moment of panic, Alarkane found himself thinking with some admiration: Whoever they were, they knew how to build automatic machinery!


  The Paladorian was the first to speak. It waved one of its tentacles toward the seats.


  “We think it would be best to be seated,” it said. The multiplex mind of Palador had already analyzed the situation and knew what was coming.


  They did not have long to wait before a low-pitched hum came from a grill overhead, and for the very last time in history a human, even if lifeless, voice was heard on Earth. The words were meaningless, though the trapped explorers could guess their message clearly enough.


  “Choose your stations, please, and be seated.”


  Simultaneously, a wall panel at one end of the compartment glowed with light. On it was a simple map, consisting of a series of a dozen circles connected by a line. Each of the circles had writing alongside it, and beside the writing were two buttons of different colors.


  Alarkane looked questioningly at his leader.


  “Don’t touch them,” said T’sinadree. “If we leave the controls alone, the doors may open again.”


  He was wrong. The engineers who had designed the automatic subway had assumed that anyone who entered it would naturally wish to go somewhere. If they selected no intermediate station, their destination could only be the end of the line.


  There was another pause while the relays and thyratrons waited for their orders. In those thirty seconds, if they had known what to do, the party could have opened the doors and left the subway. But they did not know, and the machines geared to a human psychology acted for them.


  The surge of acceleration was not very great; the lavish upholstery was a luxury, not a necessity. Only an almost imperceptible vibration told of the speed at which they were traveling through the bowels of the earth, on a journey the duration of which they could not even guess. And in thirty minutes, the S9000 would be leaving the Solar System.


  There was a long silence in the speeding machine. T’sinadree and Alarkane were thinking rapidly. So was the Paladorian, though in a different fashion. The conception of personal death was meaningless to it, for the destruction of a single unit meant no more to the group mind than the loss of a nail-paring to a man. But it could, though with great difficulty, appreciate the plight of individual intelligences such as Alarkane and T’sinadree, and it was anxious to help them if it could.


  Alarkane had managed to contact Torkalee with his personal transmitter, though the signal was very weak and seemed to be fading quickly. Rapidly he explained the situation, and almost at once the signals became clearer. Torkalee was following the path of the machine, flying above the ground under which they were speeding to their unknown destination. That was the first indication they had of the fact that they were traveling at nearly a thousand miles an hour, and very soon after that Torkalee was able to give the still more disturbing news that they were rapidly approaching the sea. While they were beneath the land, there was a hope, though a slender one, that they might stop the machine and escape. But under the ocean—not all the brains and the machinery in the great mother ship could save them. No one could have devised a more perfect trap.


  T’sinadree had been examining the wall map with great attention. Its meaning was obvious, and along the line connecting the circles a tiny spot of light was crawling. It was already halfway to the first of the stations marked.


  “I’m going to press one of those buttons,” said T’sinadree at last. “It won’t do any harm, and we may learn something.”


  “I agree. Which will you try first?”


  “There are only two kinds, and it won’t matter if we try the wrong one first. I suppose one is to start the machine and the other is to stop it.”


  Alarkane was not very hopeful.


  “It started without any button pressing,” he said. “I think it’s completely automatic and we can’t control it from here at all.”


  T’sinadree could not agree.


  “These buttons are clearly associated with the stations, and there’s no point in having them unless you can use them to stop yourself. The only question is, which is the right one?”


  His analysis was perfectly correct. The machine could be stopped at any intermediate station. They had only been on their way ten minutes, and if they could leave now, no harm would have been done. It was just bad luck that T’sinadree’s first choice was the wrong button.


  The little light on the map crawled slowly through the illuminated circle without checking its speed. And at the same time Torkalee called from the ship overhead.


  “You have just passed underneath a city and are heading out to sea. There cannot be another stop for nearly a thousand miles.”


  Alveron had given up all hope of finding life on this world. The S9000 had roamed over half the planet, never staying long in one place, descending ever and again in an effort to attract attention. There had been no response; Earth seemed utterly dead. If any of its inhabitants were still alive, thought Alveron, they must have hidden themselves in its depths where no help could reach them, though their doom would be nonetheless certain.


  Rugon brought news of the disaster. The great ship ceased its fruitless searching and fled back through the storm to the ocean above which Torkalee’s little tender was still following the track of the buried machine.


  The scene was truly terrifying. Not since the days when Earth was born had there been such seas as this. Mountains of water were racing before the storm which had now reached velocities of many hundred miles an hour. Even at this distance from the mainland the air was full of flying debris—trees, fragments of houses, sheets of metal, anything that had not been anchored to the ground. No airborne machine could have lived for a moment in such a gale. And ever and again even the roar of the wind was drowned as the vast water-mountains met head-on with a crash that seemed to shake the sky.


  Fortunately, there had been no serious earthquakes yet. Far beneath the bed of the ocean, the wonderful piece of engineering which had been the World President’s private vacuum-subway was still working perfectly, unaffected by the tumult and destruction above. It would continue to work until the last minute of the Earth’s existence, which, if the astronomers were right, was not much more than fifteen minutes away—though precisely how much more Alveron would have given a great deal to know. It would be nearly an hour before the trapped party could reach land and even the slightest hope of rescue.


  Alveron’s instructions had been precise, though even without them he would never have dreamed of taking any risks with the great machine that had been entrusted to his care. Had he been human, the decision to abandon the trapped members of his crew would have been desperately hard to make. But he came of a race far more sensitive than Man, a race that so loved the things of the spirit that long ago, and with infinite reluctance, it had taken over control of the Universe since only thus could it be sure that justice was being done. Alveron would need all his superhuman gifts to carry him through the next few hours.


  Meanwhile, a mile below the bed of the ocean Alarkane and T’sinadree were very busy indeed with their private communicators. Fifteen minutes is not a long time in which to wind up the affairs of a lifetime. It is indeed, scarcely long enough to dictate more than a few of those farewell messages which at such moments are so much more important than all other matters.


  All the while the Paladorian had remained silent and motionless, saying not a word. The other two, resigned to their fate and engrossed in their personal affairs, had given it no thought. They were startled when suddenly it began to address them in its peculiarly passionless voice.


  “We perceive that you are making certain arrangements concerning your anticipated destruction. That will probably be unnecessary. Captain Alveron hopes to rescue us if we can stop this machine when we reach land again.”


  Both T’sinadree and Alarkane were too surprised to say anything for a moment. Then the latter gasped, “How do you know?”


  It was a foolish question, for he remembered at once that there were several Paladorians—if one could use the phrase—in the S9000, and consequently their companion knew everything that was happening in the mother ship. So he did not wait for an answer but continued, “Alveron can’t do that! He daren’t take such a risk!”


  “There will be no risk,” said the Paladorian. “We have told him what to do. It is really very simple.”


  Alarkane and T’sinadree looked at their companion with something approaching awe, realizing now what must have happened. In moments of crisis, the single units comprising the Paladorian mind could link together in an organization no less close than that of any physical brain. At such moments they formed an intellect more powerful than any other in the Universe. All ordinary problems could be solved by a few hundred or thousand units. Very rarely, millions would be needed, and on two historic occasions the billions of cells of the entire Paladorian consciousness had been welded together to deal with emergencies that threatened the race. The mind of Palador was one of the greatest mental resources of the Universe; its full force was seldom required, but the knowledge that it was available was supremely comforting to other races. Alarkane wondered how many cells had coordinated to deal with this particular emergency. He also wondered how so trivial an incident had ever come to its attention.


  To that question he was never to know the answer, though he might have guessed it had he known that the chillingly remote Paladorian mind possessed an almost human streak of vanity. Long ago, Alarkane had written a book trying to prove that eventually all intelligent races would sacrifice individual consciousness and that one day only group-minds would remain in the Universe. Palador, he had said, was the first of those ultimate intellects, and the vast, dispersed mind had not been displeased.


  They had no time to ask any further questions before Alveron himself began to speak through their communicators.


  “Alveron calling! We’re staying on this planet until the detonation waves reach it, so we may be able to rescue you. You’re heading toward a city on the coast which you’ll reach in forty minutes at your present speed. If you cannot stop yourselves then, we’re going to blast the tunnel behind and ahead of you to cut off your power. Then we’ll sink a shaft to get you out—the chief engineer says he can do it in five minutes with the main projectors. So you should be safe within an hour, unless the sun blows up before.”


  “And if that happens, you’ll be destroyed as well! You mustn’t take such a risk!”


  “Don’t let that worry you; we’re perfectly safe. When the sun detonates, the explosion wave will take several minutes to rise to its maximum. But apart from that, we’re on the night side of the planet, behind an eight-thousand-mile screen of rock. When the first warning of the explosion comes, we will accelerate out of the Solar System, keeping in the shadow of the planet. Under our maximum drive, we will reach the velocity of light before leaving the cone of shadow, and the sun cannot harm us then.”


  T’sinadree was still afraid to hope. Another objection came at once into his mind.


  “Yes, but how will you get any warning, here on the night side of the planet?”


  “Very easily,” replied Alveron. “This world has a moon which is now visible from this hemisphere. We have telescopes trained on it. If it shows any sudden increase in brilliance, our main drive goes on automatically and we’ll be thrown out of the system.”


  The logic was flawless. Alveron, cautious as ever, was taking no chances. It would be many minutes before the eight-thousand-mile shield of rock and metal could be destroyed by the fires of the exploding sun. In that time, the S9000 could have reached the safety of the velocity of light.


  Alarkane pressed the second button when they were still several miles from the coast. He did not expect anything to happen then, assuming that the machine could not stop between stations. It seemed too good to be true when, a few minutes later, the machine’s slight vibration died away and they came to a halt.


  The doors slid silently apart. Even before they were fully open, the three had left the compartment. They were taking no more chances. Before them a long tunnel stretched into the distance, rising slowly out of sight. They were starting along it when suddenly Alveron’s voice called from the communicators.


  “Stay where you are! We’re going to blast!”


  The ground shuddered once, and far ahead there came the rumble of falling rock. Again the earth shook—and a hundred yards ahead the passageway vanished abruptly. A tremendous vertical shaft had been cut clean through it.


  The party hurried forward again until they came to the end of the corridor and stood waiting on its lip. The shaft in which it ended was a full thousand feet across and descended into the earth as far as the torches could throw their beams. Overhead, the storm clouds fled beneath a moon that no man would have recognized, so luridly brilliant was its disk. And, most glorious of all sights, the S9000 floated high above, the great projectors that had drilled this enormous pit still glowing cherry red.


  A dark shape detached itself from the mother ship and dropped swiftly toward the ground. Torkalee was returning to collect his friends. A little later, Alveron greeted them in the control room. He waved to the great vision screen and said quietly, “See, we were barely in time.”


  The continent below them was slowly settling beneath the mile-high waves that were attacking its coasts. The last that anyone was ever to see of Earth was a great plain, bathed with the silver light of the abnormally brilliant moon. Across its face the waters were pouring in a glittering flood toward a distant range of mountains. The sea had won its final victory, but its triumph would be short-lived for soon sea and land would be no more. Even as the silent party in the control room watched the destruction below, the infinitely greater catastrophe to which this was only the prelude came swiftly upon them.


  It was as though dawn had broken suddenly over this moonlit landscape. But it was not dawn: it was only the moon, shining with the brilliance of a second sun. For perhaps thirty seconds that awesome, unnatural light burnt fiercely on the doomed land beneath. Then there came a sudden flashing of indicator lights across the control board. The main drive was on. For a second Alveron glanced at the indicators and checked their information. When he looked again at the screen, Earth was gone.


  The magnificent, desperately overstrained generators quietly died when the S9000 was passing the orbit of Persephone. It did not matter, the sun could never harm them now, and although the ship was speeding helplessly out into the lonely night of interstellar space, it would only be a matter of days before rescue came.


  There was irony in that. A day ago, they had been the rescuers, going to the aid of a race that now no longer existed. Not for the first time Alveron wondered about the world that had just perished. He tried, in vain, to picture it as it had been in its glory, the streets of its cities thronged with life. Primitive though its people had been, they might have offered much to the Universe. If only they could have made contact! Regret was useless; long before their coming, the people of this world must have buried themselves in its iron heart. And now they and their civilization would remain a mystery for the rest of time.


  Alveron was glad when his thoughts were interrupted by Rugon’s entrance. The chief of communications had been very busy ever since the take-off, trying to analyze the programs radiated by the transmitter Orostron had discovered. The problem was not a difficult one, but it demanded the construction of special equipment, and that had taken time.


  “Well, what have you found?” asked Alveron.


  “Quite a lot,” replied his friend. “There’s something mysterious here, and I don’t understand it.


  “It didn’t take long to find how the vision transmissions were built up, and we’ve been able to convert them to suit our own equipment. It seems that there were cameras all over the planet, surveying points of interest. Some of them were apparently in cities, on the tops of very high buildings. The cameras were rotating continuously to give panoramic views. In the programs we’ve recorded there are about twenty different scenes.


  “In addition, there are a number of transmissions of a different kind, neither sound nor vision. They seem to be purely scientific—possibly instrument readings or something of that sort. All these programs were going out simultaneously on different frequency bands.


  “Now there must be a reason for all this. Orostron still thinks that the station simply wasn’t switched off when it was deserted. But these aren’t the sort of programs such a station would normally radiate at all. It was certainly used for interplanetary relaying—Klarten was quite right there. So these people must have crossed space, since none of the other planets had any life at the time of the last survey. Don’t you agree?”


  Alveron was following intently.


  “Yes, that seems reasonable enough. But it’s also certain that the beam was pointing to none of the other planets. I checked that myself.”


  “I know,” said Rugon. “What I want to discover is why a giant interplanetary relay station is busily transmitting pictures of a world about to be destroyed—pictures that would be of immense interest to scientists and astronomers. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to arrange all those panoramic cameras. I am convinced that those beams were going somewhere.”


  Alveron started up.


  “Do you imagine that there might be an outer planet that hasn’t been reported?” he asked. “If so, your theory’s certainly wrong. The beam wasn’t even pointing in the plane of the Solar System. And even if it were—just look at this.”


  He switched on the vision screen and adjusted the controls. Against the velvet curtain of space was hanging a blue-white sphere, apparently composed of many concentric shells of incandescent gas. Even though its immense distance made all movement invisible, it was clearly expanding at an enormous rate. At its center was a blinding point of light—the white dwarf star that the sun had now become.


  “You probably don’t realize just how big that sphere is,” said Alveron. “Look at this.”


  He increased the magnification until only the center portion of the nova was visible. Close to its heart were two minute condensations, one on either side of the nucleus.


  “Those are the two giant planets of the system. They have still managed to retain their existence—after a fashion. And they were several hundred million miles from the sun. The nova is still expanding—but it’s already twice the size of the Solar System.”


  Rugon was silent for a moment.


  “Perhaps you’re right,” he said, rather grudgingly. “You’ve disposed of my first theory. But you still haven’t satisfied me.”


  He made several swift circuits of the room before speaking again. Alveron waited patiently. He knew the almost intuitive powers of his friend, who could often solve a problem when mere logic seemed insufficient.


  Then, rather slowly, Rugon began to speak again.


  “What do you think of this?” he said. “Suppose we’ve completely underestimated this people? Orostron did it once—he thought they could never have crossed space, since they’d only known radio for two centuries. Hansur II told me that. Well, Orostron was quite wrong. Perhaps we’re all wrong. I’ve had a look at the material that Klarten brought back from the transmitter. He wasn’t impressed by what he found, but it’s a marvelous achievement for so short a time. There were devices in that station that belonged to civilizations thousands of years older. Alveron, can we follow that beam to see where it leads?”


  Alveron said nothing for a full minute. He had been more than half expecting the question, but it was not an easy one to answer. The main generators had gone completely. There was no point in trying to repair them. But there was still power available, and while there was power, anything could be done in time. It would mean a lot of improvisation, and some difficult maneuvers, for the ship still had its enormous initial velocity. Yes, it could be done, and the activity would keep the crew from becoming further depressed, now that the reaction caused by the mission’s failure had started to set in. The news that the nearest heavy repair ship could not reach them for three weeks had also caused a slump in morale.


  The engineers, as usual, made a tremendous fuss. Again as usual, they did the job in half the time they had dismissed as being absolutely impossible. Very slowly, over many hours, the great ship began to discard the speed its main drive had given it in as many minutes. In a tremendous curve, millions of miles in radius, the S9000 changed its course and the star fields shifted round it.


  The maneuver took three days, but at the end of that time the ship was limping along a course parallel to the beam that had once come from Earth. They were heading out into emptiness, the blazing sphere that had been the sun dwindling slowly behind them. By the standards of interstellar flight, they were almost stationary.


  For hours Rugon strained over his instruments, driving his detector beams far ahead into space. There were certainly no planets within many light-years; there was no doubt of that. From time to time Alveron came to see him and always he had to give the same reply: “Nothing to report.” About a fifth of the time Rugon’s intuition let him down badly; he began to wonder if this was such an occasion.


  Not until a week later did the needles of the mass-detectors quiver feebly at the ends of their scales. But Rugon said nothing, not even to his captain. He waited until he was sure, and he went on waiting until even the short-range scanners began to react, and to build up the first faint pictures on the vision screen. Still he waited patiently until he could interpret the images. Then, when he knew that his wildest fancy was even less than the truth, he called his colleagues into the control room.


  The picture on the vision screen was the familiar one of endless star fields, sun beyond sun to the very limits of the Universe. Near the center of the screen a distant nebula made a patch of haze that was difficult for the eye to grasp.


  Rugon increased the magnification. The stars flowed out of the field; the little nebula expanded until it filled the screen and then—it was a nebula no longer. A simultaneous gasp of amazement came from all the company at the sight that lay before them.


  Lying across league after league of space, ranged in a vast three-dimensional array of rows and columns with the precision of a marching army, were thousands of tiny pencils of light. They were moving swiftly; the whole immense lattice holding its shape as a single unit. Even as Alveron and his comrades watched, the formation began to drift off the screen and Rugon had to recenter the controls.


  After a long pause, Rugon started to speak.


  “This is the race,” he said softly, “that has known radio for only two centuries—the race that we believed had crept to die in the heart of its planet. I have examined those images under the highest possible magnification.


  “That is the greatest fleet of which there has ever been a record. Each of those points of light represents a ship larger than our own. Of course, they are very primitive—what you see on the screen are the jets of their rockets. Yes, they dared to use rockets to bridge interstellar space! You realize what that means. It would take them centuries to reach the nearest star. The whole race must have embarked on this journey in the hope that its descendants would complete it, generations later.


  “To measure the extent of their accomplishment, think of the ages it took us to conquer space, and the longer ages still before we attempted to reach the stars. Even if we were threatened with annihilation, could we have done so much in so short a time? Remember, this is the youngest civilization in the Universe. Four hundred thousand years ago it did not even exist. What will it be a million years from now?”


  An hour later, Orostron left the crippled mother ship to make contact with the great fleet ahead. As the little torpedo disappeared among the stars, Alveron turned to his friend and made a remark that Rugon was often to remember in the years ahead.


  “I wonder what they’ll be like?” he mused. “Will they be nothing but wonderful engineers, with no art or philosophy? They’re going to have such a surprise when Orostron reaches them—I expect it will be rather a blow to their pride. It’s funny how all isolated races think they’re the only people in the Universe. But they should be grateful to us; we’re going to save them a good many hundred years of travel.”


  Alveron glanced at the Milky Way, lying like a veil of silver mist across the vision screen. He waved toward it with a sweep of a tentacle that embraced the whole circle of the galaxy, from the Central Planets to the lonely suns of the Rim.


  “You know,” he said to Rugon, “I feel rather afraid of these people. Suppose they don’t like our little Federation?” He waved once more toward the star-clouds that lay massed across the screen, glowing with the light of their countless suns.


  “Something tells me they’ll be very determined people,” he added. “We had better be polite to them. After all, we only outnumber them about a thousand million to one.”


  Rugon laughed at his captain’s little joke.


  Twenty years afterward, the remark didn’t seem funny.


  THE MENACE FROM EARTH


  Robert Heinlein


  My name is Holly Jones and I’m fifteen. I’m very intelligent but it doesn’t show, because I look like an underdone angel. Insipid.


  I was born right here in Luna City, which seems to surprise Earthside types. Actually, I’m third generation; my grandparents pioneered in Site One, where the Memorial is. I live with my parents in Artemis Apartments, the new co-op in Pressure Five, eight hundred feet down near City Hall. But I’m not there much; I’m too busy.


  Mornings I attend Tech High and afternoons I study or go flying with Jeff Hardesty—he’s my partner—or whenever a tourist ship is in I guide groundhogs. This day the Gripsholm grounded at noon so I went straight from school to American Express.


  The first gaggle of tourists was trickling in from Quarantine but I didn’t push forward as Mr. Dorcas, the manager, knows I’m the best. Guiding is just temporary (I’m really a spaceship designer), but if you’re doing a job you ought to do it well.


  Mr. Dorcas spotted me. “Holly! Here, please. Miss Brentwood, Holly Jones will be your guide.”


  “ ‘Holly,’ ” she repeated. “What a quaint name. Are you really a guide, dear?”


  I’m tolerant of groundhogs—some of my best friends are from Earth. As Daddy says, being born on Luna is luck, not judgment, and most people Earthside are stuck there. After all, Jesus and Guatama Buddha and Dr. Einstein were all groundhogs.


  But they can be irritating. If high school kids weren’t guides, whom could they hire? “My license says so,” I said briskly and looked her over the way she was looking me over.


  Her face was sort of familiar and I thought perhaps I had seen her picture in those society things you see in Earthside magazines—one of the rich playgirls we get too many of. She was almost loathsomely lovely . . . nylon skin, soft, wavy, silver-blond hair, basic specs about 35-24-34 and enough this and that to make me feel like a matchstick drawing, a low, intimate voice and everything necessary to make plainer females think about pacts with the Devil. But I did not feel apprehensive; she was a groundhog and groundhogs don’t count.


  “All city guides are girls,” Mr. Dorcas explained. “Holly is very competent.”


  “Oh, I’m sure,” she answered quickly and went into tourist routine number one: surprise that a guide was needed just to find her hotel, amazement at no taxicabs, same for no porters, and raised eyebrows at the prospect of two girls walking alone through “an underground city.”


  Mr. Dorcas was patient, ending with: “Miss Brentwood, Luna City is the only metropolis in the Solar System where a woman is really safe—no dark alleys, no deserted neighborhoods, no criminal element.”


  I didn’t listen; I just held out my tariff card for Mr. Dorcas to stamp and picked up her bags. Guides shouldn’t carry bags and most tourists are delighted to experience the fact that their thirty-pound allowance weighs only five pounds. But I wanted to get her moving.


  We were in the tunnel outside and me with a foot on the slidebelt when she stopped. “I forgot! I want a city map.”


  “None available.”


  “Really?”


  “There’s only one. That’s why you need a guide.”


  “But why don’t they supply them? Or would that throw you guides out of work?”


  See? “You think guiding is makework? Miss Brentwood, labor is so scarce they’d hire monkeys if they could.”


  “Then why not print maps?”


  “Because Luna City isn’t flat like—” I almost said, “—groundhog cities,” but I caught myself.


  “—like Earthside cities,” I went on. “All you saw from space was the meteor shield. Underneath it spreads out and goes down for miles in a dozen pressure zones.”


  “Yes, I know, but why not a map for each level?”


  Groundhogs always say, “Yes, I know, but—”


  “I can show you the one city map. It’s a stereo tank twenty feet high and even so all you see clearly are big things like the Hall of the Mountain King and hydroponics farms and the Bats’ Cave.”


  “ ‘The Bat’s Cave,’ ” she repeated. “That’s where they fly, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, that’s where we fly.”


  “Oh, I want to see it!”


  “OK. It first . . . or the city map?”


  She decided to go to her hotel first. The regular route to the Zurich is to slide up and west through Gray’s Tunnel past the Martian Embassy, get off at the Mormon Temple, and take a pressure lock down to Diana Boulevard. But I know all the shortcuts; we got off at Macy-Gimbel Upper to go down their personnel hoist. I thought she would enjoy it.


  But when I told her to grab a hand grip as it dropped past her, she peered down the shaft and edged back. “You’re joking.”


  I was about to take her back the regular way when a neighbor of ours came down the hoist. I said, “Hello, Mrs. Greenberg,” and she called back, “Hi, Holly. How are your folks?”


  Susie Greenberg is more than plump. She was hanging by one hand with young David tucked in her other arm and holding the Daily Lunatic, reading as she dropped. Miss Brentwood stared, bit her lip, and said, “How do I do it?”


  I said, “Oh, use both hands; I’ll take the bags.” I tied the handles together with my hanky and went first.


  She was shaking when we got to the bottom. “Goodness, Holly, how do you stand it? Don’t you get homesick?”


  Tourist question number six . . . I said, “I’ve been to Earth,” and let it drop. Two years ago Mother made me visit my aunt in Omaha and I was miserable—hot and cold and dirty and beset by creepy-crawlies. I weighed a ton and I ached and my aunt was always chivvying me to go outdoors and exercise when all I wanted was to crawl into a tub and be quietly wretched. And I had hay fever. Probably you’ve never heard of hay fever—you don’t die but you wish you could.


  I was supposed to go to a girls’ boarding school but I phoned Daddy and told him I was desperate and he let me come home. What groundhogs can’t understand is that they live in savagery. But groundhogs are groundhogs and loonies are loonies and never the twain shall meet.


  Like all the best hotels the Zurich is in Pressure One on the west side so that it can have a view of Earth. I helped Miss Brentwood register with the roboclerk and found her room; it had its own port. She went straight to it, began staring at Earth and going ooh! and ahh!


  I glanced past her and saw that it was a few minutes past thirteen; sunset sliced straight down the tip of India—early enough to snag another client. “Will that be all, Miss Brentwood?”


  Instead of answering she said in an awed voice, “Holly, isn’t that the most beautiful sight you ever saw?”


  “It’s nice,” I agreed. The view on that side is monotonous except for Earth hanging in the sky—but Earth is what tourists always look at even though they’ve just left it. Still, Earth is pretty. The changing weather is interesting if you don’t have to be in it. Did you ever endure a summer in Omaha?


  “It’s gorgeous,” she whispered.


  “Sure,” I agreed. “Do you want to go somewhere? Or will you sign my card?”


  “What? Excuse me, I was daydreaming. No, not right now—yes, I do! Holly, I want to go out there! I must! Is there time? How much longer will it be light?”


  “Huh? It’s two days to sunset.”


  She looked startled. “How quaint. Holly, can you get us space suits? I’ve got to go outside.”


  I didn’t wince—I’m used to tourist talk. I suppose a pressure suit looked like a space suit to them. I simply said, “We girls aren’t licensed outside. But I can phone a friend.”


  Jeff Hardesty is my partner in spaceship designing, so I throw business his way. Jeff is eighteen and already in Goddard Institute, but I’m pushing hard to catch up so that we can set up offices for our firm: “Jones & Hardesty, Spaceship Engineers.” I’m very bright in mathematics, which is everything in space engineering, so I’ll get my degree pretty fast. Meanwhile we design ships anyhow.


  I didn’t tell Miss Brentwood this, as tourists think a girl my age can’t possibly be a spaceship designer.


  Jeff has arranged his classes to let him guide on Tuesdays and Thursdays; he waits at West City Lock and studies between clients. I reached him on the lockmaster’s phone. Jeff grinned and said, “Hi, Scale Model.”


  “Hi, Penalty Weight. Free to take a client?”


  “Well, I was supposed to guide a family party, but they’re late.”


  “Cancel them. Miss Brentwood . . . step into pickup, please. This is Mr. Hardesty.”


  Jeff’s eyes widened and I felt uneasy. But it did not occur to me that Jeff could be attracted by a groundhog . . . even though it is conceded that men are robot slaves of their body chemistry in such matters. I knew she was exceptionally decorative, but it was unthinkable that Jeff could be captivated by any groundhog, no matter how well designed. They don’t speak our language!


  I am not romantic about Jeff; we are simply partners. But anything that affects Jones & Hardesty affects me.


  When we joined him at West Lock he almost stepped on his tongue in a disgusting display of adolescent rut. I was ashamed of him and, for the first time, apprehensive. Why are males so childish?


  Miss Brentwood didn’t seem to mind his behavior. Jeff is a big hulk; suited up for outside he looks like a Frost giant from Das Rheingold; she smiled up at him and thanked him for changing his schedule. He looked even sillier and told her it was a pleasure.


  I keep my pressure suit at West Lock so that when I switch a client to Jeff he can invite me to come along for the walk. This time he hardly spoke to me after that platinum menace was in sight. But I helped her pick out a suit and took her into the dressing room and fitted it. Those rental suits take careful adjusting or they will pinch you in tender places once out in vacuum . . . besides those things about them that one girl ought to explain to another.


  When I came out with her, not wearing my own, Jeff didn’t even ask why I hadn’t suited up—he took her arm and started toward the lock. I had to butt in to get her to sign my tariff card.


  The days that followed were the longest in my life. I saw Jeff only once . . . on the slidebelt in Diana boulevard, going the other way. She was with him.


  Though I saw him but once, I knew what was going on. He was cutting classes and three nights running he took her to the Earthview Room of the Duncan Hines. None of my business!—I hope she had more luck teaching him to dance than I had. Jeff is a free citizen and if he wanted to make an utter fool of himself neglecting school and losing sleep over an upholstered groundhog that was his business.


  But he should not have neglected the firm’s business!


  Jones & Hardesty had a tremendous backlog because we were designing Starship Prometheus. This project we had been slaving over for a year, flying not more than twice a week in order to devote time to it—and that’s a sacrifice.


  Of course you can’t build a starship today, because of the power plant. But Daddy thinks that there will soon be a technological break-through and mass-conversion power plants will be built—which means starships. Daddy ought to know—he’s Luna Chief Engineer for Space Lanes and Fermi Lecturer at Goddard Institute. So Jeff and I are designing a self-supporting interstellar ship on that assumption: quarters, auxiliaries, surgery, labs—everything.


  Daddy thinks it’s just practice but Mother knows better—Mother is a mathematical chemist for General Synthetics of Luna and is nearly as smart as I am. She realizes that Jones & Hardesty plans to be ready with a finished proposal while other designers are still floundering.


  Which was why I was furious with Jeff for wasting time over this creature. We had been working every possible chance. Jeff would show up after dinner, we would finish our homework, then get down to real work, the Prometheus . . . checking each other’s computations, fighting bitterly over details, and having a wonderful time. But the very day I introduced him to Ariel Brentwood, he failed to appear. I had finished my lessons and was wondering whether to start or wait for him—we were making a radical change in power plant shielding—when his mother phoned me. “Jeff asked me to call you, dear. He’s having dinner with a tourist client and can’t come over.”


  Mrs. Hardesty was watching me so I looked puzzled and said, “Jeff thought I was expecting him? He has his dates mixed.” I don’t think she believed me; she agreed too quickly.


  All that week I was slowly convinced against my will that Jones & Hardesty was being liquidated. Jeff didn’t break any more dates—how can you break a date that hasn’t been made?—but we always went flying Thursday afternoons unless one of us was guiding. He didn’t call. Oh, I know where he was; he took her iceskating in Fingal’s Cave.


  I stayed home and worked on the Prometheus, recalculating masses and moment arms for hydroponics and stores on the basis of the shielding change. But I made mistakes and twice I had to look up logarithms instead of remembering . . . I was so used to wrangling with Jeff over everything that I just couldn’t function.


  Presently I looked at the name plate of the sheet I was revising. “Jones & Hardesty” it read, like all the rest. I said to myself, “Holly Jones, quit bluffing; this may be The End. You knew that someday Jeff would fall for somebody.”


  “Of course . . . but not a groundhog.”


  “But he did. What kind of an engineer are you if you can’t face facts? She’s beautiful and rich—she’ll get her father to give him a job Earthside. You hear me? Earthside! So you look for another partner . . . or go into business on your own.”


  I erased “Jones & Hardesty” and lettered “Jones & Company” and stared at it. Then I started to erase that, too—but it smeared; I had dripped a tear on it. Which was ridiculous!


  The following Tuesday both Daddy and Mother were home for lunch which was unusual as Daddy lunches at the spaceport. Now Daddy can’t even see you unless you’re a spaceship but that day he picked to notice that I had dialed only a salad and hadn’t finished it. “That plate is about eight hundred calories short,” he said, peering at it. “You can’t boost without fuel—aren’t you well?”


  “Quite well, thank you,” I answered with dignity.


  “Mmm . . . now that I think back, you’ve been moping for several days. Maybe you need a checkup.” He looked at Mother.


  “I do not either need a checkup!” I had not been moping—doesn’t a woman have a right not to chatter?


  But I hate to have doctors poking at me so I added, “It happens I’m eating lightly because I’m going flying this afternoon. But if you insist, I’ll order pot roast and potatoes and sleep instead!”


  “Easy, punkin’,” he answered gently. “I didn’t mean to intrude. Get yourself a snack when you’re through . . . and say hello to Jeff for me.”


  I simply answered, “OK,” and asked to be excused; I was humiliated by the assumption that I couldn’t fly without Mr. Jefferson Hardesty but did not wish to discuss it.


  Daddy called after me, “Don’t be late for dinner,” and Mother said, “Now, Jacob—” and to me, “Fly until you’re tired, dear; you haven’t been getting much exercise. I’ll leave your dinner in the warmer. Anything you’d like?”


  “No, whatever you dial for yourself.” I just wasn’t interested in food, which isn’t like me. As I headed for Bats’ Cave I wondered if I had caught something. But my cheeks didn’t feel warm and my stomach wasn’t upset even if I wasn’t hungry.


  Then I had a horrible thought. Could it be that I was jealous? Me?


  It was unthinkable. I am not romantic; I am a career woman. Jeff had been my partner and pal, and under my guidance he could have become a great spaceship designer, but our relationship was straightforward . . . a mutual respect for each other’s abilities, with never any of that lovey-dovey stuff. A career woman can’t afford such things—why look at all the professional time Mother had lost over having me!


  No, I couldn’t be jealous; I was simply worried sick because my partner had become involved with a groundhog. Jeff isn’t bright about women and, besides, he’s never been to Earth and has illusions about it. If she lured him Earthside, Jones & Hardesty was finished.


  And somehow “Jones & Company” wasn’t a substitute: the Prometheus might never be built.


  I was at Bats’ Cave when I reached this dismal conclusion. I didn’t feel like flying but I went to the locker room and got my wings anyhow.


  Most of the stuff written about Bats’ Cave gives a wrong impression. It’s the air storage tank for the city, just like all the colonies have—the place where the scavenger pumps, deep down, deliver the air until it’s needed. We just happen to be lucky enough to have one big enough to fly in. But it never was built, or anything like that; it’s just a big volcanic bubble, two miles across, and if it had broken through, way back when, it would have been a crater.


  Tourists sometimes pity us loonies because we have no chance to swim. Well, I tried it in Omaha and got water up my nose and scared myself silly. Water is for drinking, not playing in; I’ll take flying. I’ve heard groundhogs say, oh yes, they had “flown” many times. But that’s not flying. I did what they talk about, between White Sands and Omaha. I felt awful and got sick. Those things aren’t safe.


  I left my shoes and skirt in the locker room and slipped my tail surfaces on my feet, then zipped into my wings and got someone to tighten the shoulder straps. My wings aren’t ready-made condors; they are Storer-Gulls, custom-made for my weight distribution and dimensions. I’ve cost Daddy a pretty penny in wings, outgrowing them so often, but these latest I bought myself with guide fees.


  They’re lovely!—titanalloy struts as light and strong as bird bones, tension-compensated wrist-pinion and shoulder joints, natural action in the alula slots, and automatic flap action in stalling. The wing skeleton is dressed in styrene feather-foils with individual quilling of scapulars and primaries. They almost fly themselves.


  I folded my wings and went into the lock. While it was cycling I opened my left wing and thumbed the alula control—I had noticed a tendency to sideslip the last time I was airborne. But the alula opened properly and I decided I must have been overcontrolling, easy to do with Storer-Gulls; they’re extremely maneuverable. Then the door showed green and I folded the wing and hurried out, while glancing at the barometer. Seventeen pounds—two more than Earth sea-level and nearly twice what we use in the city; even an ostrich could fly in that. I perked up and felt sorry for all groundhogs, tied down by six times proper weight, who never, never, never could fly.


  Not even I could, on Earth. My wing loading is less than a pound per square foot, as wings and all I weigh less than twenty pounds. Earthside that would be over a hundred pounds and I could flap forever and never get off the ground.


  I felt so good that I forgot about Jeff and his weakness. I spread my wings, ran a few steps, warped for lift and grabbed air—lifted my feet and was airborne.


  I sculled gently and let myself glide toward the air intake at the middle of the floor—the Baby’s Ladder, we call it, because you can ride the updraft clear to the roof, half a mile above, and never move a wing. When I felt it I leaned right, spoiling with right primaries, corrected, and settled in a counterclockwise soaring glide and let it carry me toward the roof.


  A couple of hundred feet up, I looked around. The cave was almost empty, not more than two hundred in the air and half that number perched or on the ground—room enough for didoes. So as soon as I was up five hundred feet I leaned out of the updraft and began to beat. Gliding is no effort but flying is as hard work as you care to make it. In gliding I support a mere ten pounds on each arm—shucks, on Earth you work harder than that lying in bed. The lift that keeps you in the air doesn’t take any work; you get it free from the shape of your wings just as long as there is air pouring past them.


  Even without an updraft all a level glide takes is gentle sculling with your finger tips to maintain air speed; a feeble old lady could do it. The lift comes from differential air pressures but you don’t have to understand it; you just scull a little and the air supports you, as if you were lying in an utterly perfect bed. Sculling keeps you moving forward just like sculling a rowboat . . . or so I’m told; I’ve never been in a rowboat. I had a chance to in Nebraska but I’m not that foolhardy.


  But when you’re really flying, you scull with forearms as well as hands and add power with your shoulder muscles. Instead of only the outer quills of your primaries changing pitch (as in gliding), now your primaries and secondaries clear back to the joint warp sharply on each downbeat and recovery; they no longer lift, they force you forward—while your weight is carried by your scapulars, up under your armpits.


  So you fly faster, or climb, or both, through controlling the angle of attack with your feet—with the tail surfaces you wear on your feet, I mean.


  Oh dear, this sounds complicated and isn’t—you just do it. You fly exactly as a bird flies. Baby birds can learn it and they aren’t very bright. Anyhow, it’s easy as breathing after you learn . . . and more fun than you can imagine!


  I climbed to the roof with powerful beats, increasing my angle of attack and slotting my alulae for lift without burble—climbing at an angle that would stall most fliers. I’m little but it’s all muscle and I’ve been flying since I was six. Once up there I glided and looked around. Down at the floor near the south wall tourists were trying glide wings—if you call those things “wings.” Along the west wall the visitors’ gallery was loaded with goggling tourists. I wondered if Jeff and his Circe character were there and decided to go down and find out.


  So I went into a steep dive and swooped toward the gallery, leveled off and flew very fast along it. I didn’t spot Jeff and his groundhoggess but I wasn’t watching where I was going and overtook another flier, almost collided. I glimpsed him just in time to stall and drop under, and fell fifty feet before I got control. Neither of us was in danger as the gallery is two hundred feet up, but I looked silly and it was my own fault; I had violated a safety rule.


  There aren’t many rules but they are necessary; the first is that orange wings always have the right of way—they’re beginners. This flier did not have orange wings but I was overtaking. The flier underneath—or being overtaken—or nearer the wall—or turning counterclockwise, in that order, has the right of way.


  I felt foolish and wondered who had seen me, so I went all the way back up, made sure I had clear air, then stooped like a hawk toward the gallery, spilling wings, lifting tail, and letting myself fall like a rock.


  I completed my stoop in front of the gallery, lowering and spreading my tail so hard I could feel leg muscles knot and grabbing air with both wings, alulae slotted. I pulled level in an extremely fast glide along the gallery. I could see their eyes pop and thought smugly, “There! That’ll show ‘em!”


  When darn if somebody didn’t stoop on me! The blast from a flier braking right over me almost knocked me out of control. I grabbed air and stopped a sideslip, used some shipyard words and looked around to see who had blitzed me. I knew the black-and-gold wing pattern—Mary Muhlenburg, my best girl friend. She swung toward me, pivoting on a wing tip. “Hi, Holly! Scared you, didn’t I?”


  “You did not! You better be careful; the flightmaster’ll ground you for a month!”


  “Slim chance! He’s down for coffee.”


  I flew away, still annoyed, and started to climb. Mary called after me, but I ignored her, thinking, “Mary my girl, I’m going to get over you and fly you right out of the air.”


  This was a foolish thought as Mary flies every day and has shoulders and pectoral muscles like Mrs. Hercules. By the time she caught up with me I had cooled off and we flew side by side, still climbing. “Perch?” she called out.


  “Perch,” I agreed. Mary has lovely gossip and I could use a breather. We turned toward our usual perch, a ceiling brace for flood lamps—it isn’t supposed to be a perch but the flightmaster hardly ever comes up there.


  Mary flew in ahead of me, braked and stalled dead to a perfect landing. I skidded a little but Mary stuck out a wing and steadied me. It isn’t easy to come into a perch, especially when you have to approach level. Two years ago a boy who had just graduated from orange wings tried it . . . knocked off his left alula and primaries on a strut—went fluttering and spinning down two thousand feet and crashed. He could have saved himself—you can come in safely with a badly damaged wing if you spill air with the other and accept the steeper glide, then stall as you land. But this poor kid didn’t know how; he broke his neck, dead as Icarus. I haven’t used that perch since.


  We folded our wings and Mary sidled over. “Jeff is looking for you,” she said with a sly grin.


  My insides jumped but I answered coolly, “So? I didn’t know he was here.”


  “Sure. Down there,” she added, pointing with her left wing. “Spot him?”


  Jeff wears striped red and silver, but she was pointing at the tourist glide slope, a mile away. “No.”


  “He’s there all right.” She looked at me sidewise. “But I wouldn’t look him up if I were you.”


  “Why not? Or for that matter, why should I?” Mary can be exasperating.


  “Huh? You always run when he whistles. But he has that Earthside siren in tow again today; you might find it embarrassing.”


  “Mary, whatever are you talking about?”


  “Huh? Don’t kid me, Holly Jones; you know what I mean.”


  “I’m sure I don’t,” I answered with cold dignity.


  “Humph! Then you’re the only person in Luna City who doesn’t. Everybody knows you’re crazy about Jeff; everybody knows she’s cut you out . . . and that you are simply simmering with jealousy.”


  Mary is my dearest friend but someday I’m going to skin her for a rug. “Mary, that’s preposterously ridiculous! How can you even think such a thing?”


  “Look, darling, you don’t have to pretend. I’m for you.” She patted my shoulders with her secondaries.


  So I pushed her over backwards. She fell a hundred feet, straightened out, circled and climbed, and came in beside me, still grinning. It gave me time to decide what to say.


  “Mary Muhlenburg, in the first place I am not crazy about anyone, least of all Jeff Hardesty. He and I are simply friends. So it’s utterly nonsensical to talk about me being ‘jealous.’ In the second place Miss Brentwood is a lady and doesn’t go around ‘cutting out’ anyone, least of all me. In the third place she is simply a tourist Jeff is guiding—business, nothing more.”


  “Sure, sure,” Mary agreed placidly. “I was wrong. Still—” She shrugged her wings and shut up.


  “ ‘Still’ what? Mary, don’t be mealy-mouthed.”


  “Mmm . . . I was wondering how you knew I was talking about Ariel Brentwood—since there isn’t anything to it.”


  “Why, you mentioned her name.”


  “I did not.”


  I thought frantically. “Uh, maybe not. But it’s perfectly simple. Miss Brentwood is a client I turned over to Jeff myself, so I assumed that she must be the tourist you meant.”


  “So? I don’t recall even saying she was a tourist. But since she is just a tourist you two are splitting, why aren’t you doing the inside guiding while Jeff sticks to outside work? I thought you guides had an agreement?”


  “Huh? If he has been guiding her inside the city, I’m not aware of it—”


  “You’re the only one who isn’t.”


  “—and I’m not interested; that’s up to the grievance committee. But Jeff wouldn’t take a fee for inside guiding in any case.”


  “Oh, sure!—not one he could bank. Well, Holly, seeing I was wrong, why don’t you give him a hand with her? She wants to learn to glide.”


  Butting in on that pair was farthest from my mind. “If Mr. Hardesty wants my help, he will ask me. In the meantime I shall mind my own business . . . a practice I recommend to you!”


  “Relax, shipmate,” she answered, unruffled. “I was doing you a favor.”


  “Thank you, I don’t need one.”


  “So I’ll be on my way—got to practice for the gymkhana.” She leaned forward and dropped off. But she didn’t practice aerobatics; she dived straight for the tourist slope.


  I watched her out of sight, then snaked my left hand out the hand slit and got at my hanky—awkward when you are wearing wings but the floodlights had made my eyes water. I wiped them and blew my nose and put my hanky away and wiggled my hand back into place, then checked everything, thumbs, toes, and fingers, preparatory to dropping off.


  But I didn’t. I just sat there, wings drooping, and thought. I had to admit that Mary was partly right; Jeff’s head was turned completely . . . over a groundhog. So sooner or later he would go Earthside and Jones & Hardesty was finished.


  Then I reminded myself that I had been planning to be a spaceship designer like Daddy long before Jeff and I teamed up. I wasn’t dependent on anyone; I could stand alone, like Joan of Arc, or Lise Meitner.


  I felt better . . . a cold, stern pride, like Lucifer in Paradise Lost.


  I recognized the red and silver of Jeff’s wings while he was far off and I thought about slipping quietly away. But Jeff can overtake me if he tries, so I decided, “Holly, don’t be a fool! You have no reason to run . . . just be coolly polite.”


  He landed by me but didn’t sidle up. “Hi, Decimal Point.”


  “Hi, Zero. Uh, stolen much lately?”


  “Just the City Bank but they made me put it back.” He frowned and added, “Holly, are you mad at me?”


  “Why, Jeff, whatever gave you such a silly notion?”


  “Uh . . . something Mary the Mouth said.”


  “Her? Don’t pay any attention to what she says. Half of it’s always wrong and she doesn’t mean the rest.”


  “Yeah, a short circuit between her ears. Then you aren’t mad?”


  “Of course not. Why should I be?”


  “No reason I know of. I haven’t been around to work on the ship for a few days . . . but I’ve been awfully busy.”


  “Think nothing of it. I’ve been terribly busy myself.”


  “Uh, that’s fine. Look, Test Sample, do me a favor. Help me out with a friend—a client, that is—well, she’s a friend, too. She wants to learn to use glide wings.”


  I pretended to consider it. “Anyone I know?”


  “Oh, yes. Fact is, you introduced us. Ariel Brentwood.”


  “ ‘Brentwood’ ? Jeff, there are so many tourists. Let me think. Tall girl? Blonde? Extremely pretty?”


  He grinned like a goof and I almost pushed him off. “That’s Ariel!”


  “I recall her . . . she expected me to carry her bags. But you don’t need help, Jeff. She seemed very clever. Good sense of balance.”


  “Oh, yes, sure, all of that. Well, the fact is, I want you two to know each other. She’s . . . well, she’s just wonderful, Holly. A real person all the way through. You’ll love her when you know her better. Uh . . . this seemed like a good chance.”


  I felt dizzy. “Why, that’s very thoughtful, Jeff, but I doubt if she wants to know me better. I’m just a servant she hired—you know groundhogs.”


  “But she’s not at all like the ordinary groundhog. And she does want to know you better—she told me so!”


  After you told her to think so! I muttered. But I had talked myself into a corner. If I had not been hampered by polite upbringing I would have said, “On your way, vacuum skull! I’m not interested in your groundhog girl friends”—but what I did say was, “OK, Jeff,” then gathered the fox to my bosom and dropped off into a glide.


  So I taught Ariel Brentwood to “fly.” Look, those so-called wings they let tourists wear have fifty square feet of lift surface, no controls except warp in the primaries, a built-in dihedral to make them stable as a table, and a few meaningless degrees of hinging to let the wearer think that he is “flying” by waving his arms. The tail is rigid, and canted so that if you stall (almost impossible) you land on your feet. All a tourist does is run a few yards, lift up his feet (he can’t avoid it) and slide down a blanket of air. Then he can tell his grandchildren how he flew, really flew, “just like a bird.”


  An ape could learn to “fly” that much.


  I put myself to the humiliation of strapping on a set of the silly things and had Ariel watch while I swung into the Baby’s Ladder and let it carry me up a hundred feet to show her that you really and truly could “fly” with them. Then I thankfully got rid of them, strapped her into a larger set, and put on my beautiful Storer-Gulls. I had chased Jeff away (two instructors is too many), but when he saw her wing up, he swooped down and landed by us.


  I looked up. “You again.”


  “Hello, Ariel. Hi, Blip. Say, you’ve got her shoulder straps too tight.”


  “Tut, tut,” I said. “One coach at a time, remember? If you want to help, shuck those gaudy fins and put on some gliders . . . then I’ll use you to show how not to. Otherwise get above two hundred feet and stay there; we don’t need any dining-lounge pilots.”


  Jeff pouted like a brat but Ariel backed me up. “Do what teacher says, Jeff. That’s a good boy.”


  He wouldn’t put on gliders but he didn’t stay clear either. He circled around us, watching, and got bawled out by the flightmaster for cluttering the tourist area.


  I admit Ariel was a good pupil. She didn’t even get sore when I suggested that she was rather mature across the hips to balance well; she just said that she had noticed that I had the slimmest behind around there and she envied me. So I quit trying to get her goat, and found myself almost liking her as long as I kept my mind firmly on teaching. She tried hard and learned fast—good reflexes and (despite my dirty crack) good balance. I remarked on it and she admitted diffidently that she had had ballet training.


  About mid-afternoon she said, “Could I possibly try real wings?”


  “Huh? Gee, Ariel, I don’t think so.”


  “Why not?”


  There she had me. She had already done all that could be done with those atrocious gliders. If she was to learn more, she had to have real wings. “Ariel, it’s dangerous. It’s not what you’ve been doing, believe me. You might get hurt, even killed.”


  “Would you be held responsible?”


  “No. You signed a release when you came in.”


  “Then I’d like to try it.”


  I bit my lip. If she had cracked up without my help, I wouldn’t have shed a tear—but to let her do something too dangerous while she was my pupil . . . well, it smacked of David and Uriah. “Ariel, I can’t stop you . . . but I should put my wings away and not have anything to do with it.”


  It was her turn to bite her lip. “If you feel that way, I can’t ask you to coach me. But I still want to. Perhaps Jeff will help me.”


  “He probably will,” I blurted out, “if he is as big a fool as I think he is!”


  Her company face slipped but she didn’t say anything because just then Jeff stalled in beside us. “What’s the discussion?”


  We both tried to tell him and confused him for he got the idea I had suggested it, and started bawling me out. Was I crazy? Was I trying to get Ariel hurt? Didn’t I have any sense?


  “Shut up!” I yelled, then added quietly but firmly, “Jefferson Hardesty, you wanted me to teach your girl friend, so I agreed. But don’t butt in and don’t think you can get away with talking to me like that. Now beat it! Take wing. Grab air!”


  He swelled up and said slowly, “I absolutely forbid it.”


  Silence for five long counts. Then Ariel said quietly, “Come, Holly. Let’s get me some wings.”


  “Right, Ariel.”


  But they don’t rent real wings. Fliers have their own; they have to. However, there are second-hand ones for sale because kids outgrow them, or people shift to custom-made ones, or something. I found Mr. Schultz who keeps the key, and said that Ariel was thinking of buying but I wouldn’t let her without a tryout. After picking over forty-odd pairs I found a set which Johnny Queveras had outgrown but which I knew were all right. Nevertheless I inspected them carefully. I could hardly reach the finger controls but they fitted Ariel.


  While I was helping her into the tail surfaces I said, “Ariel? This is still a bad idea.”


  “I know. But we can’t let men think they own us.”


  “I suppose not.”


  “They do own us, of course. But we shouldn’t let them know it.” She was feeling out the tail controls. “The big toes spread them?”


  “Yes. But don’t do it. Just keep your feet together and toes pointed. Look, Ariel, you really aren’t ready. Today all you will do is glide, just as you’ve been doing. Promise?”


  She looked me in the eye. “I’ll do exactly what you say . . . not even take wing unless you OK it.”


  “OK. Ready?”


  “I’m ready.”


  “All right. Wups! I goofed. They aren’t orange.”


  “Does it matter?”


  “It sure does.” There followed a weary argument because Mr. Schultz didn’t want to spray them orange for a tryout. Ariel settled it by buying them, then we had to wait a bit while the solvent dried.


  We went back to the tourist slope and I let her glide, cautioning her to hold both alulae open with her thumbs for more lift at slow speeds, while barely sculling with her fingers. She did fine, and stumbled in landing only once. Jeff stuck around, cutting figure eights above us, but we ignored him. Presently I taught her to turn in a wide, gentle bank—you can turn those awful glider things but it takes skill; they’re only meant for straight glide.


  Finally I landed by her and said, “Had enough?”


  “I’ll never have enough! But I’ll unwing if you say.”


  “Tired?”


  “No.” She glanced over her wing at the Baby’s Ladder; a dozen fliers were going up it, wings motionless, soaring lazily. “I wish I could do that just once. It must be heaven.”


  I chewed it over. “Actually, the higher you are, the safer you are.”


  “Then why not?”


  “Mmm . . . safer provided you know what you’re doing. Going up that draft is just gliding like you’ve been doing. You lie still and let it lift you half a mile high. Then you come down the same way, circling the wall in a gentle glide. But you’re going to be tempted to do something you don’t understand yet—flap your wings, or cut some caper.”


  She shook her head solemnly. “I won’t do anything you haven’t taught me.”


  I was still worried. “Look, it’s only half a mile up but you cover five miles getting there and more getting down. Half an hour at least. Will your arms take it?”


  “I’m sure they will.”


  “Well . . . you can start down anytime; you don’t have to go all the way. Flex your arms a little now and then, so they won’t cramp. Just don’t flap your wings.”


  “I won’t.”


  “OK.” I spread my wings. “Follow me.”


  I led her into the updraft, leaned gently right, then back left to start the counterclockwise climb, all the while sculling very slowly so that she could keep up. Once we were in the groove I called out, “Steady as you are!” and cut out suddenly, climbed and took station thirty feet over and behind her. “Ariel?”


  “Yes, Holly?”


  “I’ll stay over you. Don’t crane your neck; you don’t have to watch me, I have to watch you. You’re doing fine.”


  “I feel fine!”


  “Wiggle a little. Don’t stiffen up. It’s a long way to the roof. You can scull harder if you want to.”


  “Aye aye, Cap’n!”


  “Not tired?”


  “Heavens, no! Girl, I’m living!” She giggled. “And mama said I’d never be an angel!”


  I didn’t answer because red-and-silver wings came charging at me, braked suddenly and settled into a circle between me and Ariel. Jeff’s face was almost as red as his wings. “What the devil do you think you are doing?”


  “Orange wings!” I yelled. “Keep clear!”


  “Get down out of here! Both of you!”


  “Get out from between me and my pupil. You know the rules.”


  “Ariel!” Jeff shouted. “Lean out of the circle and glide down. I’ll stay with you.”


  “Jeff Hardesty,” I said savagely, “I give you three seconds to get out from between us—then I’m going to report you for violation of Rule One. For the third time—Orange Wings!”


  Jeff growled something, dipped his right wing and dropped out of formation. The idiot sideslipped within five feet of Ariel’s wing tip. I should have reported him for that; all the room you can give a beginner is none too much.


  I said, “OK, Ariel?”


  “OK, Holly. I’m sorry Jeff is angry.”


  “He’ll get over it. Tell me if you feel tired.”


  “I’m not. I want to go all the way up. How high are we?”


  “Four hundred feet, maybe.”


  Jeff flew below us a while, then climbed and flew over us . . . probably for the same reason I did: to see better. It suited me to have two of us watching her as long as he didn’t interfere; I was beginning to fret that Ariel might not realize that the way down was going to be as long and tiring as the way up. I was hoping she would cry uncle. I knew I could glide until forced down by starvation. But a beginner gets tense.


  Jeff stayed generally over us, sweeping back and forth—he’s too active to glide very long—while Ariel and I continued to soar, winding slowly up toward the roof. It finally occurred to me when we were about halfway up that I could cry uncle myself; I didn’t have to wait for Ariel to weaken. So I called out, “Ariel? Tired now?”


  “No.”


  “Well, I am. Could we go down, please?”


  She didn’t argue, she just said, “All right. What am I to do?”


  “Lean right and get out of the circle.” I intended to have her move out five or six hundred feet, get into the return down draft, and circle the cave down instead of up. I glanced up, looking for Jeff. I finally spotted him some distance away and much higher but coming toward us. I called out, “Jeff! See you on the ground.” He might not have heard me but he would see if he didn’t hear; I glanced back at Ariel.


  I couldn’t find her.


  Then I saw her, a hundred feet below—flailing her wings and falling, out of control.


  I didn’t know how it happened. Maybe she leaned too far, went into a sideslip and started to struggle. But I didn’t try to figure it out; I was simply filled with horror. I seemed to hang there frozen for an hour while I watched her.


  But the fact appears to be that I screamed “Jeff!” and broke into a stoop.


  But I didn’t seem to fall, couldn’t overtake her. I spilled my wings completely—but couldn’t manage to fall; she was as far away as ever.


  You do start slowly, of course; our low gravity is the only thing that makes human flying possible. Even a stone falls a scant three feet in the first second. But that first second seemed endless.


  Then I knew I was falling. I could feel rushing air—but I still didn’t seem to close on her. Her struggles must have slowed her somewhat, while I was in an intentional stoop, wings spilled and raised over my head, falling as fast as possible. I had a wild notion that if I could pull even with her, I could shout sense into her head, get her to dive, then straighten out in a glide. But I couldn’t reach her.


  This nightmare dragged on for hours.


  Actually we didn’t have room to fall for more than twenty seconds; that’s all it takes to stoop a thousand feet. But twenty seconds can be horribly long . . . long enough to regret every foolish thing I had ever done or said, long enough to say a prayer for us both . . . and to say good-by to Jeff in my heart. Long enough to see the floor rushing toward us and know that we were both going to crash if I didn’t overtake her mighty quick.


  I glanced up and Jeff was stooping right over us but a long way up. I looked down at once . . . and I was overtaking her . . . I was passing her—I was under her!


  Then I was braking with everything I had, almost pulling my wings off. I grabbed air, held it, and started to beat without ever going to level flight. I beat once, twice, three times . . . and hit her from below, jarring us both.


  Then the floor hit us.


  I felt feeble and dreamily contented. I was on my back in a dim room. I think Mother was with me and I know Daddy was. My nose itched and I tried to scratch it, but my arms wouldn’t work. I fell asleep again.


  I woke up hungry and wide awake. I was in a hospital bed and my arms still wouldn’t work, which wasn’t surprising as they were both in casts. A nurse came in with a tray. “Hungry?” she asked.


  “Starved,” I admitted.


  “We’ll fix that.” She started feeding me like a baby.


  I dodged the third spoonful and demanded. “What happened to my arms?”


  “Hush,” she said and gagged me with a spoon.


  But a nice doctor came in later and answered my question. “Nothing much. Three simple fractures. At your age you’ll heal in no time. But we like your company so I’m holding you for observation of possible internal injury.”


  “I’m not hurt inside,” I told him. “At least, I don’t hurt.”


  “I told you it was just an excuse.”


  “Uh, Doctor?”


  “Well?”


  “Will I be able to fly again?” I waited, scared.


  “Certainly. I’ve seen men hurt worse get up and go three rounds.”


  “Oh. Well, thanks. Doctor? What happened to the other girl? Is she . . . did she . . .?”


  “Brentwood? She’s here.”


  “She’s right here,” Ariel agreed from the door. “May I come in?”


  My jaw dropped, then I said, “Yeah. Sure. Come in.”


  The doctor said, “Don’t stay long,” and left. I said, “Well, sit down.”


  “Thanks.” She hopped instead of walked and I saw that one foot was bandaged. She got on the end of the bed.


  “You hurt your foot.”


  She shrugged. “Nothing. A sprain and a torn ligament. Two cracked ribs. But I would have been dead. You know why I’m not?”


  I didn’t answer. She touched one of my casts. “That’s why. You broke my fall and I landed on top of you. You saved my life and I broke both your arms.”


  “You don’t have to thank me. I would have done it for anybody.”


  “I believe you and I wasn’t thanking you. You can’t thank a person for saving your life. I just wanted to make sure you knew that I knew it.”


  I didn’t have an answer so I said, “Where’s Jeff? Is he all right?”


  “He’ll be along soon. Jeff’s not hurt . . . though I’m surprised he didn’t break both ankles. He stalled in beside us so hard that he should have. But Holly . . . Holly my very dear . . . I slipped in so that you and I could talk about him before he got here.”


  I changed the subject quickly. Whatever they had given me made me feel dreamy and good, but not beyond being embarrassed. “Ariel, what happened? You were getting along fine—then suddenly you were in trouble.”


  She looked sheepish. “My own fault. You said we were going down, so I looked down. Really looked, I mean. Before that, all my thoughts had been about climbing clear to the roof; I hadn’t thought about how far down the floor was. Then I looked down . . . and got dizzy and panicky and went all to pieces.” She shrugged. “You were right. I wasn’t ready.”


  I thought about it and nodded. “I see. But don’t worry—when my arms are well, I’ll take you up again.”


  She touched my foot. “Dear Holly. But I won’ be flying again; I’m going back where I belong.”


  “Earthside?”


  “Yes. I’m taking the Billy Mitchell on Wednesday.”


  “Oh. I’m sorry.”


  She frowned slightly. “Are you? Holly, you don’t like me, do you?”


  I was startled silly. What can you say? Especially when it’s true? “Well,” I said slowly, “I don’t dislike you. I just don’t know you very well.”


  She nodded. “And I don’t know you very well . . . even though I got to know you a lot better in a very few seconds. But Holly . . . listen please and don’t get angry. It’s about Jeff. He hasn’t treated you very well the last few days—while I’ve been here, I mean. But don’t be angry with him. I’m leaving and everything will be the same.”


  That ripped it open and I couldn’t ignore it, because if I did, she would assume all sorts of things that weren’t so. So I had to explain . . . about me being a career woman . . . how, if I had seemed upset, it was simply distress at breaking up the firm of Jones & Hardesty before it even finished its first starship . . . how I was not in love with Jeff but simply valued him as a friend and associate . . . but if Jones & Hardesty couldn’t carry on, then Jones & Company would. “So you see, Ariel, it isn’t necessary for you to give up Jeff. If you feel you owe me something, just forget it. It isn’t necessary.”


  She blinked and I saw with amazement that she was holding back tears. “Holly, Holly . . . you don’t understand at all.”


  “I understand all right. I’m not a child.”


  “No, you’re a grown woman . . . but you haven’t found it out.” She held up a finger. “One—Jeff doesn’t love me.”


  “I don’t believe it.”


  “Two . . . I don’t love him.”


  “I don’t believe that, either.”


  “Three . . . you say you don’t love him—but we’ll take that up when we come to it. Holly, am I beautiful?”


  Changing the subject is a female trait but I’ll never learn to do it that fast. “Huh?”


  “I said, ‘Am I beautiful?’ ”


  “You know darn well you are!”


  “Yes. I can sing a bit and dance, but I would get few parts if I were not, because I’m no better than a third-rate actress. So I have to be beautiful. How old am I?”


  I managed not to boggle. “Huh? Older than Jeff thinks you are. Twenty-one, at least. Maybe twenty-two.”


  She sighed. “Holly, I’m old enough to be your mother.”


  “Huh? I don’t believe that either.”


  “I’m glad it doesn’t show. But that’s why, though Jeff is a dear, there never was a chance that I could fall in love with him. But how I feel about him doesn’t matter; the important thing is that he loves you.”


  “What? That’s the silliest thing you’ve said yet! Oh, he likes me—or did. But that’s all.” I gulped. “And it’s all I want. Why, you should hear the way he talks to me.”


  “I have. But boys that age can’t say what they mean; they get embarrassed.”


  “But—”


  “Wait, Holly. I saw something you didn’t because you were knocked cold. When you and I bumped, do you know what happened?”


  “Uh, no.”


  “Jeff arrived like an avenging angel, a split second behind us. He was ripping his wings off as he hit, getting his arms free. He didn’t even look at me. He just stepped across me and picked you up and cradled you in his arms, all the while bawling his eyes out.”


  “He did?”


  “He did.”


  I mulled it over. Maybe the big lunk did kind of like me, after all.


  Ariel went on, “So you see, Holly, even if you don’t love him, you must be very gentle with him, because he loves you and you can hurt him terribly.”


  I tried to think. Romance was still something that a career woman should shun . . . but if Jeff really did feel that way—well . . . would it be compromising my ideals to marry him just to keep him happy? To keep the firm together? Eventually, that is?


  But if I did, it wouldn’t be Jones & Hardesty; it would be Hardesty & Hardesty.


  Ariel was still talking: “—you might even fall in love with him. It does happen, hon, and if it did, you’d be sorry if you had chased him away. Some other girl would grab him; he’s awfully nice.”


  “But—” I shut up for I heard Jeff’s step—I can always tell it. He stopped in the door and looked at us, frowning.


  “Hi, Ariel.”


  “Hi, Jeff.”


  “Hi, Fraction.” He looked me over. “My, but you’re a mess.”


  “You aren’t pretty yourself. I hear you have flat feet.”


  “Permanently. How do you brush your teeth with those things on your arms?”


  “I don’t.”


  Ariel slid off the bed, balanced on one foot. “Must run. See you later, kids.”


  “So long, Ariel.”


  “Good-by, Ariel. Uh . . . thanks.”


  Jeff closed the door after she hopped away, came to the bed and said gruffly, “Hold still.”


  Then he put his arms around me and kissed me.


  Well, I couldn’t stop him, could I? With both arms broken? Besides, it was consonant with the new policy for the firm. I was startled speechless because Jeff never kisses me, except birthday kisses, which don’t count. But I tried to kiss back and show that I appreciated it.


  I don’t know what the stuff was they had been giving me but my ears began to ring and I felt dizzy again.


  Then he was leaning over me. “Runt,” he said mournfully, “you sure give me a lot of grief.”


  “You’re no bargain yourself, flathead,” I answered with dignity.


  “I suppose not.” He looked me over sadly. “What are you crying for?”


  I didn’t know that I had been. Then I remembered why. “Oh, Jeff—I busted my pretty wings!”


  “We’ll get you more. Uh, brace yourself. I’m going to do it again.”


  “All right.” He did.


  I suppose Hardesty & Hardesty has more rhythm than Jones & Hardesty.


  It really sounds better.


  CODE THREE


  Rick Raphael


  The late afternoon sun hid behind gray banks of snow clouds and a cold wind whipped loose leaves across the drill field in front of the Philadelphia Barracks of the North American Continental Thruway Patrol. There was the feel of snow in the air but the thermometer hovered just at the freezing mark and the clouds could turn either into icy rain or snow.


  Patrol Sergeant Ben Martin stepped out of the door of the barracks and shivered as a blast of wind hit him. He pulled up the zipper on his loose blue uniform coveralls and paused to gauge the storm clouds building up to the west.


  The broad planes of his sunburned face turned into the driving cold wind for a moment and then he looked back down at the weather report secured to the top of a stack of papers on his clipboard.


  Behind him, the door of the barracks was shouldered open by his junior partner, Patrol Trooper Clay Ferguson. The young, tall Canadian officer’s arms were loaded with paper sacks and his patrol work helmet dangled by its strap from the crook of his arm.


  Clay turned and moved from the doorway into the wind. A sudden gust swept around the corner of the building and a small sack perched atop one of the larger bags in his arms blew to the ground and began tumbling towards the drill field.


  “Ben,” he yelled, “grab the bag.”


  The sergeant lunged as the sack bounded by and made the retrieve. He walked back to Ferguson and eyed the load of bags in the blond-haired officer’s arms.


  “Just what is all this?” he inquired.


  “Groceries,” the youngster grinned. “Or to be more exact, little gourmet items for our moments of gracious living.”


  Ferguson turned into the walk leading to the motor pool and Martin swung into step beside him. “Want me to carry some of that junk?”


  “Junk,” Clay cried indignantly. “You keep your grimy paws off these delicacies, peasant. You’ll get yours in due time and perhaps it will help Kelly and me to make a more polished product of you instead of the clodlike cop you are today.”


  Martin chuckled. This patrol would mark the start of the second year that he, Clay Ferguson and Medical-Surgical Officer Kelly Lightfoot had been teamed together. After twenty-two patrols, cooped up in a semiarmored vehicle with a man for ten days at a time, you got to know him pretty well. And you either liked him or you hated his guts.


  As senior officer, Martin had the right to reject or keep his partner after their first eleven-month duty tour. Martin had elected to retain the lanky Canadian. As soon as they had pulled into New York Barracks at the end of their last patrol, he had made his decisions. After eleven months and twenty-two patrols on the Continental Thruways, each team had a thirty-day furlough coming.


  Martin and Ferguson had headed for the city the minute they put their signatures on the last of the stack of reports needed at the end of a tour. Then, for five days and nights, they tied one on. MSO Kelly Lightfoot had made a beeline for a Columbia Medical School seminar on tissue regeneration. On the sixth day, Clay staggered out of bed, swigged down a handful of antireaction pills, showered, shaved and dressed and then waved good-by. Twenty minutes later he was aboard a jet, heading for his parents’ home in Edmonton, Alberta. Martin soloed around the city for another week, then rented a car and raced up to his sister’s home in Burlington, Vermont, to play Uncle Bountiful to Carol’s three kids and to lap up as much as possible of his sister’s real cooking.


  While the troopers and their med officer relaxed, a service crew moved their car down to the Philadelphia motor pool for a full overhaul and refitting for the next torturous eleven-month tour of duty.


  The two patrol troopers had reported into the Philadelphia Barracks five days ago—Martin several pounds heavier courtesy of his sister’s cooking; Ferguson several pounds lighter courtesy of three assorted, starry-eyed, uniform-struck Alberta maidens.


  They turned into the gate of the motor pool and nodded to the sentry at the gate. To their left, the vast shop buildings echoed to the sound of body-banging equipment and roaring jet engines. The darkening sky made the brilliant lights of the shop seem even brighter and the hulls of a dozen patrol cars cast deep shadows around the work crews.


  The troopers turned into the dispatcher’s office and Clay carefully placed the bags on a table beside the counter. Martin peered into one of the bags. “Seriously, kid, what do you have in that grab bag?”


  “Oh, just a few essentials,” Clay replied. “Pate de foie gras, sharp cheese, a smidgen of cooking wine, a handful of spices. You know, stuff like that. Like I said—essentials.”


  “Essentials,” Martin snorted, “you give your brains to one of those Alberta chicks of yours for a souvenir?”


  “Look, Ben,” Ferguson said earnestly, “I suffered for eleven months in that tin mausoleum on tracks because of what you fondly like to think is edible food. You’ve got as much culinary imagination as Beulah. I take that back. Even Beulah turns out some better smells when she’s riding on high jet than you’ll ever get out of her galley in the next one hundred years. This tour, I intend to eat like a human being once again. And I’ll teach you how to boil water without burning it.”


  “Why you ungrateful young—” Martin yelped.


  The patrol dispatcher, who had been listening with amused tolerance, leaned across the counter.


  “If Oscar Waldorf is through with his culinary lecture, gentlemen,” he said, “perhaps you two could be persuaded to take a little pleasure ride. It’s a lovely night for a drive and it’s just twenty-six hundred miles to the next service station. If you two aren’t cooking anything at the moment, I know that NorCon would simply adore having the services of two such distinguished Continental Commandos.”


  Ferguson flushed and Martin scowled at the dispatcher. “Very funny, clown. I’ll recommend you for trooper status one of these days.”


  “Not me,” the dispatcher protested. “I’m a married man. You’ll never get me out on the road in one of those blood-and-gut factories.”


  “So quit sounding off to us heroes,” Martin said, “and give us the clearances.”


  The dispatcher opened a loose-leaf reference book on the counter and then punched the first of a series of buttons on a panel. Behind him, the wall lighted with a map of the eastern United States to the Mississippi River. Ferguson and Martin had pencils out and poised over their clipboards.


  The dispatcher glanced at the order board across the room where patrol car numbers and team names were displayed on an illuminated board. “Car 56—Martin-Ferguson-Lightfoot,” glowed with an amber light. In the column to the right was the number “26-W.” The dispatcher punched another button. A broad belt of multi-colored lines representing the eastern segment of North America Thruway 26 flashed onto the map in a band extending from Philadelphia to St. Louis. The thruway went on to Los Angeles on its western segment, not shown on the map. Ten bands of color—each five separated by a narrow clear strip, detailed the thruway. Martin and Ferguson were concerned with the northern five bands; NAT 26-westbound. Other unlighted lines radiated out in tangential spokes to the north and south along the length of the multi-colored belt of NAT 26.


  This was just one small segment of the Continental Thruway system that spanned North America from coast to coast and crisscrossed north and sound under the Three Nation Road Compact from the southern tip of Mexico into Canada and Alaska.


  Each arterial cut a five-mile-wide path across the continent and from one end to the other, the only structures along the roadways were the turretlike NorCon Patrol check and relay stations—looming up at one-hundred-mile intervals like the fire control islands of earlier-day aircraft carries.


  Car 56 with Trooper Sergeant Ben Martin, Trooper Clay Ferguson and Medical-Surgical Officer Kelly Lightfoot, would take their first ten-day patrol on NAT 26-west. Barring major disaster, they would eat, sleep and work the entire time from their car; out of sight of any but distant cities until they had reached Los Angeles at the end of the patrol. Then a five-day resupply and briefing period and back onto another thruway.


  During the coming patrol they would cross ten state lines as if they didn’t exist. And as far as thruway traffic control and authority was concerned, state and national boundaries actually didn’t exist. With the growth of the old interstate highway system and the Alcan Highway it became increasingly evident that variation in motor vehicle laws from state to state and country to country were creating impossible situations for any uniform safety control.


  With the establishment of the Continental Thruway System two decades later, came the birth of the supra-cop—The North American Thruway Patrol—known as NorCon. Within the five-mile bands of the thruways—all federally-owned land by each of the three nations—the blue-coveralled “Continental Commandos” of NorCon were the sole law enforcement agency and authority. Violators of thruway law were cited into NorCon district traffic courts located in the nearest city to each access port along every thruway.


  There was no challenge to the authority of NorCon. Public demand for faster and more powerful vehicles had forced the automotive industry to put more and more power under the touch of the ever-growing millions of drivers crowding the continent’s roads. Piston drive gave way to turbojet; turbojet was boosted by a modification of ram jet and air-cushion drive was added. In the last two years, the first of the nuclear reaction mass engines had hit the roads. Even as the hot Ferraris and Jags of the mid-‘60s would have been suicide vehicles on the T-model roads of the ‘20s so would today’s vehicles be on the interstates of the ‘60s. But building roads capable of handling three hundred to four hundred miles an hour speeds was beyond the financial and engineering capabilities of individual states and nations. Thus grew the continental thruways with their four speed lanes in each direction, each a half-mile wide separated east and west and north and south by a half-mile-wide landscaped divider. Under the Three Nation Compact, the thruways now wove a net across the entire North American continent.


  On the big wall map, NAT 26-west showed as four colored lines; blue and yellow as the two high and ultra-high speed lanes; green and white for the intermediate and slow lanes. Between the blue and yellow and the white and green was a red band. This was the police emergency lane, never used by other than official vehicles and crossed by the traveling public shifting from one speed lane to another only at sweeping crossovers.


  The dispatcher picked up an electric pointer and aimed the light beam at the map. Referring to his notes, he began to recite.


  “Resurfacing crews working on 26-W blue at milestone Marker 185 to Marker 187, estimated clearance 0300 hours Tuesday—Let’s see, that’s tomorrow morning.”


  The two officers were writing the information down on their trip-analysis sheets.


  “Ohio State is playing Cal under the lights at Columbus tonight so you can expect a traffic surge sometime shortly after 2300 hours but most of it will stay in the green and white. Watch out for the drunks though. They might filter out onto the blue or yellow.


  “The crossover for NAT 163 has painting crews working. Might watch out for any crud on the roadway. And they’ve got the entrance blocked there so that all 163 exchange traffic is being re-routed to 164 west of Chillicothe.”


  The dispatcher thumbed through his reference sheets. “That seems to be about all. No, wait a minute. This is on your trick. The Army’s got a priority missile convoy moving out of the Aberdeen Proving Grounds bound for the west coast tonight at 1800 hours. It will be moving at green lane speeds so you might watch out for it. They’ll have thirty-four units in the convoy. And that is all. Oh, yes. Kelly’s already aboard. I guess you know about the weather.”


  Martin nodded. “Yup. We should be hitting light snows by 2300 hours tonight in this area and it could be anything from snow to ice-rain after that.” He grinned at his younger partner. “The vacation is over, sonny. Tonight we make a man out of you.”


  Ferguson grinned back. “Nuts to you, pop. I’ve got character witnesses back in Edmonton who’ll give you glowing testimonials about my manhood.”


  “Testimonials aren’t legal unless they’re given by adults,” Martin retorted. “Come on, lover boy. Duty calls.”


  Clay carefully embraced his armload of bundles and the two officers turned to leave. The dispatcher leaned across the counter.


  “Oh, Ferguson, one thing I forgot. There’s some light corrugations in red lane just east of St. Louis. You might be careful with your soufflés in that area. Wouldn’t want them to fall, you know.”


  Clay paused and started to turn back. The grinning dispatcher ducked into the back office and slammed the door.


  The wind had died down by the time the troopers entered the brilliantly lighted parking area. The temperature seemed warmer with the lessening winds but in actuality, the mercury was dropping. The snow clouds to the west were much nearer and the overcast was getting darker.


  But under the great overhead light tubes, the parking area was brighter than day. A dozen huge patrol vehicles were parked on the front “hot” line. Scores more were lined out in ranks to the back of the parking zone. Martin and Ferguson walked down the line of military blue cars. Number 56 was fifth on the line. Service mechs were just re-housing fueling lines into a ground panel as the troopers walked up. The technician corporal was the first to speak. “All set, Sarge,” he said. “We had to change an induction jet at the last minute and I had the port engine running up to reline the flow. Thought I’d better top ‘er off for you, though, before you pull out. She sounds like a purring kitten.”


  He tossed the pair a waving salute and then moved out to his service dolly where three other mechs were waiting.


  “Beulah looks like she’s been to the beauty shop and had the works,” Martin said. He reached out and slapped the maglurium plates. “Welcome home, sweetheart. I see you’ve kept a candle in the window for your wandering son.” Ferguson looked up at the lighted cab, sixteen feet above the pavement.


  Car 56—Beulah to her team—was a standard NorCon Patrol vehicle. She was sixty feet long, twelve feet wide and twelve feet high; topped by a four-foot-high bubble canopy over her cab. All the way across her nose was a three-foot-wide luminescent strip. This was the variable beam headlight that could cut a day-bright swath of light through night, fog, rain or snow and could be varied in intensity, width and elevation. Immediately above the headlight strip were two red-black plastic panels which when lighted, sent out a flashing red emergency signal that could be seen for miles. Similar emergency lights and back-up white light strips adorned Beulah’s stern. Her bow rounded down like an old-time tank and blended into the track assembly of her dual propulsion system. With the exception of the cabin bubble and a two-foot stepdown on the last fifteen feet of her hull, Beulah was free of external protrusions. Racked into a flush-decked recess on one side of the hull was a crane arm with a two-hundred-ton lift capacity. Several round hatches covered other extensible gear and periscopes used in the scores of multiple operations the Nor Con cars were called upon to accomplish on routine road patrols.


  Beulah resembled a gigantic offspring of a military tank, sans heavy armament. But even a small stinger was part of the patrol car equipment. As for armament, Beulah had weapons to meet every conceivable skirmish in the deadly battle to keep Continental Thruways fast-moving and safe. Her own two-hundred-fifty-ton bulk could reach speeds of close to six hundred miles an hour utilizing one or both of her two independent propulsion systems.


  At ultra-high speeds, Beulah never touched the ground—floating on an impeller air cushion and driven forward by a pair of one hundred fifty thousand pound thrust jets and ram jets. At intermediate high speeds, both her air cushion and the four-foot-wide tracks on each side of the car pushed her along at two hundred-mile-an-hour-plus speeds. Synchro mechanisms reduced the air cushion as the speeds dropped to afford more surface traction for the tracks. For slow speeds and heavy duty, the tracks carried the burden.


  Martin thumbed open the portside ground-level cabin door.


  “I’ll start the outside check,” he told Clay. “You stow that garbage of yours in the galley and start on the dispensary. I’ll help you after I finish out here.”


  As the younger officer entered the car and headed up the short flight of steps to the working deck, the sergeant unclipped a check list from the inside of the door and turned towards the stern of the big vehicle.


  Clay mounted to the work deck and turned back to the little galley just aft of the cab. As compact as a spaceship kitchen—as a matter of fact, designed almost identically from models on the Moon run—the galley had but three feet of open counter space. Everything else, sink, range, oven and freezer, were built-ins with pull-downs for use as needed. He set his bags on the small counter to put away after the pre-start check. Aft of the galley and on the same side of the passageway were the double-decked bunks for the patrol troopers. Across the passageway was a tiny latrine and shower. Clay tossed his helmet on the lower bunk as he went down the passageway. At the bulkhead to the rear, he pressed a wall panel and a thick, insulated door slid back to admit him to the engine compartment. The service crews had shut down the big power plants and turned off the air exchangers and already the heat from the massive engines made the compartment uncomfortably warm.


  He hurried through into a small machine shop. In an emergency, the troopers could turn out small parts for disabled vehicles or for other uses. It also stocked a good supply of the most common failure parts. Racked against the ceiling were banks of cutting torches, a grim reminder that death and injury still rode the thruways with increasing frequency.


  In the tank storage space between the ceiling and top of the hull were the chemical fire-fighting liquids and foam that could be applied by nozzles, hoses and towers now telescoped into recesses in the hull. Along both sides and beneath the galley, bunks, engine and machine-shop compartments between the walls, deck and hull, were Beulah’s fuel storage tanks.


  The last after compartment was a complete dispensary, one that would have made the emergency room or even the light surgery rooms of earlier-day hospitals proud.


  Clay tapped on the door and went through. Medical-Surgical Officer Kelly Lightfoot was sitting on the deck, stowing sterile bandage packs into a lower locker. She looked up at Clay and smiled. “Well, well, you DID manage to tear yourself away from your adoring bevies,” she said. She flicked back a wisp of golden-red hair from her forehead and stood up. The patrol-blue uniform coverall with its belted waist didn’t do much to hide a lovely, properly curved figure. She walked over to the tall Canadian trooper and reached up and grabbed his ear. She pulled his head down, examined one side critically and then quickly snatched at his other ear and repeated the scrutiny. She let go of his ear and stepped back. “Damned if you didn’t get all the lipstick marks off, too.”


  Clay flushed. “Cut it out, Kelly,” he said. “Sometimes you act just like my mother.”


  The olive-complexioned redhead grinned at him and turned back to her stack of boxes on the deck. She bent over and lifted one of the boxes to the operating table. Clay eyed her trim figure. “You might act like ma sometimes,” he said, “but you sure don’t look like her.”


  It was the Irish-Cherokee Indian girl’s turn to flush. She became very busy with the contents of the box. “Where’s Ben?” she asked over her shoulder.


  “Making outside check. You about finished in here?”


  Kelly turned and slowly scanned the confines of the dispensary. With the exception of the boxes on the table and floor, everything was behind secured locker doors. In one corner, the compact diagnostician—capable of analyzing many known human bodily ailments and every possible violent injury to the body—was locked in its riding clamps. Surgical trays and instrument racks were all hidden behind locker doors along with medical and surgical supplies. On either side of the emergency ramp door at the stern of the vehicle, three collapsible auto-litters hung from clamps. Six hospital bunks in two tiers of three each, lined another wall. On patrol, Kelly utilized one of the hospital bunks for her own use except when they might all be occupied with accident or other kind of patients. And this would never be for more than a short period, just long enough to transfer them to a regular ambulance or hospital vehicle. Her meager supply of personal items needed for the ten-day patrol were stowed in a small locker and she shared the latrine with the male members of the team.


  Kelly completed her scan, glanced down at the check list in her hand. “I’ll have these boxes stowed in five minutes. Everything else is secure.” She raised her hand to her forehead in mock salute. “Medical-Surgical Officer Lightfoot reports dispensary ready for patrol, sir.”


  Clay smiled and made a check-mark on his clipboard. “How was the seminar, Kelly?” he asked.


  Kelly hiked herself onto the edge of the operating table. “Wonderful, Clay, just wonderful. I never saw so many good-looking, young, rich and eligible doctors together in one place in all my life.”


  She sighed and smiled vacantly into space.


  Clay snorted. “I thought you were supposed to be learning something new about tissue regeneration,” he said.


  “Generation, regeneration, who cares,” Kelly grinned.


  Clay started to say something, got flustered and wheeled around to leave—and bounded right off Ben Martin’s chest. Ferguson mumbled something and pushed past the older officer.


  Ben looked after him and then turned back to Car 56’s combination doctor, surgeon and nurse. “Glad to see the hostess aboard for this cruise. I hope you make the passengers more comfortable than you’ve just made the first mate. What did you do to Clay, Kelly?”


  “Hi, Ben,” Kelly said. “Oh, don’t worry about junior. He just gets all fluttery when a girl takes away his masculine prerogative to make cleverly lewd witticisms. He’ll be all right. Have a happy holiday, Ben? You look positively fat.”


  Ben patted his stomach. “Carol’s good cooking. Had a nice restful time. And how about you. That couldn’t have been all work. You’ve got a marvelous tan.”


  “Don’t worry,” Kelly laughed, “I had no intention of letting it be all study. I spent just about as much time under the sun dome at the pool as I did in class. I learned a lot, though.”


  Ben grinned and headed back to the front of the car. “Tell me more after we’re on the road,” he said from the doorway. “We’ll be rolling in ten minutes.”


  When he reached the cab, Clay was already in the right-hand control seat and was running down the instrument panel check. The sergeant lifted the hatch door between the two control seats and punched on a light to illuminate the stark compartment at the lower front end of the car. A steel grill with a dogged handle on the upper side covered the opening under the hatch cover. Two swing-down bunks were racked up against the walls on either side and the front hull door was without an inside handle. This was the patrol car brig, used for bringing in unwilling violators or other violent or criminal subjects who might crop up in the course of a patrol tour. Satisfied with the appearance of the brig, Ben closed the hatch cover and slid into his own control seat on the left of the cab. Both control seats were molded and plastiformed padded to the contours of the troopers and the armrests on both were studded with buttons and a series of small, finger-operated knobs. All drive, communication and fire fighting controls for the massive vehicle were centered in the knobs and buttons on the seat arms, while acceleration and braking controls were duplicated in two footrest pedals beneath their feet.


  Ben settled into his seat and glanced down to make sure his work-helmet was racked beside him. He reached over and flipped a bank of switches on the instrument panel. “All communications to ‘on,’ ” he said. Clay made a checkmark on his list. “All pre-engine start check complete,” Clay replied.


  “In that case, the senior trooper said, “let’s give Beulah some exercise. Start engines.”


  Clay’s fingers danced across the array of buttons on his seat arms and flicked lightly at the throttle knobs. From deep within the engine compartment came the muted, shrill whine of the starter engines, followed a split-second later by the full-throated roar of the jets as they caught fire. Clay eased the throttles back and the engine noise softened to a muffled roar.


  Martin fingered a press-panel on the right arm of his seat.


  “Car 56 to Philly Control,” Ben called.


  The speakers mounted around the cab came to life. “Go ahead Five Six.”


  “Five Six fired up and ready to roll,” Martin said.


  “Affirmative Five Six,” came the reply. “You’re clear to roll. Philly Check estimates white density 300; green, 840; blue, 400; yellow, 75.”


  Both troopers made mental note of the traffic densities in their first one-hundred-mile patrol segment; an estimated three hundred vehicles for each ten miles of thruway in the white or fifty to one hundred miles an hour lane; eight hundred forty vehicles in the one hundred to one hundred fifty miles an hour green, and so on. More than sixteen thousand westbound vehicles on the thruway in the first one hundred miles; nearly five thousand of them traveling at speeds between one hundred fifty and three hundred miles an hour.


  Over the always-hot intercom throughout the big car Ben called out. “All set, Kelly?”


  “I’m making coffee,” Kelly answered from the galley. “Let ‘er roll.”


  Martin started to kick off the brakes, then stopped. “Ooops,” he exclaimed, “almost forgot.” His finger touched another button and a blaring horn reverberated through the vehicle.


  In the galley, Kelly hurled herself into a corner. Her body activated a pressure plant and a pair of mummy-like plastifoam plates slid curvingly out the wall and locked her in a soft cocoon. A dozen similar safety clamps were located throughout the car at every working and relaxation station.


  In the same instance, both Ben and Clay touched another plate on their control seats. From kiosk-type columns behind each seat, pairs of body-molded crash pads snapped into place to encase both troopers in their seats, their bodies cushioned and locked into place. Only their fingers were loose beneath the spongy substance to work arm controls. The half-molds included headforms with a padded band that locked across their foreheads to hold their heads rigidly against the backs of their reinforced seats. The instant all three crew members were locked into their safety gear, the bull horn ceased.


  “All tight,” Ben called out as he wiggled and tried to free himself from the cocoon. Kelly and Clay tested their harnesses.


  Satisfied that the safety cocoons were operating properly, Ben released them and the molds slid back into their recesses. The cocoons were triggered automatically in any emergency run or chase at speeds in excess of two hundred miles an hour.


  Again he kicked off the brakes, pressed down on the foot feed and Car 56—Beulah—rolled out of the Philadelphia motor pool on the start of its ten-day patrol.


  The motor pool exit opened into a quarter-mile wide tunnel sloping gently down into the bowels of the great city. Car 56 glided down the slight incline at a steady fifty miles an hour. A mile from the mouth of the tunnel the roadway leveled off and Ben kicked Beulah up another twenty-five miles an hour. Ahead, the main tunnel ended in a series of smaller portal ways, each emblazoned with a huge illuminated number designating a continental thruway.


  Ben throttled back and began edging to the left lanes. Other patrol cars were heading down the main passageway, bound for their assigned thruways. As Ben eased down to a slow thirty, another patrol vehicle slid alongside. The two troopers in the cab waved. Clay flicked on the “car-to-car” transmit.


  The senior trooper in Car 104 looked over at Martin and Ferguson. “If it isn’t the gruesome twosome,” he called. “Where have you been? We thought the front office had finally caught up with you and found out that neither one of you could read or write and that they had canned you.”


  “We can’t read,” Ben quipped back. “That’s why we’re still on the job. The front office would never hire anyone who would embarrass you two by being smarter than either of you. Where’re you headed, Eddie?”


  “Got 154-north,” the other officer said.


  “Hey,” Clay called out, “I’ve got a real hot doll in Toronto and I’ll gladly sell her phone number for a proper price.”


  “Wouldn’t want to hurt you, Clay,” the other officer replied. “If I called her up and took her out, she’d throw rocks at you the next time you drew the run. It’s all for your own good.”


  “Oh, go get lost in a cloverleaf,” Clay retorted.


  The other car broke the connection and with a wave, veered off to the right. The thruway entrances were just ahead. Martin aimed Beulah at the lighted orifice topped by the number 26-W. The patrol car slid into the narrower tunnel, glided along for another mile, and then turned its bow upwards. Three minutes later, they emerged from the tunnel into the red patrol lane of Continental Thruway 26-West. The late afternoon sky was a covering of gray wool and a drop or two of moisture struck the front face of the cab canopy. For a mile on either side of the police lane, streams of cars sped westward. Ben eyed the sky, the traffic and then peered at the outer hull thermometer. It read thirty-two degrees. He made a mental bet with himself that the weather bureau was off on its snow estimates by six hours. His Vermont upbringing told him it would be flurrying within the hour.


  He increased speed to a steady one hundred and the car sped silently and easily along the police lane. Across the cab, Clay peered pensively at the steady stream of cars and cargo carriers racing by in the green and blue lanes—all of them moving faster than the patrol car.


  The young officer turned in his seat and looked at his partner.


  “You know, Ben,” he said gravely, “I sometimes wonder if those oldtime cowboys got as tired looking at the south end of northbound cows as I get looking at the vanishing tail pipes of cars.”


  The radio came to life.


  “Philly Control to Car 56.”


  Clay touched his transmit plate. “This is Five Six. Go ahead.”


  “You’ve got a bad one at Marker 82,” Control said. “A sideswipe in the white.”


  “Couldn’t be too bad in the white,” Ben broke in, thinking of the one-hundred mile-an-hour limit in the slow lane.


  “That’s not the problem,” Control came back. “One of the sideswiped vehicles was flipped around and bounded into the green, and that’s where the real mess is. Make it code three.”


  “Five Six acknowledge,” Ben said. “On the way.”


  He slammed forward on the throttles. The bull horn blared and a second later, with MSO Kelly Lightfoot snugged in her dispensary cocoon and both troopers in body cushions, Car 56 lifted a foot from the roadway, and leaped forward on a turbulent pad of air. It accelerated from one hundred to two hundred fifty miles an hour.


  The great red emergency lights on the bow and stern began to blink and from the special transmitter in the hull a radio siren wail raced ahead of the car to be picked up by the emergency receptor antennas required on all vehicles.


  The working part of the patrol had begun.


  Conversation died in the speeding car, partly because of the concentration required by the troopers, secondly because all transmissions whether intercom or radio, on a code two or three run, were taped and monitored by Control. In the center of the instrument panel, an oversized radiodometer was clicking off the mileage marks as the car passed each milestone. The milestone posts beamed a coded signal across all five lanes and as each vehicle passed the marker, the radiodometer clicked up another number.


  Car 56 had been at MM 23 when the call came. Now, at better than four miles a minute, Beulah whipped past MM 45 with ten minutes yet to go to reach the scene of the accident. Light flurries of wet snow bounced off the canopy, leaving thin, fast-drying trails of moisture. Although it was still a few minutes short of 1700 hours, the last of the winter afternoon light was being lost behind the heavy snow clouds overhead. Ben turned on the patrol car’s dazzling headlight and to the left and right, Clay could see streaks of white lights from the traffic on the green and blue lanes on either side of the quarter-mile wide emergency lane.


  The radio filled them in on the movement of other patrol emergency vehicles being routed to the accident site. Car 82, also assigned to NAT 26-West, was more than one hundred fifty miles ahead of Beulah. Pittsburgh Control ordered Eight Two to hold fast to cover anything else that might come up while Five Six was handling the current crisis. Eastbound Car 119 was ordered to cut across to the scene to assist Beulah’s crew, and another eastbound patrol vehicle was held in place to cover for One One Nine.


  At mile marker 80, yellow caution lights were flashing on all westbound lanes, triggered by Philadelphia Control the instant the word of the crash had been received. Traffic was slowing down and piling up despite the half-mile wide lanes.


  “Philly Control this is Car 56.”


  “Go ahead Five Six.”


  “It’s piling up in the green and white,” Ben said. “Let’s divert to blue on slowdown and seal the yellow.”


  “Philly Control acknowledged,” came the reply.


  The flashing amber caution lights on all lanes switched to red. As Ben began de-acceleration, diagonal red flashing barriers rose out of the roadway on the green and white lanes at the 85 mile marker and lane crossing. This channeled all traffic from both lanes to the left and into the blue lane where the flashing reds now prohibited speeds in excess of fifty miles an hour around the emergency situation. At the same time, all crossovers on the ultra high yellow lane were sealed by barriers to prevent changing of lanes into the over-congested area.


  As Car 56’s speed dropped back below the two hundred mile an hour mark the cocoon automatically slid open. Freed from her safety restraints, Kelly jumped for the rear entrance of the dispensary and cleared the racking clamps from the six auto-litters. That done, she opened another locker and reached for the mobile first-aid kit. She slid it to the door entrance on its retractable casters. She slipped on her work helmet with the built-in transmitter and then sat down on the seat by the rear door to wait until the car stopped.


  Car 56 was now less than two miles from the scene of the crash and traffic in the green lane to the left was at a standstill. A half mile farther westward, lights were still moving slowly along the white lane. Ahead, the troopers could see a faint wisp of smoke rising from the heaviest congregation of headlights. Both officers had their work helmets on and Clay had left his seat and descended to the side door, ready to jump out the minute the car stopped.


  Martin saw a clear area in the green lane and swung the car over the dividing curbing. The big tracks floated the patrol car over the two-foot high, rounded abutment that divided each speed lane. Snow was falling faster as the headlight picked out a tangled mass of wreckage smoldering a hundred feet inside the median separating the green and white lanes. A crumpled body lay on the pavement twenty feet from the biggest clump of smashed metal, and other fragments of vehicles were strung out down the roadway for fifty feet. There was no movement.


  NorCon thruway laws were strict and none were more rigidly enforced than the regulation that no one other than a member of the patrol set foot outside of their vehicle while on any thruway traffic lane. This meant not giving any assistance whatsoever to accident victims. The ruling had been called inhuman, monstrous, unthinkable, and lawmakers in the three nations of the compact had forced NorCon to revoke the rule in the early days of the thruways. After speeding cars and cargo carriers had cut down twice as many do-gooders on foot at accident scenes than the accidents themselves caused, the law was reinstated. The lives of the many were more vital than the lives of a few.


  Martin halted the patrol vehicle a few feet from the wreckage and Beulah was still rocking gently on her tracks by the time both Patrol Trooper Clay Ferguson and MSO Kelly Lightfoot hit the pavement on the run.


  In the cab, Martin called in on the radio. “Car 56 is on scene. Release blue at Marker 95 and resume speeds all lanes at Marker 95 in—” he paused and looked back at the halted traffic piled up before the lane had been closed “—seven minutes.” He jumped for the steps and sprinted out of the patrol car in the wake of Ferguson and Kelly.


  The team’s surgeon was kneeling beside the inert body on the road. After an ear to the chest, Kelly opened her field kit bag and slapped an electrode to the victim’s temple. The needle on the encephalic meter in the lid of the kit never flickered. Kelly shut the bag and hurried with it over to the mass of wreckage. A thin column of black, oily smoke rose from somewhere near the bottom of the heap. It was almost impossible to identify at a glance whether the mangled metal was the remains of one or more cars. Only the absence of track equipment made it certain that they even had been passenger vehicles.


  Clay was carefully climbing up the side of the piled up wrecks to a window that gaped near the top.


  “Work fast, kid,” Martin called up. “Something’s burning down there and this whole thing may go up. I’ll get this traffic moving.”


  He turned to face the halted mass of cars and cargo carriers east of the wreck. He flipped a switch that cut his helmet transmitter into the remote standard vehicular radio circuit aboard the patrol car.


  “Attention, please, all cars in green lane. All cars in the left line move out now, the next line fall in behind. You are directed to clear the area immediately. Maintain fifty miles an hour for the next mile. You may resume desired speeds and change lanes at mile Marker 95. I repeat, all cars in green lane . . .” he went over the instructions once more, relayed through Beulah’s transmitter to the standard receivers on all cars. He was still talking as the traffic began to move.


  By the time he turned back to help his teammates, cars were moving in a steady stream past the huge, red-flashing bulk of the patrol car.


  Both Clay and Kelly were lying flat across the smashed, upturned side of the uppermost car in the pile. Kelly had her field bag open on the ground and she was reaching down through the smashed window.


  “What is it, Clay?” Martin called.


  The younger officer looked down over his shoulder. “We’ve got a woman alive down here but she’s wedged in tight. She’s hurt pretty badly and Kelly’s trying to slip a hypo into her now. Get the arm out, Ben.”


  Martin ran back to the patrol car and flipped up a panel on the hull. He pulled back on one of the several levers recessed into the hull and the big wrecking crane swung smoothly out of its cradle and over the wreckage. The end of the crane arm was directly over Ferguson. “Lemme have the spreaders,” Clay called. The arm dipped and from either side of the tip, a pair of flanges shot out like tusks on an elephant. “Put ‘er in neutral,” Clay directed. Martin pressed another lever and the crane now could be moved in any direction by fingertip pulls at its extremity. Ferguson carefully guided the crane with its projecting tusks into the smashed orifice of the car window. “O.K., Ben, spread it.”


  The crane locked into position and the entire arm split open in a “V” from its base. Martin pressed steadily on the two levers controlling each side of the divided arm and the tusks dug into the sides of the smashed window. There was a steady screeching of tearing and ripping metal as the crane tore window and frame apart. “Hold it,” Ferguson yelled and then eased himself into the widened hole.


  “Ben,” Kelly called from her perch atop the wreckage, “litter.”


  Martin raced to the rear of the patrol car where the sloping ramp stood open to the lighted dispensary. He snatched at one of the autolitters and triggered its tiny drive motor. A homing beacon in his helmet guided the litter as it rolled down the ramp, turned by itself and rolled across the pavement a foot behind him. It stopped when he stopped and Ben touched another switch, cutting the homing beacon.


  Clay’s head appeared out of the hole. “Get it up here, Ben. I can get her out. And I think there’s another one alive still further down.”


  Martin raised the crane and its ripper bars retracted. The split arms spewed a pair of cables terminating in magnalocks. The cables dangled over the ends of the autolitter, caught the lift plates on the litter and a second later, the cart was swinging beside the smashed window as Clay and Kelly eased the torn body of a woman out of the wreckage and onto the litter. As Ben brought the litter back to the pavement, the column of smoke had thickened. He disconnected the cables and homed the stretcher back to the patrol car. The hospital cart with its unconscious victim rolled smoothly back to the car, up the ramp and into the dispensary to the surgical table.


  Martin climbed up the wreckage beside Kelly. Inside the twisted interior of the car, the thick smoke all but obscured the bent back of the younger trooper and his powerful handlight barely penetrated the gloom. Blood was smeared over almost every surface and the stink of leaking jet fuel was virtually overpowering. From the depths of the nightmarish scene came a tortured scream. Kelly reached into a coverall pocket and produced another sedation hypo. She squirmed around and started to slip down into the wreckage with Ferguson. Martin grabbed her arm. “No, Kelly, this thing’s ready to blow. Come on, Clay, get out of there. Now!”


  Ferguson continued to pry at the twisted plates below him.


  “I said ‘get out of there’ Ferguson,” the senior officer roared. “And that’s an order.”


  Clay straightened up and put his hands on the edge of the window to boost himself out. “Ben, there’s a guy alive down there. We just can’t leave him.”


  “Get down from there, Kelly,” Martin ordered. “I know that man’s down there just as well as you do, Clay. But we won’t be helping him one damn bit if we get blown to hell and gone right along with him. Now get outta there and maybe we can pull this thing apart and get to him before it does blow.”


  The lanky Canadian eased out of the window and the two troopers moved back to the patrol car. Kelly was already in her dispensary, working on the injured woman.


  Martin slid into his control seat. “Shut your ramp, Kelly,” he called over the intercom. “I’m going to move around to the other side.”


  The radio broke in. “Car 119 to Car 56, we’re just turning into the divider. Be there in a minute.”


  “Snap it up,” Ben replied. “We need you in a hurry.”


  As he maneuvered Beulah around the wreckage he snapped orders to Ferguson.


  “Get the foam nozzles up, just in case, and then stand by on the crane.”


  A mile away, they saw the flashing emergency lights of Car 119 as it raced diagonally across the yellow and blue lanes, whipping with ponderous ease through the moving traffic.


  “Take the south side, 119,” Martin called out. “We’ll try and pull this mess apart.”


  “Affirmative,” came the reply. Even before the other patrol vehicle came to a halt, its crane was swinging out from the side, and the ganged magnalocks were dangling from their cables.


  “O.K., kid,” Ben ordered, “hook it.”


  At the interior crane controls, Clay swung Beulah’s crane and cable mags towards the wreckage. The magnalocks slammed into the metallic mess with a bang almost at the same instant the locks hit the other side from Car 119.


  Clay eased up the cable slack. “Good,” Ben called to both Clay and the operating trooper in the other car, “now let’s pull it . . . LOOK OUT! FOAM . . . FOAM . . . FOAM,” he yelled.


  The ugly, deep red fireball from the exploding wreckage was still growing as Clay slammed down on the fire-control panel. A curtain of thick chemical foam burst from the poised nozzles atop Beulah’s hull and a split-second later, another stream of foam erupted from the other patrol car. The dense, oxygen-absorbing retardant blanket snuffed the fire out in three seconds. The cranes were still secured to the foam-covered heap of metal. “Never mind the caution,” Ben called out, “get it apart. Fast.”


  Both crane operators slammed their controls into reverse and with an ear-splitting screech, the twisted frames of the two vehicles ripped apart into tumbled heaps of broken metal and plastics. Martin and Ferguson jumped down the hatch steps and into ankle-deep foam and oil. They waded and slipped around the front of the car to join the troopers from the other car.


  Ferguson was pawing at the scum-covered foam near the mangled section of one of the cars. “He should be right about,” Clay paused and bent over, “here.” He straightened up as the others gathered around the scorched and ripped body of a man, half-submerged in the thick foam. “Kelly,” he called over the helmet transmitter, “open your door. We’ll need a couple of sacks.”


  He trudged to the rear of the patrol car and met the girl standing in the door with a pair of folded plastic morgue bags in her hands. Behind her, Clay could see the body of the woman on the surgical table, an array of tubes and probes leading to plasma drip bottles and other equipment racked out over the table.


  “How is she?”


  “Not good,” Kelly replied. “Skull fracture, ruptured spleen, broken ribs and double leg fractures. I’ve already called for an ambulance.”


  Ferguson nodded, took the bags from her and waded back through the foam.


  The four troopers worked in the silence of the deserted traffic lane. A hundred yards away, traffic was moving steadily in the slow white lane. Three-quarters of a mile to the south, fast and ultra high traffic sped at its normal pace in the blue and yellow lanes. Westbound green was still being rerouted into the slower white lane, around the scene of the accident. It was now twenty-six minutes since Car 56 had received the accident call. The light snow flurries had turned to a steady fall of thick wet flakes, melting as they hit on the warm pavement but beginning to coat the pitiful flotsam of the accident.


  The troopers finished the gruesome task of getting the bodies into the morgue sacks and laid beside the dispensary ramp for the ambulance to pick up with the surviving victim. Car 119’s MSO had joined Kelly in Beulah’s dispensary to give what help she might. The four patrol troopers began the grim task of probing the scattered wreckage for other possible victims, personal possessions and identification. They were stacking a small pile of hand luggage when the long, low bulk of the ambulance swung out of the police lane and rolled to a stop. Longer than the patrol cars but without the non-medical emergency facilities, the ambulance was in reality a mobile hospital. A full, scrubbed-up surgical team was waiting in the main operating room even as the ramps opened and the techs headed for Car 56. The team had been briefed by radio on the condition of the patient; had read the full recordings of the diagnostician; and were watching transmitted pulse and respiration graphs on their own screens while the transfer was being made.


  The two women MSOs had unlocked the surgical table in Beulah’s dispensary and a plastic tent covered not only the table and the patient, but also the plasma and Regen racks overhead. The entire table and rig slid down the ramp onto a motor-driven dolly from the ambulance. Without delay, it wheeled across the open few feet of pavement into the ambulance and to the surgery room. The techs locked the table into place in the other vehicle and left the surgery. From a storage compartment, they wheeled out a fresh patrol dispensary table and rack and placed it in Kelly’s miniature surgery. The dead went into the morgue aboard the ambulance, the ramp closed and the ambulance swung around and headed across the traffic lanes to eastbound NAT-26 and Philadelphia.


  Outside, the four troopers had completed the task of collecting what little information they could from the smashed vehicles.


  They returned to their cars and One One Nine’s medical-surgical officer headed back to her own cubbyhole.


  The other patrol car swung into position almost touching Beulah’s left flank. With Ben at the control seat, on command, both cars extended broad bulldozer blades from their bows. “Let’s go,” Ben ordered. The two patrol vehicles moved slowly down the roadway, pushing all of the scattered scraps and parts onto a single great heap. They backed off, shifted direction towards the center police lane and began shoving the debris, foam and snow out of the green lane. At the edge of the police lane, both cars unshipped cranes and magnalifted the junk over the divider barrier onto the one-hundred-foot-wide service strip bordering the police lane. A slow cargo wrecker was already on the way from Pittsburgh barracks to pick up the wreckage and haul it away. When the last of the metallic debris had been deposited off the traffic lane, Martin called Control.


  “Car 56 is clear. NAT 26-west green is clear.”


  Philly Control acknowledged. Seven miles to the east, the amber warning lights went dark and the detour barrier at Crossover 85 sank back into the roadway. Three minutes later, traffic was again flashing by on green lane past the two halted patrol cars.


  “Pitt Control, this is Car 119 clear of accident,” the other car reported.


  “Car 119 resume eastbound patrol,” came the reply.


  The other patrol car pulled away. The two troopers waved at Martin and Ferguson in Beulah. “See you later and thanks,” Ben called out. He switched to intercom. “Kelly. Any ID on that woman?”


  “Not a thing, Ben,” she replied. “About forty years old, and she had a wedding band. She never was conscious, so I can’t help you.”


  Ben nodded and looked over at his partner. “Go get into some dry clothes, kid,” he said, “while I finish the report. Then you can take it for a while.”


  Clay nodded and headed back to the crew quarters.


  Ben racked his helmet beside his seat and fished out a cigarette. He reached for an accident report form from the work rack behind his seat and began writing, glancing up from time to time to gaze thoughtfully at the scene of the accident. When he had finished, he thumbed the radio transmitter and called Philly Control. Somewhere in the bloody, oil and foam covered pile of wreckage were the registration plates for the two vehicles involved. When the wrecker collected the debris, it would be machine sifted in Pittsburgh and the plates fed to records and then relayed to Philadelphia where the identifications could be added to Ben’s report. When he had finished reading his report he asked, “How’s the woman?”


  “Still alive, but just barely,” Philly Control answered. “Ben, did you say there were just two vehicles involved?”


  “That’s all we found,” Martin replied.


  “And were they both in the green?”


  “Yes, why?”


  “That’s funny,” Philly controller replied, “we got the calls as a sideswipe in white that put one of the cars over into the green. There should have been a third vehicle.”


  “That’s right,” Ben exclaimed. “We were so busy trying to get that gal out and then making the try for the other man I never even thought to look for another car. You suppose that guy took off?”


  “It’s possible,” the controller said. “I’m calling a gate filter until we know for sure. I’ve got the car number on the driver that reported the accident. I’ll get hold of him and see if he can give us a lead on the third car. You go ahead with your patrol and I’ll let you know what I find out.”


  “Affirmative,” Ben replied. He eased the patrol car onto the police lane and turned west once again. Clay reappeared in the cab, dressed in fresh coveralls. “I’ll take it, Ben. You go and clean up now. Kelly’s got a pot of fresh coffee in the galley.” Ferguson slid into his control seat.


  A light skiff of snow covered the service strip and the dividers as Car 56 swung back westward in the red lane. Snow was falling steadily but melting as it touched the warm ferrophalt pavement in all lanes. The wet roadways glistened with the lights of hundreds of vehicles. The chronometer read 1840 hours. Clay pushed the car up to a steady 75, just about apace with the slowest traffic in the white lane. To the south, densities were much lighter in the blue and yellow lanes and even the green had thinned out. It would stay moderately light now for another hour until the dinner stops were over and the night travelers again rolled onto the thruways.


  Kelly was putting frozen steaks into the infra-oven as Ben walked through to crew quarters. Her coverall sleeves were rolled to the elbows as she worked and a vagrant strand of copper hair curled over her forehead. As Martin passed by, he caught a faint whisper of perfume and he smiled appreciatively.


  In the tiny crew quarters, he shut the door to the galley and stripped out of his wet coveralls and boots. He eyed the shower stall across the passageway.


  “Hey, mother,” he yelled to Kelly, “have I got time for a shower before dinner?”


  “Yes, but make it a quickie,” she called back.


  Five minutes later he stepped into the galley, his dark, crew-cut hair still damp. Kelly was setting plastic, disposable dishes on the little swing-down table that doubled as a food bar and work desk. Ben peered into a simmering pot and sniffed. “Smells good. What’s for dinner, Hiawatha?”


  “Nothing fancy. Steak, potatoes, green beans, apple pie and coffee.”


  Ben’s mouth watered. “You know, sometimes I wonder whether one of your ancestors didn’t come out of New England. Your menus always seem to coincide with my ideas of a perfect meal.” He noted the two places set at the table. Ben glanced out the galley port into the headlight-striped darkness. Traffic was still light. In the distance, the night sky glowed with the lights of Chambersburg, north of the thruway.


  “We might as well pull up for dinner,” he said. “It’s pretty slow out there.”


  Kelly shoved dishes over and began laying out a third setting. About half the time on patrol, the crew ate in shifts on the go, with one of the patrol troopers in the cab at all times. When traffic permitted, they pulled off to the service strip and ate together. With the communications system always in service, control stations could reach them anywhere in the big vehicle.


  The sergeant stepped into the cab and tapped Ferguson on the shoulder. “Dinnertime, Clay. Pull her over and we’ll try some of your gracious living.”


  “Light the candles and pour the wine,” Clay quipped, “I’ll be with you in a second.”


  Car 56 swung out to the edge of the police lane and slowed down. Clay eased the car onto the strip and stopped. He checked the radiodometer and called in. “Pitt Control, this is Car 56 at Marker 158. Dinner is being served in the dining car to the rear. Please do not disturb.”


  “Affirmative, Car 56,” Pittsburgh Control responded. “Eat heartily, it may be going out of style.” Clay grinned and flipped the radio to remote and headed for the galley.


  Seated around the little table, the trio cut into their steaks. Parked at the north edge of the police lane, the patrol car was just a few feet from the green lane divider strip and cars and cargo carriers flashed by as they ate.


  Clay chewed on a sliver of steak and looked at Kelly. “I’d marry you, Pocahontas, if you’d ever learn to cook steaks like beef instead of curing them like your ancestral buffalo robes. When are you going to learn that good beef has to be bloody to be edible?”


  The girl glared at him. “If that’s what it takes to make it edible, you’re going to be an epicurean delight in just about one second if I hear another word about my cooking. And that’s also the second crack about my noble ancestors in the past five minutes. I’ve always wondered about the surgical techniques my great-great-great grandpop used when he lifted a paleface’s hair. One more word, Clay Ferguson, and I’ll have your scalp flying from Beulah’s antenna like a coontail on a kid’s scooter.”


  Ben bellowed and nearly choked. “Hey, kid,” he spluttered at Clay, “ever notice how the wrong one of her ancestors keeps coming to the surface? That was the Irish.”


  Clay polished off the last of his steak and reached for the individual frozen pies Kelly had put in the oven with the steak. “Now that’s another point,” he said, waving his fork at Kelly. “The Irish lived so long on potatoes and prayers that when they get a piece of meat on their menu, they don’t know how to do anything but boil it.”


  “That tears it,” the girl exploded. She pushed back from the table and stood up. “I’ve cooked the last meal this big, dumb Canuck will ever get from me. I hope you get chronic indigestion and then come crawling to me for help. I’ve got something back there I’ve been wanting to dose you with for a long time.”


  She stormed out of the galley and slammed the door behind her. Ben grinned at the stunned look on Clay’s face. “Now what got her on the warpath?” Clay asked. Before Ben could answer the radio speaker in the ceiling came to life.


  “Car 56 this is Pitt Control.”


  Martin reached for the transmit switch beside the galley table. “This is Five Six, go ahead.”


  “Relay from Philly Control,” the speaker blared. “Reference the accident at Marker 92 at 1648 hours this date; Philly Control reports a third vehicle definitely involved.”


  Ben pulled out a pencil and Clay shoved a message pad across the table.


  “James J. Newhall, address 3409 Glen Cove Drive, New York City, license number BHT 4591 dash 747 dash 1609, was witness to the initial impact. He reports that a white over green, late model Travelaire, with two men in it, sideswiped one of the two vehicles involved in the fatal accident. The Travelaire did not stop but accelerated after the impact. Newhall was unable to get the full license number but the first six units were QABR dash 46 . . . rest of numerals unknown.”


  Ben cut in. “Have we got identification on our fatalities yet?”


  “Affirmative, Five Six,” the radio replied. “The driver of the car struck by the hit-and-run was a Herman Lawrence Hanover, age forty-two, of 13460 One Hundred Eighty-First Street South, Camden, New Jersey, license number LFM 4151 dash 603 dash 2738. With him was his wife, Clara, age forty-one, same address. Driver of the green lane car was George R. Hamilton, age thirty-five, address Box 493, Route 12, Tucumcari, New Mexico.”


  Ben broke in once more. “You indicate all three are fatalities. Is this correct, Pitt Control? The woman was alive when she was transferred to the ambulance.”


  “Stand by, Five Six, and I’ll check.”


  A moment later Pitt Control was back. “That is affirmative, Five Six. The woman died at 1745 hours. Here is additional information. A vehicle answering to the general description of the hit-and-run vehicle is believed to have been involved in an armed robbery and multiple murder earlier this date at Wilmington, Delaware. Philly Control is now checking for additional details. Gate filters have been established on NAT 26-West from Marker-Exit 100 to Marker-Exit 700. Also, filters on all interchanges. Pitt Control out.”


  Kelly Lightfoot, her not-too-serious peeve forgotten, had come back into the galley to listen to the radio exchange. The men got up from the table and Clay gathered the disposable dishware and tossed them into the waste receiver.


  “We’d better get rolling,” Ben said, “those clowns could still be on the thruway, although they could have got off before the filters went up.”


  They moved to the cab and took their places. The big engines roared into action as Ben rolled Car 56 back onto the policeway. Kelly finished straightening up in the galley and then came forward to sit on the jump seat between the two troopers. The snow had stopped again but the roadways were still slick and glistening under the headlights. Beulah rolled steadily along on her broad tracks, now cruising at one hundred miles an hour. The steady whine of the cold night wind penetrated faintly into the sound-proofed and insulated cabin canopy. Clay cut out the cabin lights, leaving only the instrument panel glowing faintly along with the phosphorescent buttons and knobs on the arms of the control seats.


  A heavy express cargo carrier flashed by a quarter of a mile away in the blue lane, its big bulk lit up like a Christmas tree with running and warning lights. To their right, Clay caught the first glimpse of a set of flashing amber warning lights coming up from behind in the green lane. A minute later, a huge cargo carrier came abreast of the patrol car and then pulled ahead. On its side was a glowing star of the United States Army. A minute later, another Army carrier rolled by.


  “That’s the missile convoy out of Aberdeen,” Clay told Kelly. “I wish our hit-runner had tackled one of those babies. We’d have scraped him up instead of those other people.”


  The convoy rolled on past at a steady one hundred twenty-five miles an hour. Car 56 flashed under a crossover and into a long, gentle curve. The chronometer clicked up to 2100 hours and the radio sang out. “Cars 207, 56 and 82, this is Pitt Control. 2100 hours density report follows . . .”


  Pittsburgh Control read off the figures for the three cars. Car 82 was one hundred fifty miles ahead of Beulah, Car 207 about the same distance to the rear. The density report ended and a new voice came on the air.


  “Attention all cars and all stations, this is Washington Criminal Control.” The new voice paused, and across the continent, troopers on every thruway, control station, checkpoint and relay block, reached for clipboard and pen.


  “Washington Criminal Control continuing, all cars and all stations, special attention to all units east of the Mississippi. At 1510 hours this date, two men held up the First National Bank of Wilmington, Delaware, and escaped with an estimated one hundred seventy-five thousand dollars. A bank guard and two tellers, together with five bank customers were killed by these subjects using automatic weapon fire to make good their escape. They were observed leaving the scene in a late model, white-over-green Travelaire sedan, license unknown. A car of the same make, model and color was stolen from Annapolis, Maryland, a short time prior to the holdup. The stolen vehicle, now believed to be the getaway car, bears USN license number QABR dash 468 dash 1113 . . .”


  “That’s our baby,” Ben murmured as he and Clay scribbled on their message forms.


  “. . . Motor number ZB 1069432,” Washington Criminal Control continued. “This car is also now believed to have been involved in a hit-and-run fatal accident on NAT 26-West at Marker 92 at approximately 1648 hours this date.


  “Subject Number One is described as WMA, twenty to twenty-five years, five feet, eleven inches tall, medium complexion, dark hair and eyes, wearing a dark-gray sports jacket and dark pants, and wearing a gray sports cap. He was wearing a ring with a large red stone on his left hand.


  “Subject Number Two is described as WMA, twenty to twenty-five years, six feet, light, ruddy complexion and reddish brown hair, light colored eyes. Has scar on back left side of neck. Wearing light-brown suit, green shirt and dark tie, no hat.


  “These subjects are believed to be armed and psychotically dangerous. If observed, approach with extreme caution and inform nearest control of contact. Both subjects now under multiple federal warrants charging bank robbery, murder and hit-and-run murder. All cars and stations acknowledge. Washington Criminal Control out.”


  The air chattered as the cars checked into their nearest controls with “acknowledged.”


  “This looks like it could be a long night,” Kelly said, rising to her feet. “I’m going to sack out. Call me if you need me.”


  “Good night, princess,” Ben called.


  “Hey, Hiawatha,” Clay called out as Kelly paused in the galley door. “I didn’t mean what I said about your steaks. Your great-great-great grandpop would have gone around with his bare scalp hanging out if he had had to use a buffalo hide cured like that steak was cooked.”


  He reached back at the same instant and slammed the cabin door just as Kelly came charging back. She slammed into the door, screamed and then went storming back to the dispensary while Clay doubled over in laugher.


  Ben smiled at his junior partner. “Boy, you’re gonna regret that. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


  Martin turned control over to the younger trooper and relaxed in his seat to go over the APB from Washington. Car 56 bored steadily through the night. The thruway climbed easily up the slight grade cut through the hills north of Wheeling, West Virginia, and once more snow began falling.


  Clay reached over and flipped on the video scanners. Four small screens, one for each of the westbound lanes, glowed with a soft red light. The monitors were synchronized with the radiodometer and changed view at every ten-mile marker. Viewing cameras mounted on towers between each lane, lined the thruway, aimed eastward at the on-coming traffic back to the next bank of cameras ten miles away. Infra-red circuits took over from standard scan at dark. A selector system in the cars gave the troopers the option of viewing either the block they were currently patrolling; the one ahead of the next ten-mile block; or, the one they had just passed. As a rule, the selection was based on the speed of the car. Beamed signals from each block automatically switched the view as the patrol car went past the towers. Clay put the slower lane screens on the block they were in, turned the blue and yellow lanes to the block ahead.


  They rolled past the interchange with NAT 114-South out of Cleveland and the traffic densities picked up in all lanes as many of the southbound vehicles turned west on to NAT 26. The screens flicked and Clay came alert. Some fifteen miles ahead in the one-hundred-fifty-to-two-hundred-mile an hour blue lane, a glowing dot remained motionless in the middle of the lane and the other racing lights of the blue lane traffic were sheering around it like a racing river current parting around a boulder.


  “Trouble,” he said to Martin, as he shoved forward on the throttle.


  A stalled car in the middle of the highspeed lane was an invitation to disaster. The bull horn blared as Beulah leaped past the two hundred mile an hour mark and safety cocoons slid into place. Aft in the dispensary, Kelly was sealed into her bunk by a cocoon rolling out of the wall and encasing the hospital bed.


  Car 56 slanted across the police lane with red lights flashing and edged into the traffic flow in the blue lane. The great, red winking lights and the emergency radio siren signal began clearing a path for the troopers. Vehicles began edging to both sides of the lane to shift to crossovers to the yellow or green lanes. Clay aimed Beulah at the motionless dot on the screen and eased back from the four-mile-a-minute speed. The patrol car slowed and the headlight picked up the stalled vehicle a mile ahead. The cocoons opened and Ben slipped on his work helmet and dropped down the steps to the side hatch. Clay brought Beulah to a halt a dozen yards directly to the rear of the stalled car, the great bulk of the patrol vehicle with its warning lights serving as a shield against any possible fuzzy-headed speeders that might not be observing the road.


  As Martin reached for the door, the Wanted bulletin flashed through his head. “What make of car is that, Clay?”


  “Old jalopy Tritan with some souped-up rigs. Probably kids,” the junior officer replied. “It looks O.K.”


  Ben nodded and swung down out of the patrol car. He walked quickly to the other car, flashing his handlight on the side of the vehicle as he went up to the driver. The interior lights were on and inside, two obviously frightened young couples smiled with relief at the sight of the uniform coveralls. A freckled-faced teenager in a dinner jacket was in the driver’s seat and had the blister window open. He grinned up at Martin. “Boy, am I glad to see you, officer,” he said.


  “What’s the problem?” Ben asked.


  “I guess she blew an impeller,” the youth answered. “We were heading for a school dance at Cincinnati and she was boiling along like she was in orbit when blooey she just quit.”


  Ben surveyed the old jet sedan. “What year is this clunker?” he asked. The kid told him. “You kids have been told not to use this lane for any vehicle that old.” He waved his hand in protest as the youngster started to tell him how many modifications he had made on the car. “It doesn’t make one bit of difference whether you’ve put a first-stage Moon booster on this wreck. It’s not supposed to be in the blue or yellow. And this thing probably shouldn’t have been allowed out of the white—or even on the thruway.”


  The youngster flushed and bit his lip in embarrassment at the giggles from the two evening-frocked girls in the car.


  “Well, let’s get you out of here.” Ben touched his throat mike. “Drop a light, Clay and then let’s haul this junk pile away.”


  In the patrol car, Ferguson reached down beside his seat and tugged at a lever. From a recess in Beulah’s stern, a big portable red warning light dropped to the pavement. As it touched the surface, it automatically flashed to life, sending out a bright, flashing red warning signal into the face of any approaching traffic. Clay eased the patrol car around the stalled vehicle and then backed slow into position, guided by Martin’s radioed instructions. A tow-bar extruded from the back of the police vehicle and a magnaclamp locked onto the front end of the teenager’s car. The older officer walked back to the portable warning light and rolled it on its four wheels to the rear plate of the jalopy where another magnalock secured it to the car. Beulah’s two big rear warning lights still shone above the low silhouette of the passenger car, along with the mobile lamp on the jalopy. Martin walked back to the patrol car and climbed in.


  He slid into his seat and nodded at Clay. The patrol car, with the disabled vehicle in tow moved forward and slanted left towards the police lane. Martin noted the mileage marker on the radiodometer and fingered the transmitter. “Chillicothe Control this is Car 56.”


  “This Chillicothe. Go ahead Five Six.”


  “We picked up some kids in a stalled heap on the blue at Marker 382 and we’ve got them in tow now,” Ben said. “Have a wrecker meet us and take them off our hands.”


  “Affirmative, Five Six. Wrecker will pick you up at Marker 412.”


  Clay headed the patrol car and its trailed load into an emergency entrance to the middle police lane and slowly rolled westward. The senior trooper reached into his records rack and pulled out a citation book.


  “You going to nail these kids?” Clay asked.


  “You’re damned right I am,” Martin replied, beginning to fill in the violation report. “I’d rather have this kid hurting in the pocketbook than dead. If we turn him loose, he’ll think he got away with it this time and try it again. The next time he might not be so lucky.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” Clay said, “but it does seem a little rough.”


  Ben swung around in his seat and surveyed his junior officer. “Sometimes I think you spent four years in the patrol academy with your head up your jet pipes,” he said. He fished out another cigarette and took a deep drag.


  “You’ve had four solid years of law; three years of electronics and jet and air-drive engine mechanics and engineering; pre-med, psychology, math, English, Spanish and a smattering of Portuguese, to say nothing of dozens of other subjects. You graduated in the upper tenth of your class with a B.S. in both Transportation and Criminology which is why you’re riding patrol and not punching a computer or tinkering with an engine. You’d think with all that education that somewhere along the line you’d have learned to think with your head instead of your emotions.”


  Clay kept a studied watch on the roadway. The minute Ben had turned and swung his legs over the side of the seat and pulled out a cigarette, Clay knew that it was school time in Car 56. Instructor Sergeant Ben Martin was in a lecturing mood. It was time for all good pupils to keep their big, fat mouths shut.


  “Remember San Francisco de Borja?” Ben queried. Clay nodded. “And you still think I’m too rough on them?” Ben pressed.


  Ferguson’s memory went back to last year’s fifth patrol. He and Ben with Kelly riding hospital, had been assigned to NAT 200-North, running out of Villahermosa on the Guatamalan border of Mexico to Edmonton Barracks in Canada. It was the second night of the patrol. Some seven hundred fifty miles north of Mexico City, near the town of San Francisco de Borja, a gang of teenage Mexican youngsters had gone roaring up the yellow at speeds touching on four hundred miles an hour. Their car, a beat-up, fifteen-year-old veteran of less speedy and much rockier local mountain roads, had been gimmicked by the kids so that it bore no resemblance to its original manufacture.


  From a junkyard they had obtained a battered air lift, smashed almost beyond use in the crackup of a ten-thousand dollar sports cruiser. The kids pried, pounded and bent the twisted impeller lift blades back into some semblance of alignment. From another wreck of a cargo carrier came a pair of 4000-pound thrust engines. They had jury-rigged the entire mess so that it stuck together on the old heap. Then they hit the thruway—nine of them packed into the jalopy—the oldest one just seventeen years old. They were doing three hundred fifty when they flashed past the patrol car and Ben had roared off in pursuit. The senior officer whipped the big patrol car across the crowded high speed blue lane, jockeyed into the ultra-high yellow and then turned on the power.


  By this time the kids realized they had been spotted and they cranked their makeshift power plant up to the last notch. The most they could get out of it was four hundred and it was doing just that as Car 56, clocking better than five hundred, pulled in behind them. The patrol car was still three hundred yards astern when one of the bent and re-bent impeller blades let go. The out-of-balance fan, turning at close to 35,000 rpm’s, flew to pieces and the air cushion vanished. At four hundred miles an hour, the body of the old jalopy fell the twelve inches to the pavement and both front wheels caved under. There was a momentary shower of sparks, then the entire vehicle snapped cart-wheeling more than eighty feet into the air and exploded. Pieces of car and bodies were scattered for a mile down the thruway and the only whole, identifiable human bodies were those of the three youngsters thrown out and sent hurtling to their deaths more than two hundred feet away.


  Clay’s mind snapped back to the present.


  “Write ‘em up,” he said quietly to Martin. The senior officer gave a satisfied nod and turned back to his citation pad.


  At marker 412, which was also the Columbus turnoff, a big patrol wrecker was parked on the side strip, engines idling, service and warning lights blinking. Clay pulled the patrol car alongside and stopped. He disconnected the tow bar and the two officers climbed out into the cold night air. They walked back to the teenager’s car. Clay went to the rear of the disabled car and unhooked the warning light while Martin went to the driver’s window. He had his citation book in hand. The youngster in the driver’s seat went white at the sight of the violation pad. “May I see your license, please,” Ben asked. The boy fumbled in a back pocket and then produced a thin, metallic tab with his name, age, address and license number etched into the indestructible and unalterable metal.


  “Also your car registration,” Ben added. The youth unclipped a similar metal strip from the dashboard.


  The trooper took the two tabs and walked to the rear of the patrol car. He slid back to a panel to reveal two thin slots in the hull. Martin slid the driver’s license into one of the slots, the registration tab into the other. He pressed a button below each slot. Inside the car, a magnetic reader and auto-transmitter “scanned” the magnetic symbols implanted in the tags. The information was fed instantly to Continental Headquarters Records division at Colorado Springs. In fractions of a second, the great computers at Records were comparing the information on the tags with all previous traffic citations issued anywhere in the North American continent in the past forty-five years since the birth of the Patrol. The information from the driver’s license and registration tab had been relayed from Beulah via the nearest patrol relay point. The answer came back the same way.


  Above the license recording slot were two small lights. The first flashed green, “license is in order and valid.” The second flashed green as well, “no previous citations.” Ben withdrew the tag from the slot. Had the first light come on red, he would have placed the driver under arrest immediately. Had the second light turned amber, it would have indicated a previous minor violation. This, Ben would have noted on the new citation. If the second light had been red, this would have meant either a major previous violation or more than one minor citation. Again, the driver would have been under immediate arrest. The law was mandatory. One big strike and you’re out—two foul tips and the same story. And “out” meant just that. Fines, possibly jail or prison sentence and lifetime revocation of driving privileges.


  Ben flipped the car registration slot to “stand-by” and went back to the teenager’s car. Even though they were parked on the service strip of the police emergency lane, out of all traffic, the youngsters stayed in the car. This one point of the law they knew and knew well. Survival chances were dim anytime something went wrong on the highspeed thruways. That little margin of luck vanished once outside the not-too-much-better security of the vehicle body.


  Martin finished writing and then slipped the driver’s license into a pocket worked into the back of the metallic paper foil of the citation blank. He handed the pad into the window to the driver together with a carbon stylus.


  The boy’s lip trembled and he signed the citation with a shaky hand.


  Ben ripped off the citation blank and license, fed them into the slot on the patrol car and pressed both the car registration and license “record” buttons. Ten seconds later the permanent record of the citation was on file in Colorado Springs and a duplicate recording of the action was in the Continental traffic court docket recorder nearest to the driver’s hometown. Now, no power in three nations could “fix” that ticket. Ben withdrew the citation and registration tag and walked back to the car. He handed the boy the license and registration tab, together with a copy of the citation. Ben bent down to peer into the car.


  “I made it as light on you as I could,” he told the young diver. “You’re charged with improper use of the thruway. That’s a minor violation. By rights, I should have cited you for illegal usage.” He looked around slowly at each of the young people. “You look like nice kids,” he said. “I think you’ll grow up to be nice people. I want you around long enough to be able to vote in a few years. Who knows, maybe I’ll be running for president then and I’ll need your votes. It’s a cinch that falling apart in the middle of two-hundred-mile an hour traffic is no way to treat future voters.


  “Good night, Kids.” He smiled and walked away from the car. The three young passengers smiled back at Ben. The young driver just stared unhappily at the citation.


  Clay stood talking with the wrecker crewmen. Ben nodded to him and mounted into the patrol car. The young Canadian crushed out his cigarette and swung up behind the sergeant. Clay went to the control seat when he saw Martin pause in the door to the galley.


  “I’m going to get a cup of coffee,” the older officer said, “and then take the first shift. You keep Beulah ‘til I get back.”


  Clay nodded and pushed the throttles forward. Car 56 rolled back into the police lane while behind it, the wrecker hooked onto the disabled car and swung north into the crossover. Clay checked both the chronometer and the radiodometer and then reported in. “Cinncy Control this is Car 56 back in service.” Cincinnati Control acknowledged.


  Ten minute later, Ben reappeared in the cab, slid into the left-hand seat. “Hit the sack, kid,” he told Ferguson. The chronometer read 2204. “I’ll wake you at midnight—or sooner, if anything breaks.”


  Ferguson stood up and stretched, then went into the galley. He poured himself a cup of coffee and carrying it with him, went back to the crew quarters. He closed the door to the galley and sat down on the lower bunk to sip his coffee. When he had finished, he tossed the cup into the basket, reached and dimmed the cubby lights and kicked off his boots. Still in his coveralls, Clay stretched out on the bunk and sighed luxuriously. He reached up and pressed a switch on the bulkhead above his pillow and the muted sounds of music from a standard broadcast commercial station drifted into the bunk area. Clay closed his eyes and let the sounds of the music and the muted rumble of the engines lull him to sleep. It took almost fifteen seconds for him to be in deep slumber.


  Ben pushed Beulah up to her steady seventy-five-mile-an-hour cruising speed, moved to the center of the quarter-mile-wide police lane and locked her tracks into autodrive. He relaxed back in his seat and divided his gaze between the video monitors and the actual scene on either side of him in the night. Once again the sky was lighted, this time much brighter on the horizon as the roadways swept to the south of Cincinnati.


  Traffic was once again heavy and fast with the blue and green carrying almost equal loads while white was really crowded and even the yellow “zoom” lane was beginning to fill. The 2200 hour density reports from Cinncy had been given before the Ohio State-Cal football game traffic had hit the thruways and densities now were peaking near twenty thousand vehicles for the one-hundred-mile block of westbound NAT 26 out of Cincinnati.


  Back to the east, near the eastern Ohio state line, Martin could hear Car 207 calling for a wrecker and meat wagon. Beulah rumbled on through the night. The video monitors flicked to the next ten-mile stretch as the patrol car rolled past another interchange. More vehicles streamed onto the westbound thruways, crossing over and dropping down into the same lanes they held coming out of the north-south road. Seven years on patrols had created automatic reflexes in the trooper sergeant. Out of the mass of cars and cargoes streaming along the rushing tide of traffic, his eye picked out the track of one vehicle slanting across the white lane just a shade faster than the flow of traffic. The vehicle was still four or five miles ahead. It wasn’t enough out of the ordinary to cause more than a second, almost unconscious glance, on the part of the veteran officer. He kept his view shifting from screen to screen and out to the sides of the car.


  But the reflexes took hold again as his eye caught the track of the same vehicle as it hit the crossover from white to green, squeezed into the faster lane and continued its sloping run towards the next faster crossover. Now Martin followed the movement of the car almost constantly. The moving blip had made the cutover across the half-mile wide green lane in the span of one crossover and was now whipping into the merger lane that would take it over the top of the police lane and drop down into the one hundred fifty to two hundred mile an hour blue. If the object of his scrutiny straightened out in the blue, he’d let it go. The driver had been bordered on violation in his fast crossover in the face of heavy traffic. If he kept it up in the now-crowded high-speed lane, he was asking for sudden death. The monitors flicked to the next block and Ben waited just long enough to see the speeding car make a move to the left, cutting in front of a speeding cargo carrier. Ben slammed Beulah into high. Once again the bull horn blared as the cocoons slammed shut, this time locking both Clay and Kelly into their bunks, sealing Ben into the control seat.


  Beulah lifted on her air cushion and the twin jets roared as she accelerated down the police lane at three hundred miles an hour. Ben closed the gap on the speeder in less than a minute and then edged over to the south side of the police lane to make the jump into the blue lane. The red emergency lights and the radio siren had already cleared a hole for him in the traffic pattern and he eased back on the finger throttles as the patrol car sailed over the divider and into the blue traffic lane. Now he had eyeball contact with the speeding car, still edging over towards the ultra-high lane. On either side of the patrol car traffic gave way, falling back or moving to the left and right. Car 56 was now directly behind the speeding passenger vehicle. Ben fingered the cut-in switch that put his voice signal onto the standard vehicular emergency frequency—the band that carried the automatic siren-warning to all vehicles.


  The patrol car was still hitting above the two-hundred-mile-an-hour mark and was five hundred feet behind the speeder. The headlamp bathed the other car in a white glare, punctuated with angry red flashes from the emergency lights.


  “You are directed to halt or be fired upon,” Ben’s voice roared out over the emergency frequency. Almost without warning, the speeding car began braking down with such deceleration that the gargantuan patrol car with its greater mass came close to smashing over it and crushing the small passenger vehicle like an insect. Ben cut all forward power, punched up full retrojet and at the instant he felt Beulah’s tracks touch the pavement as the air cushion blew, he slammed on the brakes. Only the safety cocoon kept Martin from being hurled against the instrument panel and in their bunks, Kelly Lightfoot and Clay Ferguson felt their insides dragging down into their legs.


  The safety cocoons snapped open and Clay jumped into his boots and leaped for the cab. “Speeder,” Ben snapped as he jumped down the steps to the side hatch. Ferguson snatched up his helmet from the rack beside his seat and leaped down to join his partner. Ben ran up to the stopped car through a thick haze of smoke from the retrojets of the patrol car and the friction-burning braking of both vehicles. Ferguson circled to the other side of the car. As they flashed their handlights into the car, they saw the driver of the car kneeling on the floor beside the reclined passenger seat. A woman lay stretched out on the seat, twisting in pain. The man raised an agonized face to the officers. “My wife’s going to have her baby right here!”


  “Kelly,” Ben yelled into his helmet transmitter. “Maternity!”


  The dispensary ramp was halfway down before Ben had finished calling. Kelly jumped to the ground and sprinted around the corner of the patrol car, medical bag in hand.


  She shoved Clay out of the way and opened the door on the passenger side. On the seat, the woman moaned and then muffled a scream. The patrol doctor laid her palm on the distended belly. “How fast are your pains coming?” she asked. Clay and Ben had moved away from the car a few feet.


  “Litter,” Kelly snapped over her shoulder. Clay raced for the patrol car while Ben unshipped a portable warning light and rolled it down the lane behind the patrol car. He flipped it to amber “caution” and “pass.” Blinking amber arrows pointed to the left and right of the halted passenger vehicle and traffic in the blue lane began picking up speed and parting around the obstructions.


  By the time he returned to the patrol car, Kelly had the expectant mother in the dispensary. She slammed the door in the faces of the three men and then she went to work.


  The woman’s husband slumped against the side of the patrol vehicle.


  Ben dug out his pack of cigarettes and handed one to the shaking driver.


  He waited until the man had taken a few drags before speaking.


  “Mister, I don’t know if you realize it or not but you came close to killing your wife, your baby and yourself,” Ben said softly, “to say nothing of the possibility of killing several other families. Just what did you think you were doing?”


  The driver’s shoulders sagged and his hand shook as he took the cigarette from his mouth. “Honestly, officer, I don’t know. I just got frightened to death,” he said. He peered up at Martin. “This is our first baby, you see, and Ellen wasn’t due for another week. We thought it would be all right to visit my folks in Cleveland and Ellen was feeling just fine. Well, anyway, we started home tonight—we live in Jefferson City—and just about the time I got on the thruway, Ellen started having pains. I was never so scared in my life. She screamed once and then tried to muffle them but I knew what was happening and all I could think of was to get her to a hospital. I guess I went out of my head, what with her moaning and the traffic and everything. The only place I could think of that had a hospital was Evansville, and I was going to get her there come hell or high water.” The young man tossed away the half-smoked cigarette and looked up at the closed dispensary door. “Do you think she’s all right?”


  Ben sighed resignedly and put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Don’t you worry a bit. She’s got one of the best doctors in the continent in there with her. Come on.” He took the husband by the arm and led him around to the patrol car cab hatch. “You climb up there and sit down. I’ll be with you in a second.”


  The senior officer signaled to Ferguson. “Let’s get his car out of the traffic, Clay,” he directed. “You drive it.”


  Ben went back and retrieved the caution blinker and re-racked it in the side of the patrol car, then climbed up into the cab. He took his seat at the controls and indicated the jump seat next to him. “Sit down, son. We’re going to get us and your car out of this mess before we all get clobbered.”


  He flicked the headlamp at Ferguson in the control seat of the passenger car and the two vehicles moved out. Ben kept the emergency lights on while they eased carefully cross-stream to the north and the safety of the police lane. Clay picked up speed at the outer edge of the blue lane and rolled along until he reached the first “patrol only” entrance through the divider to the service strip. Ben followed him in and then turned off the red blinkers and brought the patrol car to a halt behind the other vehicle.


  The worried husband stood up and looked to the rear of the car. “What’s making it so long?” he asked anxiously. “They’ve been in there a long time.”


  Ben smiled. “Sit down, son. These things take time. Don’t you worry. If there were anything wrong, Kelly would let us know. She can talk to us on the intercom anytime she wants anything.”


  The man sat back down. “What’s your name?” Ben inquired.


  “Haverstraw,” the husband replied distractedly, “George Haverstraw. I’m an accountant. That’s my wife back there,” he cried, pointing to the closed galley door. “That’s Ellen.”


  “I know,” Ben said gently. “You told us that.”


  Clay had come back to the patrol car and dropped into his seat across from the young husband. “Got a name picked out for the baby?” he asked.


  Haverstraw’s face lighted. “Oh, yes,” he exclaimed. “If it’s a boy, we’re going to call him Harmon Pierce Haverstraw. That was my grandfather’s name. And if she’s a girl, it’s going to be Caroline May after Ellen’s mother and grandmother.”


  The intercom came to life. “Anyone up there?” Kelly’s voice asked. Before they could answer, the wail of a baby sounded over the system. Haverstraw yelled.


  “Congratulations, Mr. Haverstraw,” Kelly said, “you’ve got a fine-looking son.”


  “Hey,” the happy young father yelped, “hey, how about that? I’ve got a son.” He pounded the two grinning troopers on the back. Suddenly he froze. “What about Ellen? How’s Ellen?” he called out.


  “She’s just fine,” Kelly replied. “We’ll let you in here in a couple of minutes but we’ve got to get us gals and your new son looking pretty for papa. Just relax.”


  Haverstraw sank down onto the jump seat with a happy dazed look on his face.


  Ben smiled and reached for the radio. “I guess our newest citizen deserves a ride in style,” he said. “We’re going to have to transfer Mrs. Haverstraw and er, oh yes, Master Harmon Pierce to an ambulance and then to a hospital now, George. You have any preference on where they go?”


  “Gosh, no,” the man replied. “I guess the closest one to wherever we are.” He paused thoughtfully. “Just where are we? I’ve lost all sense of distance or time or anything else.”


  Ben looked at the radiodometer. “We’re just about due south of Indianapolis. How would that be?”


  “Oh, that’s fine,” Haverstraw replied.


  “You can come back now, Mr. Haverstraw,” Kelly called out. Haverstraw jumped up. Clay got up with him. “Come on, papa,” he grinned, “I’ll show you the way.”


  Ben smiled and then called into Indianapolis Control for an ambulance.


  “Ambulance on the way,” Control replied. “Don’t you need a wrecker, too, Five Six?”


  Ben grinned. “Not this time. We didn’t lose one. We gained one.”


  He got up and went back to have a look at Harmon Pierce Haverstraw, age five minutes, temporary address, North American Continental Thruway 26-West, Mile Marker 632.


  Five minutes later, mother and baby were in the ambulance heading north to the hospital. Haverstraw, calmed down with a sedative administered by Kelly, had nearly wrung their hands off in gratitude as he said good-by.


  “I’ll mail you all cigars when I get home,” he shouted as he waved and climbed into his car.


  Beulah’s trio watched the new father ease carefully into the traffic as the ambulance headed down the police-way. Haverstraw would have to cut over to the next exchange and then go north to Indianapolis. He’d arrive later than his family. This time, he was the very picture of careful driving and caution as he threaded his way across the green.


  “I wonder if he knows what brand of cigars I smoke?” Kelly mused.


  The chrono clicked up to 2335 as Car 56 resumed patrol. Kelly plumped down onto the jump seat beside Ben. Clay was fiddling in the galley. “Why don’t you go back to the sack?” Ben called.


  “What, for a lousy twenty-five minutes,” Clay replied. “I had a good nap before you turned the burners up to high. Besides, I’m hungry. Anyone else want a snack?”


  Ben shook his head. “No, thanks,” Kelly said. Ferguson finished slapping together a sandwich. Munching on it, he headed into the engine room to make the midnight check. Car 56 had now been on patrol eight hours. Only two hundred thirty-two hours and two thousand miles to go.


  Kelly looked around at the departing back of the younger trooper. “I’ll bet this is the only car in NorCon that has to stock twenty days of groceries for a ten-day patrol,” she said.


  Ben chuckled. “He’s still a growing boy.”


  “Well, if he is, it’s all between the ears,” the girl replied. “You’d think that after a year I would have realized that nothing could penetrate that thick Canuck’s skull. He gets me so mad sometimes that I want to forget I’m a lady.” She paused thoughtfully. “Come to think of it. No one ever accused me of being a lady in the first place.”


  “Sounds like love,” Ben smiled.


  Hunched over on the jump seat with her elbows on her knees and her chin cupped in both hands, Kelly gave the senior officer a quizzical sideways look.


  Ben was watching his monitors and missed the glance. Kelly sighed and stared out into the light streaked night of the thruway. The heavy surge of football traffic had distributed itself into the general flow on the road and while all lanes were busy, there were no indications of any overcrowding or jam-ups. Much of the pattern was shifting from passenger to cargo vehicle as it neared midnight. The football crowds were filtering off at each exchange and exit and the California fans had worked into the blue and yellow—mostly the yellow—for the long trip home. The fewer passenger cars on the thruway and the increase in cargo carriers gave the troopers a breathing spell. The men in the control buckets of the three hundred and four hundred-ton cargo vehicles were the real pros of the thruways; careful, courteous and fast. The NorCon patrol cars could settle down to watch out for the occasional nuts and drunks that might bring disaster.


  Once again, Martin had the patrol car on auto drive in the center of the police lane and he steeled back in his seat. Beside him, Kelly stared moodily into the night.


  “How come you’ve never married, Ben?” she asked. The senior trooper gave her a startled look. “Why, I guess for the same reason you’re still a maiden,” he answered. “This just doesn’t seem to be the right kind of a job for a married man.”


  Kelly shook her head. “No, it’s not the same thing with me,” she said. “At least, not entirely the same thing. If I got married, I’d have to quit the Patrol and you wouldn’t. And secondly, if you must know the truth, I’ve never been asked.”


  Ben looked thoughtfully at the copper-haired Irish-Indian girl. All of a sudden she seemed to have changed in his eyes. He shook his head and turned back to the road monitors.


  “I just don’t think that a patrol trooper has any business getting married and trying to keep a marriage happy and make a home for a family thirty days out of every three hundred sixty, with an occasional weekend home if you’re lucky enough to draw your hometown for a terminal point. This might help the population rate but it sure doesn’t do anything for the institution of matrimony.”


  “I know some troopers that are married,” Kelly said.


  “But there aren’t very many,” Ben countered. “Comes the time they pull me off the cars and stick me behind a desk somewhere, then I’ll think about it.”


  “You might be too old by then,” Kelly murmured.


  Ben grinned. “You sound as though you’re worried about it,” he said.


  “No,” Kelly replied softly, “no, I’m not worried about it. Just thinking.” She averted her eyes and looked out into the night again. “I wonder what NorCon would do with a husband-wife team?” she murmured, almost to herself.


  Ben looked sharply at her and frowned. “Why, they’d probably split them up,” he said.


  “Split what up?” Clay inquired, standing in the door of the cab.


  “Split up all troopers named Clay Ferguson,” Kelly said disgustedly, “and use them for firewood—especially the heads. They say that hardwood burns long and leaves a fine ash. And that’s what you’ve been for years.”


  She sat erect in the jump seat and looked sourly at the young trooper.


  Clay shuddered at the pun and squeezed by the girl to get to his seat. “I’ll take it now, pop,” he said. “Go get your geriatrics treatment.”


  Ben got out of his seat with a snort. “I’ll ‘pop’ you, skinhead,” he snapped. “You may be eight years younger than I am but you only have one third the virility and one tenth the brains. And eight years from now you’ll still be in deficit spending on both counts.”


  “Careful, venerable lord of my destiny,” Clay admonished with a grin, “remember how I spent my vacation and remember how you spent yours before you go making unsubstantiated statements about my virility.”


  Kelly stood up. “If you two will excuse me, I’ll go back to the dispensary and take a good jolt of male hormones and then we can come back and finish this man-to-man talk in good locker room company.”


  “Don’t you dare,” Ben cried. “I wouldn’t let you tamper with one single, tiny one of your feminine traits, princess. I like you just the way you are.”


  Kelly looked at him with a wide-eyed, cherubic smile. “You really mean that, Ben?”


  The older trooper flushed briefly and then turned quickly into the galley. “I’m going to try for some shut-eye. Wake me at two, Clay, if nothing else breaks.” He turned to Kelly who was still smiling at him. “And watch out for that lascivious young goat.”


  “It’s all just talk, talk, talk,” she said scornfully. “You go to bed, Ben. I’m going to try something new in psychiatric annals. I’m going to try and psychoanalyze a dummy.” She sat back down on the jump seat.


  At 2400 hours it was Vincennes Check with the density reports, all down in the past hour. The patrol was settling into what looked like a quiet night routine. Kelly chatted with Ferguson for another half hour and then rose again. “I think I’ll try to get some sleep,” she said. “I’ll put on a fresh pot of coffee for you two before I turn in.”


  She rattled around in the galley for some time. “Whatcha cooking?” Clay called out. “Making coffee,” Kelly replied.


  “It take all that time to make coffee?” Clay queried.


  “No,” she said. “I’m also getting a few things ready so we can have a fast breakfast in case we have to eat on the run. I’m just about through now.”


  A couple of minutes later she stuck her head into the cab. “Coffee’s done. Want some?”


  Clay nodded. “Please, princess.”


  She poured him a cup and set it in the rack beside his seat.


  “Thanks,” Clay said. “Good night, Hiawatha.”


  “Good night, Babe,” she replied.


  “You mean ‘Paul Bunyon,’ don’t you?” Clay asked. “ ‘Babe’ was his blue ox.”


  “I know what I said,” Kelly retorted and strolled back to the dispensary. As she passed through the crew cubby, she glanced at Ben sleeping on the bunk recently vacated by Ferguson. She paused and carefully and gently pulled a blanket up over his sleeping form. She smiled down at the trooper and then went softly to her compartment.


  In the cab, Clay sipped at his coffee and kept watchful eyes on the video monitors. Beulah was back on auto drive and Clay had dropped her speed to a slow fifty as the traffic thinned.


  At 0200 hours he left the cab long enough to go back and shake Ben awake and was himself re-awakened at 0400 to take back control. He let Ben sleep an extra hour before routing him out of the bunk again at 0700. The thin, gray light of the winter morning was just taking hold when Ben came back into the cab. Clay had pulled Beulah off to the service strip and was stopped while he finished transcribing his scribbled notes from the 0700 Washington Criminal Control broadcast.


  Ben ran his hand sleepily over his close-cropped head. “Anything exciting?” he asked with a yawn. Clay shook his head. “Same old thing. ‘All cars exercise special vigilance over illegal crossovers. Keep all lanes within legal speed limits.’ Same old noise.”


  “Anything new on our hit-runner?”


  “Nope.”


  “Good morning, knights of the open road,” Kelly said from the galley door. “Obviously you both went to sleep after I left and allowed our helpless citizens to slaughter each other.”


  “How do you figure that one?” Ben laughed.


  “Oh, it’s very simple,” she replied. “I managed to get in a full seven hours of sleep. When you sleep, I sleep. I slept. Ergo, you did likewise.”


  “Nope,” Clay said, “for once we had a really quiet night. Let’s hope the day is of like disposition.”


  Kelly began laying out the breakfast things. “You guys want eggs this morning?”


  “You gonna cook again today?” Clay inquired.


  “Only breakfast,” Kelly said. “You have the honors for the rest of the day. The diner is now open and we’re taking orders.”


  “I’ll have mine over easy,” Ben said. “Make mine sunny-up,” Clay called.


  Kelly began breaking eggs into the pan, muttering to herself. “Over easy, sunny-up, I like ‘em scrambled. Next tour I take I’m going to get on a team where everyone likes scrambled eggs.”


  A few minutes later, Beulah’s crew sat down to breakfast. Ben had just dipped into his egg yolk when the radio blared. “Attention all cars. Special attention Cars 207, 56 and 82.”


  “Just once,” Ben said, “just once, I want to sit down to a meal and get it all down my gullet before that radio gives me indigestion.” He laid down his fork and reached for the message pad.


  The radio broadcast continued. “A late model, white over green Travelaire, containing two men and believed to be the subjects wanted in earlier broadcast on murder, robbery and hit-run murder, was involved in a service station robbery and murder at Vandalia, Illinois, at approximately 0710 this date. NorCon Criminal Division believes this subject car escaped filter check and left NAT 26-West sometime during the night.


  “Owner of this stolen vehicle states it had only half tanks of fuel at the time it was taken. This would indicate wanted subjects stopped for fuel. It is further believed they were recognized by the station attendant from video bulletins sent out by this department last date and that he was shot and killed to prevent giving alarm.


  “The shots alerted residents of the area and the subject car was last seen headed south. This vehicle may attempt to regain access to NAT 26-West or it may take another thruway. All units are warned once again to approach this vehicle with extreme caution and only with the assistance of another unit where possible. Acknowledge. Washington Criminal Control out.”


  Ben looked at the chrono. “They hit Vandalia at 0710, eh. Even in the yellow they couldn’t get this far for another half hour. Let’s finish breakfast. It may be a long time until lunch.”


  The crew returned to their meal. While Kelly was cleaning up after breakfast, Clay ran the quick morning engine room check. In the cab, Ben opened the arms rack and brought out two machine pistols and belts. He checked them for loads and laid one on Clay’s control seat. He strapped the other around his waist. Then he flipped up a cover in the front panel of the cab. It exposed the breech mechanisms of a pair of twin-mounted 25 mm auto-cannon. The ammunition loads were full. Satisfied, Ben shut the inspection port and climbed into his seat. Clay came forward, saw the machine pistol on his seat and strapped it on without a word. He settled himself in his seat. “Engine room check is all green. Let’s go rabbit hunting.”


  Car 56 moved slowly out into the police lane. Both troopers had their individual sets of video monitors on in front of their seats and were watching them intently. In the growing light of day, a white-topped car was going to be easy to spot.


  It had all the earmarks of being another wintry, overcast day. The outside temperature at 0800 was right on the twenty-nine-degree mark and the threat of more snow remained in the air. The 0800 density reports from St. Louis Control were below the 14,000 mark in all lanes in the one-hundred-mile block west of the city. That was to be expected. They listened to the eastbound densities peaking at twenty-six thousand vehicles in the same block, all heading into the metropolis and their jobs. The 0800, 1200 and 1600 hours density reports also carried the weather forecasts for a five-hundred-mile radius from the broadcasting control point. Decreasing temperatures with light to moderate snow was in the works for Car 56 for the first couple of hundred miles west of St. Louis, turning to almost blizzard conditions in central Kansas. Extra units had already been put into service on all thruways through the Midwest and snow-burners were waging a losing battle from Wichita west to the Rockies around Alamosa, Colorado.


  Outside the temperature was below freezing; inside the patrol car it was a comfortable sixty-eight degrees. Kelly had cleaned the galley and taken her place on the jump seat between the two troopers. With all three of them in the cab, Ben cut from the intercom to commercial broadcast to catch the early morning newscasts and some pleasant music. The patrol vehicle glided along at a leisurely sixty miles an hour. An hour out of St. Louis, a big liquid cargo carrier was stopped on the inner edge of the green lane against the divider to the police lane. The trucker had dropped both warning barriers and lights a half mile back. Ben brought Beulah to a halt across the divider from the stopped carrier. “Dropped a track pin,” the driver called out to the officers.


  Ben backed Beulah across the divider behind the stalled carrier to give them protection while they tried to assist the stalled vehicle.


  Donning work helmets to maintain contact with the patrol car, and its remote radio system, the two troopers dismounted and went to see what needed fixing. Kelly drifted back to the dispensary and stretched out on one of the hospital bunks and picked up a new novel.


  Beulah’s well-equipped machine shop stock room produced a matching pin and it was merely a matter of lifting the stalled carrier and driving it into place in the track assembly. Ben brought the patrol car alongside the carrier and unshipped the crane. Twenty minutes later, Clay and the carrier driver had the new part installed and the tanker was on his way once again.


  Clay climbed into the cab and surveyed his grease-stained uniform coveralls and filthy hands. “Your nose is smudged, too, dearie,” Martin observed.


  Clay grinned, “I’m going to shower and change clothes. Try and see if you can drive this thing until I get back without increasing the pedestrian fatality rate.” He ducked back into the crew cubby and stripped his coveralls.


  Bored with her book, Kelly wandered back to the cab and took Clay’s vacant control seat. The snow had started falling again and in the mid-morning light it tended to soften the harsh, utilitarian landscape of the broad thruway stretching ahead to infinity and spreading out in a mile of speeding traffic on either hand.


  “Attention all cars on NAT 26-West and East,” Washington Criminal Control radio blared. “Special attention Cars 56 and 82. Suspect vehicle, white over green Travelaire reported re-entered NAT 26-West on St. Louis interchange 179. St. Louis Control reports communications difficulty in delayed report. Vehicle now believed . . .”


  “Car 56, Car 56,” St. Louis Control broke in. “Our pigeon is in your zone. Commercial carrier reports near miss sideswipe three minutes ago in blue lane approximately three miles west of mile Marker 957.


  “Repeating. Car 56, suspect car—”


  Ben glanced at the radiodometer. It read 969, then clicked to 970.


  “This is Five Six, St. Louis,” he broke in, “acknowledged. Our position is mile marker 970 . . .”


  Kelly had been glued to the video monitors since the first of the bulletin. Suddenly she screamed and banged Ben on the shoulder. “There they are. There they are,” she cried, pointing at the blue lane monitor.


  Martin took one look at the white-topped car cutting through traffic in the blue lane and slammed Beulah into high. The safety cocoons slammed shut almost on the first notes of the bull horn. Trapped in the shower, Clay was locked into the stall dripping wet as the water automatically shut off with the movement of the cocoon.


  “I have them in sight,” Ben reported, as the patrol car lifted on its air pad and leaped forward. “They’re in the blue five miles ahead of me and cutting over to the yellow. I estimate their speed at two twenty-five. I am in pursuit.”


  Traffic gave way as Car 56 hurtled the divider into the blue.


  The radio continued to snap orders.


  “Cars 112, 206, 76 and 93 establish roadblocks at mile marker crossover 1032. Car 82 divert all blue and yellow to green and white.”


  Eight Two was one hundred fifty miles ahead but at three-hundred-mile-an-hour speeds, 82’s team was very much a part of the operation. This would clear the two high-speed lanes if the suspect car hadn’t been caught sooner.


  “Cars 414, 227 and 290 in NAT-26-East, move into the yellow to cover in case our pigeon decides to fly the median.” The controller continued to move cars into covering positions in the area on all crossovers and turnoffs. The sweating dispatcher looked at his lighted map board and mentally cursed the lack of enough units to cover every exit. State and local authorities already had been notified in the event the fugitives left the thruways and tried to escape on a state freeway.


  In Car 56, Ben kept the patrol car roaring down the blue lane through the speeding westbound traffic. The standard emergency signal was doing a partial job of clearing the path, but at those speeds, driver reaction times weren’t always fast enough. Ahead, the fleeing suspect car brushed against a light sedan, sending it careening and rocking across the lane. The driver fought for control as it swerved and screeched on its tilting frame. He brought it to a halt amid a haze of blue smoke from burning brakes and bent metal. The white over green Travelaire never slowed, fighting its way out of the blue into the ultra-high yellow and lighter traffic. Ben kept Beulah in bulldog pursuit.


  The sideswipe ahead had sent other cars veering in panic and a cluster inadvertently bunched up in the path of the roaring patrol car. Like a flock of hawk-frightened chickens, they tried to scatter as they saw and heard the massive police vehicle bearing down on them. But like chickens, they couldn’t decide which way to run. It was a matter of five or six seconds before they parted enough to let the patrol car through. Ben had no choice but to cut the throttle and punch once on the retrojets to brake the hurtling patrol car. The momentary drops in speed unlocked the safety cocoons and in an instant, Clay had leaped from the shower stall and sped to the cab. Hearing, rather than seeing his partner, Martin snapped over his shoulder, “Unrack the rifles. That’s the car.” Clay reached for the gun rack at the rear of the cab.


  Kelly took one look at the young trooper and jumped for the doorway to the galley. A second later she was back. Without a word, she handed the nude Ferguson a dangling pair of uniform coveralls. Clay gasped, dropped the rifles and grabbed the coveralls from her hand and clutched them to his figure. His face was beet-red. Still without speaking, Kelly turned and ran back to her dispensary to be ready for the next acceleration.


  Clay was into the coveralls and in his seat almost at the instant Martin whipped the patrol car through the hole in the blue traffic and shoved her into high once more.


  There was no question about the fact that the occupants of the fugitive car knew they were being pursued. They shot through the crossover into the yellow lane and now were hurtling down the thruway close to the four-hundred-mile-an-hour mark.


  Martin had Beulah riding just under three hundred to make the crossover, still ten miles behind the suspect car and following on video monitor. The air still crackled with commands as St. Louis and Washington Control maneuvered other cars into position as the pursuit went westward past other units blocking exit routes.


  Clay read aloud the radiodometer numerals as they clicked off a mile every nine seconds. Car 56 roared into the yellow and the instant Ben had it straightened out, he slammed all finger throttles to full power. Beulah snapped forward and even at three hundred miles an hour, the sudden acceleration pasted the car’s crew against the backs of their cushioned seats. The patrol car shot forward at more than five hundred miles an hour.


  The image of the Travelaire grew on the video monitor and then the two troopers had it in actual sight, a white, racing dot on the broad avenue of the thruway six miles ahead.


  Clay triggered the controls for the forward bow cannon and a panel box flashed to “ready fire” signal.


  “Negative,” Martin ordered. “We’re coming up on the roadblock. You might miss and hit one of our cars.”


  “Car 56 to Control,” the senior trooper called. “Watch out at the roadblock. He’s doing at least five hundred in the yellow and he’ll never be able to stop.”


  Two hundred miles east, the St. Louis controller made a snap decision. “Abandon roadblock. Roadblock cars start west. Maintain two hundred until subject comes into monitor view. Car 56, continue speed estimates of subject car. Maybe we can box him in.”


  At the roadblock forty-five miles ahead of the speeding fugitives and their relentless pursuer, the four patrol cars pivoted and spread out across the roadway some five hundred feet apart. They lunged forward and lifted up to air-cushion jet drive at just over two hundred miles an hour. Eight pairs of eyes were fixed on video monitors set for the ten-mile block to the rear of the four vehicles.


  Beulah’s indicated ground speed now edged towards the five hundred fifty mark, close to the maximum speeds the vehicles could attain.


  The gap continued to close, but more slowly. “He’s firing hotter,” Ben called out. “Estimating five thirty on subject vehicle.”


  Now Car 56 was about three miles astern and still the gap closed. The fugitive car flashed past the site of the abandoned roadblock and fifteen seconds later all four patrol cars racing ahead of the Travelaire broke into almost simultaneous reports of “Here he comes.”


  A second later, Clay Ferguson yelled out, “There he goes. He’s boondocking, he’s boondocking.”


  “He has you spotted,” Martin broke in. “He’s heading for the median. Cut, cut, cut. Get out in there ahead of him.”


  The driver of the fugitive car had seen the bulk of the four big patrol cruisers outlined against the slight rise in the thruway almost at the instant he flashed onto their screens ten miles behind them. He broke speed, rocked wildly from side to side, fighting for control and then cut diagonally to the left, heading for the outer edge of the thruway and the unpaved, half-mile-wide strip of landscaped earth that separated the east and westbound segments of NAT-26.


  The white and green car was still riding on its airpad when it hit the low, rounded curbing at the edge of the thruway. It hurtled into the air and sailed for a hundred feet across the gently-sloping snow-covered grass, came smashing down in a thick hedgerow of bushes—and kept going.


  Car 56 slowed and headed for the curbing. “Watch it, kids,” Ben snapped over the intercom, “we may be buying a plot in a second.”


  Still traveling more than five hundred miles an hour, the huge patrol car hit the curbing and bounced into the air like a rocket boosted elephant. It tilted and smashed its nose in a slanting blow into the snow-covered ground. The sound of smashing and breaking equipment mingled with the roar of the thundering jets, tracks and air drives as the car fought its way back to level travel. It surged forward and smashed through the hedgerow and plunged down the sloping snowbank after the fleeing car.


  “Clay,” Ben called in a strained voice, “take ‘er.”


  Ferguson’s fingers were already in position. “You all right, Ben?” he asked anxiously.


  “Think I dislocated a neck vertebra,” Ben replied. “I can’t move my head. Go get ‘em, kid.”


  “Try not to move your head at all, Ben,” Kelly called from her cocoon in the dispensary. “I’ll be there the minute we slow down.”


  A half mile ahead, the fugitive car plowed along the bottom of the gentle draw in a cloud of snow, trying to fight its way up the opposite slope and onto the eastbound thruway.


  But the Travelaire was never designed for driving on anything but a modern superhighway. Car 56 slammed through the snow and down to the bottom of the draw. A quarter of a mile ahead of the fugitives, the first of the four roadblock units came plowing over the rise.


  The car’s speed dropped quickly to under a hundred and the cocoons were again retracted. Ben slumped forward in his seat and caught himself. He eased back with a gasp of pain, his head held rigidly straight. Almost the instant he started to straighten up, Kelly flung herself through the cab door. She clasped his forehead and held his head against the back of the control seat.


  Suddenly, the fugitive car spun sideways, bogged in the wet snow and muddy ground beneath and stopped. Clay bore down on it and was about two hundred yards away when the canopy of the other vehicle popped open and a sheet of automatic weapons fire raked the patrol car. Only the low angle of the sedan and the nearness of the bulky patrol car saved the troopers. Explosive bullets smashed into the patrol car canopy and sent shards of plastiglass showering down on the trio.


  An instant later, the bow cannon of the first of the cut-off patrol units opened fire. An ugly, yellow-red blossom of smoke and fire erupted from the front of the Travelaire and it burst into flames. A second later, the figure of a man staggered out of the burning car, clothes and hair aflame. He took four plunging steps and then fell face down in the snow. The car burned and crackled and a thick funeral pyre of oily, black smoke billowed into the gray sky. It was snowing heavily now, and before the troopers could dismount and plow to the fallen man, a thin layer of snow covered his burned body.


  An hour later, Car 56 was again on NAT 26-West, this time heading for Wichita barracks and needed repairs. In the dispensary, Ben Martin was stretched out on a hospital bunk with a traction brace around his neck and a copper-haired medical-surgical patrolwoman fussing over him.


  In the cab, Clay peered through the now almost-blinding blizzard that whirled and skirled thick snow across the thruway. Traffic densities were virtually zero despite the efforts of the dragonlike snow-burners trying to keep the roadways clear. The young trooper shivered despite the heavy jacket over his coveralls. Wind whistled through the shell holes in Beulah’s canopy and snow sifted and drifted against the back bulkhead.


  The cab communications system had been smashed by the gunfire and Clay wore his work helmet both for communications and warmth.


  The door to the galley cracked open and Kelly stuck her head in. “How much farther, Clay?” she asked.


  “We should be in the barracks in about twenty minutes,” the shivering trooper replied.


  “I’ll fix you a cup of hot coffee,” Kelly said. “You look like you need it.”


  Over the helmet intercom Clay heard her shoving things around in the galley. “My heavens, but this place is a mess,” she exclaimed. “I can’t even find the coffee bin. That steeplechase driving has got to stop.” She paused.


  “Clay,” she called out, “Have you been drinking in here? It smells like a brewery.”


  Clay raised mournful eyes to the shattered canopy above him. “My cooking wine,” he sighed.


  HUNTING PROBLEM


  Robert Sheckley


  It was the last troop meeting before the big Scouter Jamboree, and all the patrols had turned out. Patrol 22—the Soaring Falcon Patrol—was camped in a shady hollow, holding a tentacle pull. The Brave Bison Patrol, number 31, was moving around a little stream. The Bisons were practicing their skill at drinking liquids, and laughing excitedly at the odd sensation.


  And the Charging Mirash Patrol, number 19, was waiting for Scouter Drog, who was late as usual.


  Drog hurtled down from the ten-thousand-foot level, went solid, and hastily crawled into the circle of scouters. “Gee,” he said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize what time—”


  The Patrol Leader glared at him. “You’re out of uniform, Drog.”


  “Sorry, sir,” Drog said, hastily extruding a tentacle he had forgotten.


  The others giggled. Drog blushed a dim orange. He wished he were invisible.


  But it wouldn’t be proper right now.


  “I will open our meeting with the Scouter Creed,” the Patrol Leader said. He cleared his throat. “We, the Young Scouters of the planet Elbonai, pledge to perpetuate the skills and virtues of our pioneering ancestors. For that purpose, we Scouters adopt the shape our forebears were born to when they conquered the virgin wilderness of Elbonai. We hereby resolve—”


  Scouter Drog adjusted his hearing receptors to amplify the Leader’s soft voice. The Creed always thrilled him. It was hard to believe that his ancestors had once been earthbound. Today the Elbonai were aerial beings, maintaining only the minimum of body, fueling by cosmic radiation at the twenty-thousand-foot level, sensing by direct perception, coming down only for sentimental or sacramental purposes. They had come a long way since the Age of Pioneering. The modern world had begun with the Age of Submolecular Control, which was followed by the present age of Direct Control.


  “. . . honesty and fair play,” the Leader was saying. “And we further resolve to drink liquids, as they did, and to eat solid food, and to increase our skill in their tools and methods.”


  The invocation completed, the youngsters scattered around the plain. The Patrol Leader came up to Drog.


  “This is the last meeting before the Jamboree,” the Leader said.


  “I know,” Drog said.


  “And you are the only second-class scouter in the Charging Mirash Patrol. All the others are first-class, or at least Junior Pioneers. What will people think about our patrol?”


  Drog squirmed uncomfortably. “It isn’t entirely my fault,” he said. “I know I failed the tests in swimming and bomb making, but those just aren’t my skills. It isn’t fair to expect me to know everything. Even among the pioneers there were specialists. No one was expected to know all—”


  “And just what are your skills?” the Leader interrupted.


  “Forest and Mountain Lore,” Drog answered eagerly. “Tracking and hunting.”


  The Leader studied him for a moment. Then he said slowly, “Drog, how would you like one last chance to make first class, and win an achievement badge as well?”


  “I’d do anything!” Drog cried.


  “Very well,” the Patrol Leader said. “What is the name of our patrol?”


  “The Charging Mirash Patrol.”


  “And what is a Mirash?”


  “A large and ferocious animal,” Drog answered promptly. “Once they inhabited large parts of Elbonai, and our ancestors fought many savage battles with them. Now they are extinct.”


  “Not quite,” the Leader said. “A scouter was exploring the woods five hundred miles north of here, coordinates S-233 by 482-W, and he came upon a pride of three Mirash, all bulls, and therefore huntable. I want you, Drog, to track them down, to stalk them, using Forest and Mountain Lore. Then, utilizing only pioneering tools and methods, I want you to bring back the pelt of one Mirash. Do you think you can do it?”


  “I know I can, sir!”


  “Go at once,” the Leader said. “We will fasten the pelt to our flagstaff. We will undoubtedly be commended at the Jamboree.”


  “Yes, sir!” Drog hastily gathered up his equipment, filled his canteen with liquid, packed a lunch of solid food, and set out.


  A few minutes later, he had levitated himself to the general area of S-233 by 482-W. It was a wild and romantic country of jagged rocks and scrubby trees, thick underbrush in the valleys, snow on the peaks. Drog looked around, somewhat troubled.


  He had told the Patrol Leader a slight untruth.


  The fact of the matter was, he wasn’t particularly skilled in Forest and Mountain Lore, hunting or tracking. He wasn’t particularly skilled in anything except dreaming away long hours among the clouds at the five-thousand-foot level. What if he failed to find a Mirash? What if the Mirash found him first?


  But that couldn’t happen, he assured himself. In a pinch, he could always gestibulize. Who would ever know?


  In another moment he picked up a faint trace of Mirash scent. And then he saw a slight movement about twenty yards away, near a curious T-shaped formation of rock.


  Was it really going to be this easy? How nice! Quietly he adopted an appropriate camouflage and edged forward.


  The mountain trail became steeper, and the sun beat harshly down. Paxton was sweating, even in his air-conditioned coverall. And he was heartily sick of being a good sport.


  “Just when are we leaving this place?” he asked.


  Herrera slapped him genially on the shoulder. “Don’t you wanna get rich?”


  “We’re rich already,” Paxton said.


  “But not rich enough,” Herrera told him, his long brown face creasing into a brilliant grin.


  Stellman came up, puffing under the weight of his testing equipment. He set it carefully on the path and sat down. “You gentlemen interested in a short breather?” he asked.


  “Why not?” Herrera said. “All the time in the world.” He sat down with his back against a T-shaped formation of rock.


  Stellman lighted a pipe and Herrera found a cigar in the zippered pocket of his coverall. Paxton watched them for a while. Then he asked, “Well, when are we getting off this planet? Or do we set up permanent residence?”


  Herrera just grinned and scratched a light for his cigar.


  “Well, how about it?” Paxton shouted.


  “Relax, you’re outvoted,” Stellman said. “We formed this company as three equal partners.”


  “All using my money,” Paxton said.


  “Of course. That’s why we took you in. Herrera had the practical mining experience. I had the theoretical knowledge and a pilot’s license. You had the money.”


  “But we’ve got plenty of stuff on board now,” Paxton said. “The storage compartments are completely filled. Why can’t we go to some civilized place now and start spending?”


  “Herrera and I don’t have your aristocratic attitude toward wealth,” Stellman said with exaggerated patience. “Herrera and I have the childish desire to fill every nook and cranny with treasure. Gold nuggets in the fuel tanks, emeralds in the flour cans, diamonds a foot deep on deck. And this is just the place for it. All manner of costly baubles are lying around just begging to be picked up. We want to be disgustingly, abysmally rich, Paxton.”


  Paxton hadn’t been listening. He was staring intently at a point near the edge of the trail. In a low voice, he said, “That tree just moved.”


  Herrera burst into laughter. “Monsters, I suppose,” he sneered.


  “Be calm,” Stellman said mournfully. “My boy, I am a middle-aged man, overweight and easily frightened. Do you think I’d stay here if there were the slightest danger?”


  “There! It moved again!”


  “We surveyed this planet three months ago,” Stellman said. “We found no intelligent beings, no dangerous animals, no poisonous plants, remember? All we found were woods and mountains and gold and lakes and emeralds and rivers and diamonds. If there were something here, wouldn’t it have attacked us long before?”


  “I’m telling you I saw it move,” Paxton insisted.


  Herrera stood up. “This tree?” he asked Paxton.


  “Yes. See, it doesn’t even look like the others. Different texture—”


  In a single synchronized movement, Herrera pulled a Mark II blaster from a side holster and fired three charges into the tree. The tree and all underbrush for ten yards around burst into flame and crumpled.


  “All gone now,” Herrera said.


  Paxton rubbed his jaw. “I heard it scream when you shot it.”


  “Sure. But it’s dead now,” Herrera said soothingly. “If anything else moves, you just tell me, I shoot it. Now we find some more little emeralds, huh?”


  Paxton and Stellman lifted their packs and followed Herrera up the trail. Stellman said in a low, amused voice, “Direct sort of fellow, isn’t he?”


  Slowly Drog returned to consciousness. The Mirash’s flaming weapon had caught him in camouflage, almost completely unshielded. He still couldn’t understand how it had happened. There had been no premonitory fear-scent, no snorting, no snarling, no warning whatsoever. The Mirash had attacked with blind suddenness, without waiting to see whether he was friend or foe.


  At last Drog understood the nature of the beast he was up against.


  He waited until the hoofbeats of the three bull Mirash had faded into the distance. Then, painfully, he tried to extrude a visual receptor. Nothing happened. He had a moment of utter panic. If his central nervous system was damaged, this was the end.


  He tried again. This time, a piece of rock slid off him, and he was able to reconstruct.


  Quickly he performed an internal scansion. He sighed with relief. It had been a close thing. Instinctively he had quondicated at the flash moment and it had saved his life.


  He tried to think of another course of action, but the shock of that sudden, vicious, unpremeditated assault had driven all Hunting Lore out of his mind. He found that he had absolutely no desire to encounter the savage Mirash again.


  Suppose he returned without the stupid hide? He could tell the Patrol Leader that the Mirash were all females, and therefore unhuntable. A Young Scouter’s word was honored, so no one would question him, or even check up.


  But that would never do. How could he even consider it?


  Well, he told himself gloomily, he could resign from the Scouters, put an end to the whole ridiculous business; the campfires, the singing, the games, the comradeship . . .


  This would never do, Drog decided, taking himself firmly in hand. He was acting as though the Mirash were antagonists capable of planning against him. But the Mirash were not even intelligent beings. No creature without tentacles had ever developed true intelligence. That was Etlib’s Law, and it had never been disputed.


  In a battle between intelligence and instinctive cunning, intelligence always won. It had to. All he had to do was figure out how.


  Drog began to track the Mirash again, following their odor. What colonial weapon should he use? A small atomic bomb? No, that would more than likely ruin the hide.


  He stopped suddenly and laughed. It was really very simple, when one applied oneself. Why should he come into direct and dangerous contact with the Mirash? The time had come to use his brain, his understanding of animal psychology, his knowledge of Lures and Snares.


  Instead of tracking the Mirash, he would go to their den.


  And there he would set a trap.


  Their temporary camp was in a cave, and by the time they arrived there it was sunset. Every crag and pinnacle of rock threw a precise and sharp-edged shadow. The ship lay five miles below them on the valley floor, its metallic hide glistening red and silver. In their packs were a dozen emeralds, small, but of an excellent color.


  At an hour like this, Paxton thought of a small Ohio town, a soda fountain, a girl with bright hair. Herrera smiled to himself, contemplating certain gaudy ways of spending a million dollars before settling down to the serious business of ranching. And Stellman was already phrasing his Ph.D. thesis on extraterrestrial mineral deposits.


  They were all in a pleasant, relaxed mood. Paxton had recovered completely from his earlier attack of nerves. Now he wished an alien monster would show up—a green one, by preference—chasing a lovely, scantily clad woman.


  “Home again,” Stellman said as they approached the entrance of the cave. “Want beef stew tonight?” It was his turn to cook.


  “With onions,” Paxton said, starting into the cave. He jumped back abruptly. “What’s that?”


  A few feet from the mouth of the cave was a small roast beef, still steaming hot, four large diamonds, and a bottle of whiskey.


  “That’s odd,” Stellman said. “And a trifle unnerving.”


  Paxton bent down to examine a diamond. Herrera pulled him back.


  “Might be booby-trapped.”


  “There aren’t any wires,” Paxton said.


  Herrera stared at the roast beef, the diamonds, the bottle of whiskey. He looked very unhappy.


  “I don’t trust this,” he said.


  “Maybe there are natives here,” Stellman said. “Very timid ones. This might be their goodwill offering.”


  “Sure,” Herrera said. “They sent to Terra for a bottle of Old Space Ranger just for us.”


  “What are we going to do?” Paxton asked.


  “Stand clear,” Herrera said. “Move ‘way back.” He broke off a long branch from a nearby tree and poked gingerly at the diamonds.


  “Nothing’s happening,” Paxton said.


  The long grass Herrera was standing on whipped tightly around his ankles. The ground beneath him surged, broke into a neat disk fifteen feet in diameter and, trailing root-ends, began to lift itself into the air. Herrera tried to jump free, but the grass held him like a thousand green tentacles.


  “Hang on!” Paxton yelled idiotically, rushed forward and grabbed a corner of the rising disk of earth. It dipped steeply, stopped for a moment, and began to rise again. By then Herrera had his knife out, and was slashing the grass around his ankles. Stellman came unfrozen when he saw Paxton rising past his head.


  Stellman seized him by the ankles, arresting the flight of the disk once more. Herrera wrenched one foot free and threw himself over the edge. The other ankle was held for a moment, then the tough grass parted under his weight. He dropped headfirst to the ground, at the last moment ducking his head and landing on his shoulders. Paxton let go of the disk and fell, landing on Stellman’s stomach.


  The disk of earth, with its cargo of roast beef, whiskey and diamonds, continued to rise until it was out of sight.


  The sun had set. Without speaking, the three men entered their cave, blasters drawn. They built a roaring fire at the mouth and moved back into the cave’s interior.


  “We’ll guard in shifts tonight,” Herrera said.


  Paxton and Stellman nodded.


  Herrera said, “I think you’re right, Paxton. We’ve stayed here long enough.”


  “Too long,” Paxton said.


  Herrera shrugged his shoulders. “As soon as it’s light, we return to the ship and get out of here.”


  “If,” Stellman said, “we are able to reach the ship.”


  Drog was quite discouraged. With a sinking heart he had watched the premature springing of his trap, the struggle, and the escape of the Mirash. It had been such a splendid Mirash, too. The biggest of the three!


  He knew now what he had done wrong. In his eagerness, he had overbaited his trap. Just the minerals would have been sufficient, for Mirash were notoriously mineral-tropic. But no, he had to improve on pioneer methods, he had to use food stimuli as well. No wonder they had reacted suspiciously, with their senses so overburdened.


  Now they were enraged, alert, and decidedly dangerous.


  And a thoroughly aroused Mirash was one of the most fearsome sights in the Galaxy.


  Drog felt very much alone as Elbonai’s twin moons rose in the western sky. He could see the Mirash campfire blazing in the mouth of their cave. And by direct perception he could see the Mirash crouched within, every sense alert, weapons ready.


  Was a Mirash hide really worth all this trouble?


  Drog decided that he would much rather be floating at the five-thousand-foot level, sculpturing cloud formations and dreaming. He wanted to sop up radiation instead of eating nasty old solid food. And what use was all this hunting and trapping, anyhow? Worthless skills that his people had outgrown.


  For a moment he almost had himself convinced. And then, in a flash of pure perception, he understood what it was all about.


  True, the Elbonaians had outgrown their competition, developed past all danger of competition. But the Universe was wide, and capable of many surprises. Who could foresee what would come, what new dangers the race might have to face? And how could they meet them if the hunting instinct was lost?


  No, the old ways had to be preserved, to serve as patterns; as reminders that peaceable, intelligent life was an unstable entity in an unfriendly Universe.


  He was going to get that Mirash hide, or die trying!


  The most important thing was to get them out of that cave. Now his hunting knowledge had returned to him.


  Quickly, skillfully, he shaped a Mirash horn.


  “Did you hear that?” Paxton asked.


  “I thought I heard something,” Stellman said, and they all listened intently.


  The sound came again. It was a voice crying, “Oh, help, help me!”


  “It’s a girl!” Paxton jumped to his feet.


  “It sounds like a girl,” Stellman said.


  “Please, help me,” the girl’s voice wailed. “I can’t hold out much longer. Is there anyone who can help me?”


  Blood rushed to Paxton’s face. In a flash he saw her, small, exquisite, standing beside her wrecked sports-spacer (what a foolhardy trip it had been!) with monsters, green and slimy, closing in on her. And then he arrived, a foul alien beast.


  Paxton picked up a spare blaster. “I’m going out there,” he said coolly.


  “Sit down, you moron!” Herrera ordered.


  “But you heard her, didn’t you?”


  “That can’t be a girl,” Herrera said. “What would a girl be doing on this planet?”


  “I’m going to find out,” Paxton said, brandishing two blasters. “Maybe a spaceliner crashed, or she could have been out joyriding, and—”


  “Siddown!” Herrera yelled.


  “He’s right,” Stellman tried to reason with Paxton. “Even if a girl is out there, which I doubt, there’s nothing we can do.”


  “Oh, help, help, it’s coming after me!” the girl’s voice screamed.


  “Get out of my way,” Paxton said, his voice low and dangerous.


  “You’re really going?” Herrera asked incredulously.


  “Yes! Are you going to stop me?”


  “Go ahead.” Herrera gestured at the entrance of the cave.


  “We can’t let him!” Stellman gasped.


  “Why not? His funeral,” Herrera said lazily.


  “Don’t worry about me,” Paxton said. “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes—with her!” He turned on his heel and started toward the entrance. Herrera leaned forward and, with considerable precision, clubbed Paxton behind the ear with a stick of firewood. Stellman caught him as he fell.


  They stretched Paxton out in the rear of the cave and returned to their vigil. The lady in distress moaned and pleaded for the next five hours. Much too long, as Paxton had to agree, even for a movie serial.


  A gloomy, rain-splattered daybreak found Drog still camped a hundred yards from the cave. He saw the Mirash emerge in a tight group, weapons ready, eyes watching warily for any movement.


  Why had the Mirash horn failed? The Scouter Manual said it was an infallible means of attracting the bull Mirash. But perhaps this wasn’t mating season.


  They were moving in the direction of a metallic ovoid which Drog recognized as a primitive spatial conveyance. It was crude, but once inside it the Mirash were safe from him.


  He could simply trevest them, and that would end it. But it wouldn’t be very humane. Above all, the ancient Elbonaians had been gentle and merciful, and a Young Scouter tried to be like them. Besides, trevestment wasn’t a true pioneering method.


  That left ilitrocy. It was the oldest trick in the book, and he’d have to get close to work it. But he had nothing to lose.


  And luckily, climatic conditions were perfect for it.


  It started as a thin ground-mist. But, as the watery sun climbed the gray sky, fog began forming.


  Herrera cursed angrily as it grew more dense. “Keep close together now. Of all the luck!”


  Soon they were walking with their hands on each other’s’ shoulders, blasters ready, peering into the impenetrable fog.


  “Herrera?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Are you sure we’re going in the right direction?”


  “Sure. I took a compass course before the fog closed in.”


  “Suppose your compass is off?”


  “Don’t even think about it.”


  They walked on, picking their way carefully over the rock-strewn ground.


  “I think I see the ship,” Paxton said.


  “No, not yet,” Herrera said.


  Stellman stumbled over a rock, dropped his blaster, picked it up again and fumbled around for Herrera’s shoulder. He found it and walked on.


  “I think we’re almost there,” Herrera said.


  “I sure hope so,” Paxton said. “I’ve had enough.”


  “Think your girlfriend’s waiting for you at the ship?”


  “Don’t rub it in.”


  “Okay,” Herrera said. “Hey, Stellman, you better grab hold of my shoulder again. No sense getting separated.”


  “I am holding your shoulder,” Stellman said.


  “You’re not.”


  “I am, I tell you!”


  “Look I guess I know if someone’s holding my shoulder or not.”


  “Am I holding your shoulder, Paxton?”


  “No,” Paxton said.


  “That’s bad,” Stellman said, very slowly. “That’s bad, indeed.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I’m definitely holding someone’s shoulder.”


  Herrera yelled, “Get down, get down quick, give me room to shoot!” But it was too late. A sweet-sour odor was in the air. Stellman and Paxton smelled it and collapsed. Herrera ran forward blindly, trying to hold his breath. He stumbled and fell over a rock, tried to get back on his feet—


  And everything went black.


  The fog lifted suddenly and Drog was standing alone, smiling triumphantly. He pulled out a long-bladed skinning knife and bent over the nearest Mirash.


  The spaceship hurtled toward Terra at a velocity which threatened momentarily to burn out the overdrive. Herrera, hunched over the controls, finally regained his self-control and cut the speed down to normal. His usual tan face was still ashen, and his hands shook on the instruments.


  Stellman came in from the bunkroom and flopped wearily in the co-pilot’s seat.


  “How’s Paxton?” Herrera asked.


  “I dosed him with Drona-3,” Stellman said. “He’s going to be all right.”


  “He’s a good kid,” Herrera said.


  “It’s just shock, for the most part,” Stellman said. “When he comes to, I’m going to put him to work counting diamonds. Counting diamonds is the best of therapies, I understand.”


  Herrera grinned, and his face began to regain its normal color. “I feel like doing a little diamond-cutting myself, now that it’s all turned out okay.” Then his long face became serious. “But I ask you, Stellman, who could figure it? I still don’t understand!”


  The Scouter Jamboree was a glorious spectacle. The Soaring Falcon Patrol, number 22, gave a short pantomime showing the clearing of the land on Elbonai. The Brave Bisons, number 31, were in full pioneer dress.


  And at the head of patrol 19, the Charging Mirash Patrol, was Drog, a first-class Scouter now, wearing a glittering achievement badge. He was carrying the Patrol flag—the position of honor—and everyone cheered to see it.


  Because waving proudly from the flagpole was the firm, fine-textured, characteristic skin of an adult Mirash, its zippers, tubes, gauges, buttons and holsters flashing merrily in the sunshine.


  BLACK DESTROYER


  A.E. Van Vogt


  On and on Coeurl prowled! The black, moonless, almost starless night yielded reluctantly before a grim reddish dawn that crept up from his left. A vague, dull light it was, that gave no sense of approaching warmth, no comfort, nothing but a cold, diffuse lightness, slowly revealing a nightmare landscape.


  Black, jagged rock and black, unliving plain took form around him, as a pale-red sun peered at last above the grotesque horizon. It was then Coeurl recognized suddenly that he was on familiar ground.


  He stopped short. Tenseness flamed along his nerves. His muscles pressed with sudden, unrelenting strength against his bones. His great forelegs—twice as long as his hindlegs—twitched with a shuddering movement that arched every razor-sharp claw. The thick tentacles that sprouted from his shoulders ceased their weaving undulation, and grew taut with anxious alertness.


  Utterly appalled, he twisted his great cat head from side to side, while the little hairlike tendrils that formed each ear vibrated frantically, testing every vagrant breeze, every throb in the ether.


  But there was no response, no swift tingling along his intricate nervous system, not the faintest suggestion anywhere of the presence of the all-necessary id. Hopelessly, Coeurl crouched, an enormous catlike figure silhouetted against the dim reddish skyline, like a distorted etching of a black tiger resting on a black rock in a shadow world.


  He had known this day would come. Through all the centuries of restless search, this day had loomed ever nearer, blacker, more frightening—this inevitable hour when he must return to the point where he began his systematic hunt in a world almost depleted of id-creatures.


  The truth struck in waves like an endless, rhythmic ache at the seat of his ego. When he had started, there had been a few id-creatures in every hundred square miles, to be mercilessly rooted out. Only too well Coeurl knew in this ultimate hour that he had missed none. There were no id-creatures left to eat. In all the hundreds of thousands of square miles that he had made his own by right of ruthless conquest—until no neighboring coeurl dared to question his sovereignty—there was no id to feed the otherwise immortal engine that was his body.


  Square foot by square foot he had gone over it. And now—he recognized the knoll of rock just ahead, and the black rock bridge that formed a queer, curling tunnel to his right. It was in that tunnel he had lain for days, waiting for the simple-minded, snakelike id-creature to come forth from its hole in the rock to bask in the sun—his first kill after he had realized the absolute necessity of organized extermination.


  He licked his lips in brief gloating memory of the moment his slavering jaws tore the victim into precious toothsome bits. But the dark fear of an idless universe swept the sweet remembrance from his consciousness, leaving only certainty of death.


  He snarled audibly, a defiant, devilish sound that quavered on the air, echoed and re-echoed among the rocks, and shuddered back along his nerves—instinctive and hellish expression of his will to live.


  And then—abruptly—it came.


  He saw it emerge out of the distance on a long downward slant, a tiny glowing spot that grew enormously into a metal ball. The great shining globe hissed by above Coeurl, slowing visibly in quick deceleration. It sped over a black line of hills to the right, hovered almost motionless for a second, then sank down out of sight.


  Coeurl exploded from his startled immobility. With tiger speed, he flowed down among the rocks. His round, black eyes burned with the horrible desire that was an agony within him. His ear tendrils vibrated a message of id in such tremendous quantities that his body felt sick with the pangs of his abnormal hunger.


  The little red sun was a crimson ball in the purple-black heavens when he crept up from behind a mass of rock and gazed from its shadows at the crumbling, gigantic ruins of the city that sprawled below him. The silvery globe, in spite of its great size, looked strangely inconspicuous against that vast, fairylike reach of ruins. Yet about it was a leashed aliveness, a dynamic quiescence that, after a moment, made it stand out, dominating the foreground. A massive, rock-crushing thing of metal, it rested on a cradle made by its own weight in the harsh, resisting plain which began abruptly at the outskirts of the dead metropolis.


  Coeurl gazed at the strange, two-legged creatures who stood in little groups near the brilliantly lighted opening that yawned at the base of the ship. His throat thickened with the immediacy of his need; and his brain grew dark with the first wild impulse to burst forth in furious charge and smash these flimsy, helpless-looking creatures whose bodies emitted the id-vibrations.


  Mists of memory stopped that mad rush when it was still only electricity surging through his muscles. Memory that brought fear in an acid stream of weakness, pouring along his nerves, poisoning the reservoirs of his strength. He had time to see that the creatures wore things over their real bodies, shimmering transparent material that glittered in strange, burning flashes in the rays of the sun.


  Other memories came suddenly. Of dim days when the city that spread below was the living, breathing heart of an age of glory that dissolved in a single century before flaming guns whose wielders knew only that for the survivors there would be an ever-narrowing supply of id.


  It was the remembrance of those guns that held him there, cringing in a wave of terror that blurred his reason. He saw himself smashed by balls of metal and burned by searing flame.


  Came cunning—understanding of the presence of these creatures. This, Coeurl reasoned for the first time, was a scientific expedition from another star. In the olden days, the coeurls had thought of space travel, but disaster came too swiftly for it ever to be more than a thought.


  Scientists meant investigation, not destruction. Scientists in their way were fools. Bold with his knowledge, he emerged into the open. He saw the creatures become aware of him. They turned and stared. One, the smallest of the group, detached a shining metal rod from a sheath, and held it casually in one hand. Coeurl loped on, shaken to his core by the action; but it was too late to turn back.


  Commander Hal Morton heard little Gregory Kent, the chemist, laugh with the embarrassed half gurgle with which he invariably announced inner uncertainty. He saw Kent fingering the spindly metalite weapon.


  Kent said: “I’ll take no chances with anything as big as that.”


  Commander Morton allowed his own deep chuckle to echo along the communicators. “That,” he grunted finally, “is one of the reasons why you’re on this expedition, Kent—because you never leave anything to chance.”


  His chuckle trailed off into silence. Instinctively, as he watched the monster approach them across that black rock plain, he moved forward until he stood a little in advance of the others, his huge form bulking the transparent metalite suit. The comments of the men pattered through the radio communicator into his ears:


  “I’d hate to meet that baby on a dark night in an alley.”


  “Don’t be silly. This is obviously an intelligent creature. Probably a member of the ruling race.”


  “It looks like nothing else than a big cat, if you forget those tentacles sticking out from its shoulders, and make allowances for those monster forelegs.”


  “Its physical development,” said a voice, which Morton recognized as that of Siedel, the psychologist, “presupposes an animal-like adaptation to surroundings, not an intellectual one. On the other hand, its coming to us like this is not the act of an animal but of a creature possessing a mental awareness of our possible identity. You will notice that its movements are stiff, denoting caution, which suggests fear and consciousness of our weapons. I’d like to get a good look at the end of its tentacles. If they taper into handlike appendages that can really grip objects, then the conclusion would be inescapable that it is a descendant of the inhabitants of this city. It would be a great help if we could establish communication with it, even though appearances indicate that it has degenerated into a historyless primitive.”


  Coeurl stopped when he was still ten feet from the foremost creature. The sense of id was so overwhelming that his brain drifted to the ultimate verge of chaos. He felt as if his limbs were bathed in molten liquid; his very vision was not quite clear, as the sheer sensuality of his desire thundered through his being.


  The men—all except the little one with the shining metal rod in his fingers—came closer. Coeurl saw that they were frankly and curiously examining him. Their lips were moving, and their voices beat in a monotonous, meaningless rhythm on his ear tendrils. At the same time he had the sense of waves of a much higher frequency—his own communication level—only it was a machinelike clicking that jarred his brain. With a distinct effort to appear friendly, he broadcast his name from his ear tendrils, at the same time pointing at himself with one curving tentacle.


  Gourlay, chief of communications, drawled: “I got a sort of static in my radio when he wiggled those hairs, Morton. Do you think—”


  “Looks very much like it,” the leader answered the unfinished question. “That means a job for you, Gourlay. If it speaks by means of radio waves, it might not be altogether impossible that you can create some sort of television picture of its vibrations, or teach him the Morse code.”


  “Ah,” said Siedel. “I was right. The tentacles each develop into seven strong fingers. Provided the nervous system is complicated enough, those fingers could, with training, operate any machine.”


  Morton said: “I think we’d better go in and have some lunch. Afterward, we’ve got to get busy. The material men can set up their machines and start gathering data on the planet’s metal possibilities, and so on. The others can do a little careful exploring. I’d like some notes on architecture and on the scientific development of this race, and particularly what happened to wreck the civilization. On earth civilization after civilization crumbled, but always a new one sprang up in its dust. Why didn’t that happen here? Any questions?”


  “Yes. What about pussy? Look, he wants to come in with us.”


  Commander Morton frowned, an action that emphasized the deep-space pallor of his face. “I wish there was some way we could take it in with us, without forcibly capturing it. Kent, what do you think?”


  “I think we should first decide whether it’s an it or a him, and call it one or the other. I’m in favor of him. As for taking him in with us—” The little chemist shook his head decisively. “Impossible. This atmosphere is twenty-eight per cent chlorine. Our oxygen would be pure dynamite to his lungs.”


  The commander chuckled. “He doesn’t believe that, apparently.” He watched the catlike monster follow the first two men through the great door. The men kept an anxious distance from him, then glanced at Morton questioningly. Morton waved his hand. “O.K. Open the second lock and let him get a whiff of the oxygen. That’ll cure him.”


  A moment later, he cursed his amazement. “By Heaven, he doesn’t even notice the difference! That means he hasn’t any lungs, or else the chlorine is not what his lungs use. Let him in! You bet he can go in! Smith, here’s a treasure house for a biologist—harmless enough if we’re careful. We can always handle him. But what a metabolism!”


  Smith, a tall, thin, bony chap with a long, mournful face, said in an oddly forceful voice: “In all our travels, we’ve found only two higher forms of life. Those dependent on chlorine, and those who need oxygen—the two elements that support combustion. I’m prepared to stake my reputation that no complicated organism could ever adapt itself to both gases in a natural way. At first thought I should say here is an extremely advanced form of life. This race long ago discovered truths of biology that we are just beginning to suspect. Morton, we mustn’t let this creature get away if we can help it.”


  “If his anxiety to get inside is any criterion,” Commander Morton laughed, “then our difficulty will be to get rid of him.”


  He moved into the lock with Coeurl and the two men. The automatic machinery hummed; and in a few minutes they were standing at the bottom of a series of elevators that led up to the living quarters.


  “Does that go up?” One of the men flicked a thumb in the direction of the monster.


  “Better send him up alone, if he’ll go in.”


  Coeurl offered no objection, until he heard the door slam behind him; and the closed cage shot upward. He whirled with a savage snarl, his reason swirling into chaos. With one leap, he pounced at the door. The metal bent under his plunge, and the desperate pain maddened him. Now, he was all trapped animal. He smashed at the metal with his paws, bending it like so much tin. He tore great bars loose with his thick tentacles. The machinery screeched; there were horrible jerks as the limitless power pulled the cage along in spite of projecting pieces of metal that scraped the outside walls. And then the cage stopped, and he snatched off the rest of the door and hurtled into the corridor.


  He waited there until Morton and the men came up with drawn weapons. “We’re fools,” Morton said. “We should have shown him how it works. He thought we’d double-crossed him.”


  He motioned to the monster, and saw the savage glow fade from the coal-black eyes as he opened and closed the door with elaborate gestures to show the operation.


  Coeurl ended the lesson by trotting into the large room to his right. He lay down on the rugged floor, and fought down the electric tautness of his nerves and muscles. A very fury of rage against himself for his fright consumed him. It seemed to his burning brain that he had lost the advantage of appearing a mild and harmless creature. His strength must have startled and dismayed them.


  It meant greater danger in the task which he now knew he must accomplish: To kill everything in the ship, and take the machine back to their world in search of unlimited id.


  With unwinking eyes, Coeurl lay and watched the two men clearing away the loose rubble from the metal doorway of the huge old building. His whole body ached with the hunger of his cells for id. The craving tore through his palpitant muscles, and throbbed like a living thing in his brain. His every nerve quivered to be off after the men who had wandered into the city. One of them, he knew, had gone—alone.


  The dragging minutes fled; and still he restrained himself, still he lay there watching, aware that the men knew he watched. They floated a metal machine from the ship to the rock mass that blocked the great half-open door, under the direction of a third man. No flicker of their fingers escaped his fierce stare, and slowly, as the simplicity of the machinery became apparent to him, contempt grew upon him.


  He knew what to expect finally, when the flame flared in incandescent violence and ate ravenously at the hard rock beneath. But in spite of his preknowledge, he deliberately jumped and snarled as if in fear, as that white heat burst forth. His ear tendrils caught the laughter of the men, their curious pleasure at his simulated dismay.


  The door was released, and Morton came over and went inside with the third man. The latter shook his head.


  “It’s a shambles. You can catch the drift of the stuff. Obviously, they used atomic energy, but . . . but it’s in wheel form. That’s a peculiar development. In our science, atomic energy brought in the nonwheel machine. It’s possible that here they’ve progressed further to a new type of wheel mechanics. I hope their libraries are better preserved than this, or we’ll never know. What could have happened to a civilization to make it vanish like this?”


  A third voice broke through the communicators: “This is Siedel. I heard your question, Pennons. Psychologically and sociologically speaking, the only reason why a territory becomes uninhabited is lack of food.”


  “But they’re so advanced scientifically, why didn’t they develop space flying and go elsewhere for their food?”


  “Ask Gunlie Lester,” interjected Morton. “I heard him expounding some theory even before we landed.”


  The astronomer answered the first call. “I’ve still got to verify all my facts, but this desolate world is the only planet revolving around that miserable red sun. There’s nothing else. No moon, not even a planetoid. And the nearest star system is nine hundred light-years away.


  “So tremendous would have been the problem of the ruling race of this world, that in one jump they would not only have had to solve interplanetary but interstellar space traveling. When you consider how slow our own development was—first the moon, then Venus—each success leading to the next, and after centuries to the nearest stars; and last of all to the anti-accelerators that permitted galactic travel—considering all this, I maintain it would be impossible for any race to create such machines without practical experience. And, with the nearest star so far away, they had no incentive for the space adventuring that makes for experience.”


  Coeurl was trotting briskly over to another group. But now, in the driving appetite that consumed him, and in the frenzy of his high scorn, he paid no attention to what they were doing. Memories of past knowledge, jarred into activity by what he had seen, flowed into his consciousness in an ever-developing and more vivid stream.


  From group to group he sped, a nervous dynamo—jumpy, sick with his awful hunger. A little car rolled up, stopping in front of him, and a formidable camera whirred as it took a picture of him. Over on a mound of rock, a gigantic telescope was rearing up toward the sky. Nearby, a disintegrating machine drilled its searing fire into an ever-deepening hole, down and down, straight down.


  Coeurl’s mind became a blur of things he watched with half attention. And ever more imminent grew the moment when he knew he could no longer carry on the torture of acting. His brain strained with an irresistible impatience; his body burned with the fury of his eagerness to be off after the man who had gone alone into the city.


  He could stand it no longer. A green foam misted his mouth, maddening him. He saw that, for the bare moment, nobody was looking.


  Like a shot from a gun, he was off. He floated along in great, gliding leaps, a shadow among the shadows of the rocks. In a minute, the harsh terrain hid the spaceship and the two-legged beings.


  Coeurl forgot the ship, forgot everything but his purpose, as if his brain had been wiped clear by a magic, memory-erasing brush. He circled widely, then raced into the city, along deserted streets, taking short cuts with the ease of familiarity, through gaping holes in time-weakened walls, through long corridors of moldering buildings. He slowed to a crouching lope as his ear tendrils caught the id vibrations.


  Suddenly, he stopped and peered from a scatter of fallen rock. The man was standing at what must once have been a window, sending the glaring rays of his flashlight into the gloomy interior. The flashlight clicked off. The man, a heavy-set, powerful fellow, walked off with quick, alert steps. Coeurl didn’t like that alertness. It presaged trouble; it meant lightning reaction to danger.


  Coeurl waited till the human being vanished around a corner, then he padded into the open. He was running now, tremendously faster than a man could walk, because his plan was clear in his brain. Like a wraith, he slipped down the next street, past a long block of buildings. He turned the first corner at top speed; and then, with dragging belly, crept into the half-darkness between the building and a huge chunk of debris. The street ahead was barred by a solid line of loose rubble that made it like a valley, ending in a narrow, bottlelike neck. The neck had its outlet just below Coeurl.


  His ear tendrils caught the low-frequency waves of whistling. The sound throbbed through his being; and suddenly terror caught with icy fingers at his brain. The man would have a gun. Suppose he leveled one burst of atomic energy—one burst—before his own muscles could whip out in murder fury.


  A little shower of rocks streamed past. And then the man was beneath him. Coeurl reached out and struck a single crushing blow at the shimmering transparent headpiece of the spacesuit. There was a tearing sound of metal and a gushing of blood. The man doubled up as if part of him had been telescoped. For a moment, his bones and legs and muscles combined miraculously to keep him standing. Then he crumpled with a metallic clank of his space armor.


  Fear completely evaporated, Coeurl leaped out of hiding. With ravenous speed, he smashed the metal and the body within it to bits. Great chunks of metal, torn piecemeal from the suit, sprayed the ground. Bones cracked. Flesh crunched.


  It was simple to tune in on the vibrations of the id, and to create the violent chemical disorganization that freed it from the crushed bone. The id was, Coeurl discovered, mostly in the bone.


  He felt revived, almost reborn. Here was more food than he had had in the whole past year.


  Three minutes, and it was over, and Coeurl was off like a thing fleeing dire danger. Cautiously, he approached the glistening globe from the opposite side to that by which he had left. The men were all busy at their tasks. Gliding noiselessly, Coeurl slipped unnoticed up to a group of men.


  Morton stared down at the horror of tattered flesh, metal and blood on the rock at his feet, and felt a tightening in his throat that prevented speech. He heard Kent say:


  “He would go alone, damn him!” The little chemist’s voice held a sob imprisoned; and Morton remembered that Kent and Jarvey had chummed together for years in the way only two men can.


  “The worst part of it is,” shuddered one of the men, “it looks like a senseless murder. His body is spread out like little lumps of flattened jelly, but it seems to be all there. I’d almost wager that if we weighed everything here, there’d still be one hundred and seventy-five pounds by earth gravity. That’d be about one hundred and seventy pounds here.”


  Smith broke in, his mournful face lined with gloom: “The killer attacked Jarvey, and then discovered his flesh was alien—uneatable. Just like our big cat. Wouldn’t eat anything we set before him—” His words died out in sudden, queer silence. Then he said slowly: “Say, what about that creature? He’s big enough and strong enough to have done this with his own little paws.”


  Morton frowned. “It’s a thought. After all, he’s the only living thing we’ve seen. We can’t just execute him on suspicion, of course—”


  “Besides,” said one of the men, “he was never out of my sight.”


  Before Morton could speak, Siedel, the psychologist, snapped, “Positive about that?”


  The man hesitated. “Maybe he was for a few minutes. He was wandering around so much, looking at everything.”


  “Exactly,” said Siedel with satisfaction. He turned to Morton. “You see, commander, I, too, had the impression that he was always around; and yet, thinking back over it, I find gaps. There were moments—probably long minutes—when he was completely out of sight.”


  Morton’s face was dark with thought, as Kent broke in fiercely: “I say, take no chances. Kill the brute on suspicion before he does any more damage.”


  Morton said slowly: “Korita, you’ve been wandering around with Cranessy and Van Horne. Do you think pussy is a descendant of the ruling class of this planet?”


  The tall Japanese archeologist stared at the sky as if collecting his mind. “Commander Morton,” he said finally, respectfully, “there is a mystery here. Take a look, all of you, at that majestic skyline. Notice the almost Gothic outline of the architecture. In spite of the megalopolis which they created, these people were close to the soil. The buildings are not simply ornamented. They are ornamental in themselves. Here is the equivalent of the Doric column, the Egyptian pyramid, the Gothic cathedral, growing out of the ground, earnest, big with destiny. If this lonely, desolate world can be regarded as a mother earth, then the land had a warm, a spiritual place in the hearts of the race.


  “The effect is emphasized by the winding streets. Their machines prove they were mathematicians, but they were artists first; and so they did not create the geometrically designed cities of the ultra-sophisticated world metropolis. There is a genuine artistic abandon, a deep joyous emotion written in the curving and unmathematical arrangements of houses, buildings and avenues; a sense of intensity, of divine belief in an inner certainty. This is not a decadent, hoary-with-age civilization, but a young and vigorous culture, confident, strong with purpose.


  “There it ended. Abruptly, as if at this point culture had its Battle of Tours, and began to collapse like the ancient Mohammedan civilization. Or as if in one leap it spanned the centuries and entered the period of contending states. In the Chinese civilization that period occupied 480-230 B.C., at the end of which the State of Tsin saw the beginning of the Chinese Empire. This phase Egypt experienced between 1780-1580 B.C., of which the last century was the ‘Hyksos’—unmentionable—time. The classical experienced it from Chæronea—338—and, at the pitch of horror, from the Gracchi—133—to Actium—31 B.C. The West European Americans were devastated by it in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and modern historians agree that, nominally, we entered the same phase fifty years ago; though, of course, we have solved the problem.


  “You may ask, commander, what has all this to do with your question? My answer is: there is no record of a culture entering abruptly into the period of contending states. It is always a slow development; and the first step is a merciless questioning of all that was once held sacred. Inner certainties cease to exist, are dissolved before the ruthless probings of scientific and analytic minds. The skeptic becomes the highest type of being.


  “I say that this culture ended abruptly in its most flourishing age. The sociological effects of such a catastrophe would be a sudden vanishing of morals, a reversion to almost bestial criminality, unleavened by any sense of ideal, a callous indifference to death. If this . . . this pussy is a descendant of such a race, then he will be a cunning creature, a thief in the night, a cold-blooded murderer, who would cut his own brother’s throat for gain.”


  “That’s enough!” It was Kent’s clipped voice. “Commander, I’m willing to act the role of executioner.”


  Smith interrupted sharply: “Listen, Morton, you’re not going to kill that cat yet, even if he is guilty. He’s a biological treasure house.”


  Kent and Smith were glaring angrily at each other. Morton frowned at them thoughtfully, then said: “Korita, I’m inclined to accept your theory as a working basis. But one question: Pussy comes from a period earlier than our own? That is, we are entering the highly civilized era of our culture, while he became suddenly historyless in the most vigorous period of his. But it is possible that his culture is a later one on this planet than ours is in the galactic-wide system we have civilized?”


  “Exactly. His may be the middle of the tenth civilization of his world; while ours is the end of the eighth sprung from earth, each of the ten, of course, having been builded on the ruins of the one before it.”


  “In that case, pussy would not know anything about the skepticism that made it possible for us to find him out so positively as a criminal and murderer?”


  “No; it would be literally magic to him.”


  Morton was smiling grimly. “Then I think you’ll get your wish, Smith. We’ll let pussy live; and if there are any fatalities, now that we know him, it will be due to rank carelessness. There’s just the chance, of course, that we’re wrong. Like Siedel, I also have the impression that he was always around. But now—we can’t leave poor Jarvey here like this. We’ll put him in a coffin and bury him.”


  “No, we won’t!” Kent barked. He flushed. “I beg your pardon, commander. I didn’t mean it that way. I maintain pussy wanted something from that body. It looks to be all there, but something must be missing. I’m going to find out what, and pin this murder on him so that you’ll have to believe it beyond the shadow of a doubt.”


  It was late night when Morton looked up from a book and saw Kent emerge through the door that led from the laboratories below.


  Kent carried a large, flat bowl in his hands; his tired eyes flashed across at Morton, and he said in a weary, yet harsh, voice: “Now watch!”


  He started toward Coeurl, who lay sprawled on the great rug, pretending to be asleep.


  Morton stopped him. “Wait a minute, Kent. Any other time, I wouldn’t question your actions, but you look ill; you’re overwrought. What have you got there?”


  Kent turned, and Morton saw that his first impression had been but a flashing glimpse of the truth. There were dark pouches under the little chemist’s gray eyes—eyes that gazed feverishly from sunken cheeks in an ascetic face.


  “I’ve found the missing element,” Kent said. “It’s phosphorus. There wasn’t so much as a square millimeter of phosphorus left in Jarvey’s bones. Every bit of it had been drained out—by what super-chemistry I don’t know. There are ways of getting phosphorus out of the human body. For instance, a quick way was what happened to the workman who helped build this ship. Remember, he fell into fifteen tons of molten metalite—at least, so his relatives claimed—but the company wouldn’t pay compensation until the metalite, on analysis, was found to contain a high percentage of phosphorus—”


  “What about the bowl of food?” somebody interrupted. Men were putting away magazines and books, looking up with interest.


  “It’s got organic phosphorus in it. He’ll get the scent, or whatever it is that he uses instead of scent—”


  “I think he gets the vibrations of things,” Gourlay interjected lazily. “Sometimes, when he wiggles those tendrils, I get a distinct static on the radio. And then, again, there’s no reaction, as if he’s moved higher or lower on the wave scale. He seems to control the vibrations at will.”


  Kent waited with obvious impatience until Gourlay’s last word, then abruptly went on: “All right, then, when he gets the vibration of the phosphorus and reacts to it like an animal, then—well, we can decide what we’ve proved by his reaction. May I go ahead, Morton?”


  “There are three things wrong with your plan,” Morton said. “In the first place, you seem to assume that he is only animal; you seem to have forgotten he may not be hungry after Jarvey; you seem to think that he will not be suspicious. But set the bowl down. His reaction may tell us something.”


  Coeurl stared with unblinking black eyes as the man set the bowl before him. His ear tendrils instantly caught the id-vibrations from the contents of the bowl—and he gave it not even a second glance.


  He recognized this two-legged being as the one who had held the weapon that morning. Danger! With a snarl, he floated to his feet. He caught the bowl with the fingerlike appendages at the end of one looping tentacle, and emptied its contents into the face of Kent, who shrank back with a yell.


  Explosively, Coeurl flung the bowl aside and snapped a hawser-thick tentacle around the cursing man’s waist. He didn’t bother with the gun that hung from Kent’s belt. It was only a vibration gun, he sensed—atomic powered, but not an atomic disintegrator. He tossed the kicking Kent onto the nearest couch—and realized with a hiss of dismay that he should have disarmed the man.


  Not that the gun was dangerous—but, as the man furiously wiped the gruel from his face with one hand, he reached with the other for his weapon. Coeurl crouched back as the gun was raised slowly and a white beam of flame was discharged at his massive head.


  His ear tendrils hummed as they canceled the efforts of the vibration gun. His round, black eyes narrowed as he caught the movement of men reaching for their metalite guns. Morton’s voice lashed across the silence.


  “Stop!”


  Kent clicked off his weapon; and Coeurl crouched down, quivering with fury at this man who had forced him to reveal something of his power.


  “Kent,” said Morton coldly, “you’re not the type to lose your head. You deliberately tried to kill pussy, knowing that the majority of us are in favor of keeping him alive. You know what our rule is: If anyone objects to my decisions, he must say so at the time. If the majority object, my decisions are overruled. In this case, no one but you objected, and, therefore, your action in taking the law into your own hands is most reprehensible, and automatically debars you from voting for a year.”


  Kent stared grimly at the circle of faces. “Korita was right when he said ours was a highly civilized age. It’s decadent.” Passion flamed harshly in his voice. “My God, isn’t there a man here who can see the horror of the situation? Jarvey dead only a few hours, and this creature, whom we all know to be guilty, lying there unchained, planning his next murder; and the victim is right here in this room. What kind of men are we—fools, cynics, ghouls—or is it that our civilization is so steeped in reason that we can contemplate a murderer sympathetically?”


  He fixed brooding eyes on Coeurl. “You were right, Morton, that’s no animal. That’s a devil from the deepest hell of this forgotten planet, whirling its solitary way around a dying sun.”


  “Don’t go melodramatic on us,” Morton said. “Your analysis is all wrong, so far as I’m concerned. We’re not ghouls or cynics; we’re simply scientists, and pussy here is going to be studied. Now that we suspect him, we doubt his ability to trap any of us. One against a hundred hasn’t a chance.” He glanced around. “Do I speak for all of us?”


  “Not for me, commander!” It was Smith who spoke, and, as Morton stared in amazement, he continued: “In the excitement and momentary confusion, no one seems to have noticed that when Kent fired his vibration gun, the beam hit this creature squarely on his cat head—and didn’t hurt him.”


  Morton’s amazed glance went from Smith to Coeurl, and back to Smith again. “Are you certain it hit him? As you say, it all happened so swiftly—when pussy wasn’t hurt I simply assumed that Kent had missed him.”


  “He hit him in the face,” Smith said positively. “A vibration gun, of course, can’t even kill a man right away—but it can injure him. There’s no sign of injury on pussy, though, not even a singed hair.”


  “Perhaps his skin is a good insulation against heat of any kind.”


  “Perhaps. But in view of our uncertainty, I think we should lock him up in the cage.”


  While Morton frowned darkly in thought, Kent spoke up. “Now you’re talking sense, Smith.”


  Morton asked: “Then you would be satisfied, Kent, if we put him in the cage?”


  Kent considered, finally: “Yes. If four inches of micro-steel can’t hold him, we’d better give him the ship.”


  Coeurl followed the men as they went out into the corridor. He trotted docilely along as Morton unmistakably motioned him through a door he had not hitherto seen. He found himself in a square, solid metal room. The door clanged metallically behind him; he felt the flow of power as the electric lock clicked home.


  His lips parted in a grimace of hate, as he realized the trap, but he gave no other outward reaction. It occurred to him that he had progressed a long way from the sunk-into-primitiveness creature who, a few hours before, had gone incoherent with fear in an elevator cage. Now, a thousand memories of his powers were reawakened in his brain; ten thousand cunnings were, after ages of disuse, once again part of his very being.


  He sat quite still for a moment on the short, heavy haunches into which his body tapered, his ear tendrils examining his surroundings. Finally, he lay down, his eyes glowing with contemptuous fire. The fools! The poor fools!


  It was about an hour later when he heard the man—Smith—fumbling overhead. Vibrations poured upon him, and for just an instant he was startled. He leaped to his feet in pure terror—and then realized that the vibrations were vibrations, not atomic explosions. Somebody was taking pictures of the inside of his body.


  He crouched down again, but his ear tendrils vibrated, and he thought contemptuously: the silly fool would be surprised when he tried to develop those pictures.


  After a while the man went away, and for a long time there were noises of men doing things far away. That, too, died away slowly.


  Coeurl lay waiting, as he felt the silence creep over the ship. In the long ago, before the dawn of immortality, the coeurls, too, had slept at night; and the memory of it had been revived the day before when he saw some of the men dozing. At last, the vibration of two pairs of feet, pacing, pacing endlessly, was the only human-made frequency that throbbed on his ear tendrils.


  Tensely, he listened to the two watchmen. The first one walked slowly past the cage door. Then about thirty feet behind him came the second. Coeurl sensed the alertness of these men; knew that he could never surprise either while they walked separately. It meant—he must be doubly careful!


  Fifteen minutes, and they came again. The moment they were past, he switched his sense from their vibrations to a vastly higher range. The pulsating violence of the atomic engines stammered its soft story to his brain. The electric dynamos hummed their muffled song of pure power. He felt the whisper of that flow through the wires in the walls of his cage, and through the electric lock of his door. He forced his quivering body into straining immobility, his senses seeking, searching, to tune in on that sibilant tempest of energy. Suddenly, his ear tendrils vibrated in harmony—he caught the surging charge into shrillness of that rippling force wave.


  There was a sharp click of metal on metal. With a gentle touch of one tentacle, Coeurl pushed open the door, and glided out into the dully gleaming corridor. For just a moment he felt contempt, a glow of superiority, as he thought of the stupid creatures who dared to match their wit against a coeurl. And in that moment, he suddenly thought of other coeurls. A queer, exultant sense of race pounded through his being; the driving hate of centuries of ruthless competition yielded reluctantly before pride of kinship with the future rulers of all space.


  Suddenly, he felt weighed down by his limitations, his need for other coeurls, his aloneness—one against a hundred, with the stake all eternity; the starry universe itself beckoned his rapacious, vaulting ambition. If he failed, there would never be a second chance—no time to revive long-rotted machinery, and attempt to solve the secret of space travel.


  He padded along on tensed paws—through the salon—into the next corridor—and came to the first bedroom door. It stood half open. One swift flow of synchronized muscles, one swiftly lashing tentacle that caught the unresisting throat of the sleeping man, crushing it; and the lifeless head rolled crazily, the body twitched once.


  Seven bedrooms; seven dead men. It was the seventh taste of murder that brought a sudden return of lust, a pure, unbounded desire to kill, return of a millennium-old habit of destroying everything containing the precious id.


  As the twelfth man slipped convulsively into death, Coeurl emerged abruptly from the sensuous joy of the kill to the sound of footsteps.


  They were not near—that was what brought wave after wave of fright swirling into the chaos that suddenly became his brain.


  The watchmen were coming slowly along the corridor toward the door of the cage where he had been imprisoned. In a moment, the first man would see the open door—and sound the alarm.


  Coeurl caught at the vanishing remnants of his reason. With frantic speed, careless now of accidental sounds, he raced—along the corridor with its bedroom doors—through the salon. He emerged into the next corridor, cringing in awful anticipation of the atomic flame he expected would stab into his face.


  The two men were together, standing side by side. For one single instant, Coeurl could scarcely believe his tremendous good luck. Like a fool the second had come running when he saw the other stop before the open door. They looked up, paralyzed, before the nightmare of claws and tentacles, the ferocious cat head and hate-filled eyes.


  The first man went for his gun, but the second, physically frozen before the doom he saw, uttered a shriek, a shrill cry of horror that floated along the corridors—and ended in a curious gargle, as Coeurl flung the two corpses with one irresistible motion the full length of the corridor. He didn’t want the dead bodies found near the cage. That was his one hope.


  Shaking in every nerve and muscle, conscious of the terrible error he had made, unable to think coherently, he plunged into the cage. The door clicked softly shut behind him. Power flowed once more through the electric lock.


  He crouched tensely, simulating sleep, as he heard the rush of many feet, caught the vibration of excited voices. He knew when somebody actuated the cage audioscope and looked in. A few moments now, and the other bodies would be discovered.


  “Siedel gone!” Morton said numbly. “What are we going to do without Siedel? And Breckenridge! And Coulter and—Horrible!”


  He covered his face with his hands, but only for an instant. He looked up grimly, his heavy chin outthrust as he stared into the stern faces that surrounded him. “If anybody’s got so much as a germ of an idea, bring it out.”


  “Space madness!”


  “I’ve thought of that. But there hasn’t been a case of a man going mad for fifty years. Dr. Eggert will test everybody, of course, and right now he’s looking at the bodies with that possibility in mind.”


  As he finished, he saw the doctor coming through the door. Men crowded aside to make way for him.


  “I heard you, commander,” Dr. Eggert said, “and I think I can say right now that the space-madness theory is out. The throats of these men have been squeezed to a jelly. No human being could have exerted such enormous strength without using a machine.”


  Morton saw that the doctor’s eyes kept looking down the corridor, and he shook his head and groaned:


  “It’s no use suspecting pussy, doctor. He’s in his cage, pacing up and down. Obviously heard the racket and—Man alive! You can’t suspect him. That cage was built to hold literally anything—four inches of micro-steel—and there’s not a scratch on the door. Kent, even you won’t say, ‘Kill him on suspicion,’ because there can’t be any suspicion, unless there’s a new science here, beyond anything we can imagine—”


  “On the contrary,” said Smith flatly, “we have all the evidence we need. I used the telefluor on him—you know the arrangement we have on top of the cage—and tried to take some pictures. They just blurred. Pussy jumped when the telefluor was turned on, as if he felt the vibrations.


  “You all know what Gourlay said before? This beast can apparently receive and send vibrations of any lengths. The way he dominated the power of Kent’s gun is final proof of his special ability to interfere with energy.”


  “What in the name of all hells have we got here?” one of the men groaned. “Why, if he can control that power, and send it out in any vibrations, there’s nothing to stop him killing all of us.”


  “Which proves,” snapped Morton, “that he isn’t invincible, or he would have done it long ago.”


  Very deliberately, he walked over to the mechanism that controlled the prison cage.


  “You’re not going to open the door!” Kent gasped, reaching for his gun.


  “No, but if I pull this switch, electricity will flow through the floor, and electrocute whatever’s inside. We’ve never had to use this before, so you had probably forgotten about it.”


  He jerked the switch hard over. Blue fire flashed from the metal, and a bank of fuses above his head exploded with a single bang.


  Morton frowned. “That’s funny. Those fuses shouldn’t have blown! Well, we can’t even look in, now. That wrecked the audios, too.”


  Smith said: “If he could interfere with the electric lock, enough to open the door, then he probably probed every possible danger and was ready to interfere when you threw that switch.”


  “At least, it proves he’s vulnerable to our energies!” Morton smiled grimly. “Because he rendered them harmless. The important thing is, we’ve got him behind four inches of the toughest of metal. At the worst we can open the door and ray him to death. But first, I think we’ll try to use the telefluor power cable—”


  A commotion from inside the cage interrupted his words. A heavy body crashed against a wall, followed by a dull thump.


  “He knows what we were trying to do!” Smith grunted to Morton. “And I’ll bet it’s a very sick pussy in there. What a fool he was to go back into that cage and does he realize it!”


  The tension was relaxing; men were smiling nervously, and there was even a ripple of humorless laughter at the picture Smith drew of the monster’s discomfiture.


  “What I’d like to know,” said Pennons, the engineer, “is, why did the telefluor meter dial jump and waver at full power when pussy made that noise? It’s right under my nose here, and the dial jumped like a house afire!”


  There was silence both without and within the cage, then Morton said: “It may mean he’s coming out. Back, everybody, and keep your guns ready. Pussy was a fool to think he could conquer a hundred men, but he’s by far the most formidable creature in the galactic system. He may come out of that door, rather than die like a rat in a trap. And he’s just tough enough to take some of us with him—if we’re not careful.”


  The men back slowly in a solid body; and somebody said: “That’s funny. I thought I heard the elevator.”


  “Elevator!” Morton echoed. “Are you sure, man?”


  “Just for a moment I was!” The man, a member of the crew, hesitated. “We were all shuffling our feet—”


  “Take somebody with you, and go look. Bring whoever dared to run off back here—”


  There was a jar, a horrible jerk, as the whole gigantic body of the ship careened under them. Morton was flung to the floor with a violence that stunned him. He fought back to consciousness, aware of the other men lying all around him. He shouted: “Who the devil started those engines!”


  The agonizing acceleration continued; his feet dragged with awful exertion, as he fumbled with the nearest audioscope, and punched the engine-room number. The picture that flooded onto the screen brought a deep bellow to his lips:


  “It’s pussy! He’s in the engine room—and we’re heading straight out into space.”


  The screen went black even as he spoke, and he could see no more.


  It was Morton who first staggered across the salon floor to the supply room where the spacesuits were kept. After fumbling almost blindly into his own suit, he cut the effects of the body-torturing acceleration, and brought suits to the semiconscious men on the floor. In a few moments, other men were assisting him; and then it was only a matter of minutes before everybody was clad in metalite, with anti-acceleration motors running at half power.


  It was Morton then who, after first looking into the cage, opened the door and stood, silent as the others who crowded about him, to stare at the gaping hole in the rear wall. The hole was a frightful thing of jagged edges and horribly bent metal, and it opened upon another corridor.


  “I’ll swear,” whispered Pennons, “that it’s impossible. The ten-ton hammer in the machine shops couldn’t more than dent four inches of micro with one blow—and we only heard one. It would take at least a minute for an atomic disintegrator to do the job. Morton, this is a super-being.”


  Morton saw that Smith was examining the break in the wall. The biologist looked up. “If only Breckinridge weren’t dead! We need a metallurgist to explain this. Look!”


  He touched the broken edge of the metal. A piece crumbled in his finger and slithered away in a fine shower of dust to the floor. Morton noticed for the first time that there was a little pile of metallic debris and dust.


  “You’ve hit it.” Morton nodded. “No miracle of strength here. The monster merely used his special powers to interfere with the electronic tensions holding the metal together. That would account, too, for the drain on the telefluor power cable that Pennons noticed. The thing used the power with his body as a transforming medium, smashed through the wall, ran down the corridor to the elevator shaft, and so down to the engine room.”


  “In the meantime, commander,” Kent said quietly, “we are faced with a super-being in control of the ship, completely dominating the engine room and its almost unlimited power, and in possession of the best part of the machine shops.”


  Morton felt the silence, while the men pondered the chemist’s words. Their anxiety was a tangible thing that lay heavily upon their faces; in every expression was the growing realization that here was the ultimate situation in their lives; their very existence was at stake and perhaps much more. Morton voiced the thought in everybody’s mind:


  “Suppose he wins. He’s utterly ruthless, and he probably sees galactic power within his grasp.”


  “Kent is wrong,” barked the chief navigator. “The thing doesn’t dominate the engine room. We’ve still got the control room, and that gives us first control of all the machines. You fellows may not know the mechanical set-up we have; but, though he can eventually disconnect us, we can cut off all the switches in the engine room now. Commander, why didn’t you just shut off the power instead of putting us into spacesuits? At the very least you could have adjusted the ship to the acceleration.”


  “For two reasons,” Morton answered. “Individually, we’re safer within the force fields of our spacesuits. And we can’t afford to give up our advantages in panicky moves.”


  “Advantages! What other advantages have we got?”


  “We know things about him,” Morton replied. “And right now, we’re going to make a test. Pennons, detail five men to each of the four approaches to the engine room. Take atomic disintegrators to blast through the big doors. They’re all shut, I noticed. He’s locked himself in.


  “Selenski, you go up to the control room and shut off everything except the drive engines. Gear them to the master switch, and shut them off all at once. One thing, though—leave the acceleration on full blast. No anti-acceleration must be applied to the ship. Understand?”


  “Aye, sir!” The pilot saluted.


  “And report to me through the communicators if any of the machines start to run again.” He faced the men. “I’m going to lead the main approach. Kent, you take No. 2; Smith, No. 3, and Pennons, No. 4. We’re going to find out right now if we’re dealing with unlimited science, or a creature limited like the rest of us. I’ll bet on the second possibility.”


  Morton had an empty sense of walking endlessly, as he moved, a giant of a man in his transparent space armor, along the glistening metal tube that was the main corridor of the engine-room floor. Reason told him the creature had already shown feet of clay, yet the feeling that here was an invincible being persisted.


  He spoke into the communicator: “It’s not use trying to sneak up on him. He can probably hear a pin drop. So just wheel up your units. He hasn’t been in that engine room long enough to do anything.


  “As I’ve said, this is largely a test attack. In the first place, we could never forgive ourselves if we didn’t try to conquer him now, before he’s had time to prepare against us. But, aside from the possibility that we can destroy him immediately, I have a theory.


  “The idea goes something like this: Those doors are built to withstand accidental atomic explosions, and it will take fifteen minutes for the atomic disintegrators to smash them. During that period the monster will have no power. True, the drive will be on, but that’s straight atomic explosion. My theory is, he can’t touch stuff like that; and in a few minutes you’ll see what I mean—I hope.”


  His voice was suddenly crisp: “Ready, Selenski?”


  “Aye, ready.”


  “Then cut the master switch.”


  The corridor—the whole ship, Morton knew—was abruptly plunged into darkness. Morton clicked on the dazzling light of his spacesuit; the other men did the same, their faces pale and drawn.


  “Blast!” Morton barked into his communicator.


  The mobile units throbbed; and then pure atomic flame ravened out and poured upon the hard metal of the door. The first molten droplet rolled reluctantly, not down, but up the door. The second was more normal. It followed a shaky downward course. The third rolled sideways—for this was pure force, not subject to gravitation. Other drops followed until a dozen streams trickled sedately yet unevenly in every direction—streams of hellish, sparkling fire, bright as fairy gems, alive with the coruscating fury of atoms suddenly tortured, and running blindly, crazy with pain.


  The minutes ate at time like a slow acid. At last Morton asked huskily:


  “Selenski?”


  “Nothing yet, commander.”


  Morton half whispered: “But he must be doing something. He can’t be just waiting in there like a cornered rat. Selenski?”


  “Nothing, commander.”


  Seven minutes, eight minutes, then twelve.


  “Commander!” It was Selenski’s voice, taut. “He’s got the electric dynamo running.”


  Morton drew a deep breath, and heard one of his men say:


  “That’s funny. We can’t get any deeper. Boss, take a look at this.”


  Morton looked. The little scintillating streams had frozen rigid. The ferocity of the disintegrators vented in vain against metal grown suddenly invulnerable.


  Morton sighed. “Our test is over. Leave two men guarding every corridor. The others come up to the control room.”


  He seated himself a few minutes later before the massive control keyboard. “So far as I’m concerned the test was a success. We know that of all the machines in the engine room, the most important to the monster was the electric dynamo. He must have worked in a frenzy of terror while we were at the doors.”


  “Of course, it’s easy to see what he did,” Pennons said. “Once he had the power he increased the electronic tensions of the door to their ultimate.”


  “The main thing is this,” Smith chimed in. “He works with vibrations only so far as his special powers are concerned, and the energy must come from outside himself. Atomic energy in its pure form, not being vibration, he can’t handle any differently than we can.”


  Kent said glumly: “The main point in my opinion is that he stopped us cold. What’s the good of knowing that his control over vibrations did it? If we can’t break through those doors with our atomic disintegrators, we’re finished.”


  Morton shook his head. “Not finished—but we’ll have to do some planning. First, though, I’ll start these engines. It’ll be harder for him to get control of them when they’re running.”


  He pulled the master switch back into place with a jerk. There was a hum, as scores of machines leaped into violent life in the engine room a hundred feet below. The noises sank to a steady vibration of throbbing power.


  Three hours later, Morton paced up and down before the men gathered in the salon. His dark hair was uncombed; the space pallor of his strong face emphasized rather than detracted from the outthrust aggressiveness of his jaw. When he spoke, his deep voice was crisp to the point of sharpness:


  “To make sure that our plans are fully coordinated, I’m going to ask each expert in turn to outline his part in the overpowering of this creature. Pennons first!”


  Pennons stood up briskly. He was not a big man, Morton thought, yet he looked big, perhaps because of his air of authority. This man knew engines, and the history of engines. Morton had heard him trace a machine through its evolution from a simple toy to the highly complicated modern instrument. He had studied machine development on a hundred planets; and there was literally nothing fundamental that he didn’t know about mechanics. It was almost weird to hear Pennons, who could have spoken for a thousand hours and still only have touched upon his subject, say with absurd brevity:


  “We’ve set up a relay in the control room to start and stop every engine rhythmically. The trip lever will work a hundred times a second, and the effect will be to create vibrations of every description. There is just a possibility that one or more of the machines will burst, on the principle of soldiers crossing a bridge in step—you’ve heard that old story, no doubt—but in my opinion there is no real danger of a break of that tough metal. The main purpose is simply to interfere with the interference of the creature, and smash through the doors.”


  “Gourlay next!” barked Morton.


  Gourlay climbed lazily to his feet. He looked sleepy, as if he was somewhat bored by the whole proceedings, yet Morton knew he loved people to think him lazy, a good-for-nothing slouch, who spent his days in slumber and his nights catching forty winks. His title was chief communication engineer, but his knowledge extended to every vibration field; and he was probably, with the possible exception of Kent, the fastest thinker on the ship. His voice drawled out, and—Morton noted—the very deliberate assurance of it had a soothing effect on the men—anxious faces relaxed, bodies leaned back more restfully:


  “Once inside,” Gourlay said, “we’ve rigged up vibration screens of pure force that should stop nearly everything he’s got on the ball. They work on the principle of reflection, so that everything he sends will be reflected back to him. In addition, we’ve got plenty of spare electric energy that we’ll just feed him from mobile copper cups. There must be a limit to his capacity for handling power with those insulated nerves of his.”


  “Selenski!” called Morton.


  The chief pilot was already standing, as if he had anticipated Morton’s call. And that, Morton reflected, was the man. His nerves had that rocklike steadiness which is the first requirement of the master controller of a great ship’s movements; yet that very steadiness seemed to rest on dynamite ready to explode at its owner’s volition. He was not a man of great learning, but he “reacted” to stimuli so fast that he always seemed to be anticipating.


  “The impression I’ve received of the plan is that it must be cumulative. Just when the creature thinks that he can’t stand any more, another thing happens to add to his trouble and confusion. When the uproar’s at its height, I’m supposed to cut in the anti-accelerators. The commander thinks with Gunlie Lester that these creatures will know nothing about anti-acceleration. It’s a development, pure and simple, of the science of interstellar flight, and couldn’t have been developed in any other way. We think when the creature feels the first effects of the anti-acceleration—you all remember the caved-in feeling you had the first month—it won’t know what to think or do.”


  “Korita next.”


  “I can only offer you encouragement,” said the archeologist, “on the basis of my theory that the monster has all the characteristics of a criminal of the early ages of any civilization, complicated by an apparent reversion to primitiveness. The suggestion has been made by Smith that his knowledge of science is puzzling, and could only mean that we are dealing with an actual inhabitant, not a descendant of the inhabitants of the dead city we visited. This would ascribe virtual immortality to our enemy, a possibility which is borne out by his ability to breathe both oxygen and chlorine—or neither—but even that makes no difference. He comes from a certain age in his civilization; and he has sunk so low that his ideas are mostly memories of that age.


  “In spite of all the powers of his body, he lost his head in the elevator the first morning, until he remembered. He placed himself in such a position that he was forced to reveal his special powers against vibrations. He bungled the mass murders a few hours ago. In fact, his whole record is one of the low cunning of the primitive, egotistical mind which has little or no conception of the vast organization with which it is confronted.


  “He is like the ancient German soldier who felt superior to the elderly Roman scholar, yet the latter was part of a mighty civilization of which the Germans of that day stood in awe.


  “You may suggest that the sack of Rome by the Germans in later years defeats my argument; however, modern historians agree that the ‘sack’ was an historical accident, and not history in the true sense of the word. The movement of the ‘Sea-peoples’ which set in against the Egyptian civilization from 1400 B.C. succeeded only as regards the Cretan island-realm—their mighty expeditions against the Libyan and Phoenician coasts, with the accompaniment of Viking fleets, failed as those of the Huns failed against the Chinese Empire. Rome would have been abandoned in any event. Ancient, glorious Samarra was desolate by the tenth century; Pataliputra, Asoka’s great capital, was an immense and completely uninhabited waste of houses when the Chinese traveler Hsinan-tang visited it about A.D. 635.


  “We have, then, a primitive, and that primitive is now far out in space, completely outside of his natural habitat. I say, let’s go in and win.”


  One of the men grumbled, as Korita finished: “You can talk about the sack of Rome being an accident, and about this fellow being a primitive, but the facts are facts. It looks to me as if Rome is about to fall again; and it won’t be no primitive that did it, either. This guy’s got plenty of what it takes.”


  Morton smiled grimly at the man, a member of the crew. “We’ll see about that—right now!”


  In the blazing brilliance of the gigantic machine shop, Coeurl slaved. The forty-foot, cigar-shaped spaceship was nearly finished. With a grunt of effort, he completed the laborious installation of the drive engines, and paused to survey his craft.


  Its interior, visible through the one aperture in the outer wall, was pitifully small. There was literally room for nothing but the engines—and a narrow space for himself.


  He plunged frantically back to work as he heard the approach of the men, and the sudden change in the tempest-like thunder of the engines—a rhythmical off-and-on hum, shriller in tone, sharper, more nerve-racking than the deep-throated, steady throb that had preceded it. Suddenly, there were the atomic disintegrators again at the massive outer doors.


  He fought them off, but never wavered from his task. Every mighty muscle of his powerful body strained as he carried great loads of tools, machines and instruments, and dumped them into the bottom of his makeshift ship. There was no time to fit anything into place, no time for anything—no time—no time.


  The thought pounded at his reason. He felt strangely weary for the first time in his long and vigorous existence. With a last, tortured heave, he jerked the gigantic sheet of metal into the gaping aperture of the ship—and stood there for a terrible minute, balancing it precariously.


  He knew the doors were going down. Half a dozen disintegrators concentrating on one point were irresistibly, though slowly, eating away the remaining inches. With a gasp, he released his mind from the doors and concentrated every ounce of his mind on the yard-thick outer wall, toward which the blunt nose of his ship was pointing.


  His body cringed from the surging power that flowed from the electric dynamo through his ear tendrils into that resisting wall. The whole inside of him felt on fire, and he knew that he was dangerously close to carrying his ultimate load.


  And still he stood there, shuddering with the awful pain, holding the unfastened metal plate with hard-clenched tentacles. His massive head pointed as in dread fascination at that bitterly hard wall.


  He heard one of the engine-room doors crash inward. Men shouted; disintegrators rolled forward, their raging power unchecked. Coeurl heard the floor of the engine room hiss in protest, as those beams of atomic energy tore everything in their path to bits. The machines rolled closer; cautious footsteps sounded behind them. In a minute they would be at the flimsy doors separating the engine room from the machine shop.


  Suddenly, Coeurl was satisfied. With a snarl of hate, a vindictive glow of feral eyes, he ducked into his little craft, and pulled the metal plate down into place as if it was a hatchway.


  His ear tendrils hummed, as he softened the edges of the surrounding metal. In an instant, the plate was more than welded—it was part of his ship, a seamless, rivetless part of a whole that was solid opaque metal except for two transparent areas, one in the front, one in the rear.


  His tentacle embraced the power drive with almost sensuous tenderness. There was a forward surge of his fragile machine, straight at the great outer wall of the machine shops. The nose of the forty-foot craft touched—and the wall dissolved in a glittering shower of dust.


  Coeurl felt the barest retarding movement; and then he kicked the nose of the machine out into the cold of space, twisted it about, and headed back in the direction from which the big ship had been coming all these hours.


  Men in space armor stood in the jagged hole that yawned in the lower reaches of the gigantic globe. The men and the great ship grew smaller. Then the men were gone; and there was only the ship with its blaze of a thousand blurring portholes. The ball shrank incredibly, too small now for individual portholes to be visible.


  Almost straight ahead, Coeurl saw a tiny, dim, reddish ball—his own sun, he realized. He headed toward it at full speed. There were caves where he could hide and with other coeurls build secretly a spaceship in which they could reach other planets safety—now that he knew how.


  His body ached from the agony of acceleration, yet he dared not let up for a single instant. He glanced back, half in terror. The globe was still there, a tiny dot of light in the immense blackness of space. Suddenly it twinkled and was gone.


  For a brief moment, he had the empty, frightened impression that just before it disappeared, it moved. But he could see nothing. He could not escape the belief that they had shut off all their lights, and were sneaking up on him in the darkness. Worried and uncertain, he looked through the forward transparent plate.


  A tremor of dismay shot through him. The dim red sun toward which he was heading was not growing larger. It was becoming smaller by the instant, and it grew visibly tinier during the next five minutes, became a pale-red dot in the sky—and vanished like the ship.


  Fear came then, a blinding surge of it, that swept through his being and left him chilled with the sense of the unknown. For minutes, he stared frantically into the space ahead, searching for some landmark. But only the remote stars glimmered there, unwinking points against a velvet background of unfathomable distance.


  Wait! One of the points was growing larger. With every muscle and nerve tensed, Coeurl watched the point becoming a dot, a round ball of light—red light. Bigger, bigger, it grew. Suddenly, the red light shimmered and turned white—and there, before him, was the great globe of the spaceship, lights glaring from every porthole, the very ship which a few minutes before he had watched vanish behind him.


  Something happened to Coeurl in that moment. His brain was spinning like a flywheel, faster, faster, more incoherently. Suddenly, the wheel flew apart into a million aching fragments. His eyes almost started from their sockets as, like a maddened animal, he raged in his small quarters.


  His tentacles clutched at precious instruments and flung them insensately; his paws smashed in fury at the very walls of his ship. Finally, in a brief flash of sanity, he knew that he couldn’t face the inevitable fire of atomic disintegrators.


  It was a simple thing to create the violent disorganization that freed every drop of id from his vital organs.


  They found him lying dead in a little pool of phosphorus.


  “Poor pussy,” said Morton. “I wonder what he thought when he saw us appear ahead of him, after his own sun disappeared. Knowing nothing of anti-accelerators, he couldn’t know that we could stop short in space, whereas it would take him more than three hours to decelerate; and in the meantime he’d be drawing farther and farther away from where he wanted to go. He couldn’t know that by stopping, we flashed past him at millions of miles a second. Of course, he didn’t have a chance once he left our ship. The whole world must have seemed topsy-turvy.”


  “Never mind the sympathy,” he heard Kent say behind him. “We’ve got a job—to kill every cat in that miserable world.”


  Korita murmured softly: “That should be simple. They are but primitives; and we have merely to sit down, and they will come to us, cunningly expecting to delude us.”


  Smith snapped: “You fellows make me sick! Pussy was the toughest nut we ever had to crack. He had everything he needed to defeat us—”


  Morton smiled as Korita interrupted blandly: “Exactly, my dear Smith, except that he reacted according to the biological impulses of his type. His defeat was already foreshadowed when we unerringly analyzed him as a criminal from a certain era of his civilization.


  “It was history, honorable Mr. Smith, our knowledge of history that defeated him,” said the Japanese archeologist, reverting to the ancient politeness of his race.


  A PAIL OF AIR


  Fritz Lieber


  Pa had sent me out to get an extra pail of air. I’d just about scooped it full and most of the warmth had leaked from my fingers when I saw the thing.


  You know, at first I thought it was a young lady. Yes, a beautiful young lady’s face all glowing in the dark and looking at me from the fifth floor of the opposite apartment, which hereabouts is the floor just above the white blanket of frozen air. I’d never seen a live young lady before, except in the old magazines—Sis is just a kid and Ma is pretty sick and miserable—and it gave me such a start that I dropped the pail. Who wouldn’t, knowing everyone on Earth was dead except Pa and Ma and Sis and you?


  Even at that, I don’t suppose I should have been surprised. We all see things now and then. Ma has some pretty bad ones, to judge from the way she bugs her eyes at nothing and just screams and screams and huddles back against the blankets hanging around the Nest. Pa says it is natural we should react like that sometimes.


  When I’d recovered the pail and could look again at the opposite apartment, I got an idea of what Ma might be feeling at those times, for I saw it wasn’t a young lady at all but simply a light—a tiny light that moved stealthily from window to window, just as if one of the cruel little stars had come down out of the airless sky to investigate why the Earth had gone away from the Sun, and maybe to hunt down something to torment or terrify, now that the Earth didn’t have the Sun’s protection.


  I tell you, the thought of it gave me the creeps. I just stood there shaking, and almost froze my feet and did frost my helmet so solid on the inside that I couldn’t have seen the light even if it had come out of one of the windows to get me. Then I had the wit to go back inside.


  Pretty soon I was feeling my familiar way through the thirty or so blankets and rugs Pa has got hung around to slow down the escape of air from the Nest, and I wasn’t quite so scared. I began to hear the tick-ticking of the clocks in the Nest and knew I was getting back into air, because there’s no sound outside in the vacuum, of course. But my mind was still crawly and uneasy as I pushed through the last blankets—Pa’s got them faced with aluminum foil to hold in the heat—and came into the Nest.


  Let me tell you about the Nest. It’s low and snug, just room for the four of us and our things. The floor is covered with thick woolly rugs. Three of the sides are blankets, and the blankets roofing it touch Pa’s head. He tells me it’s inside a much bigger room, but I’ve never seen the real walls or ceiling.


  Against one of the blankets is a big set of shelves, with tools and books and other stuff, and on top of it a whole row of clocks. Pa’s very fussy about keeping them wound. He says we must never forget time, and without a sun or moon, that would be easy to do.


  The fourth wall has blankets all over except around the fireplace, in which there is a fire that must never go out. It keeps us from freezing and does a lot more besides. One of us must always watch it. Some of the clocks are alarm and we can use them to remind us. In the early days there was only Ma to take turns with Pa—I think of that when she gets difficult—but now there’s me to help, and Sis too.


  It’s Pa who is the chief guardian of the fire, though. I always think of him that way: a tall man sitting cross-legged, frowning anxiously at the fire, his lined face golden in its light, and every so often carefully placing on it a piece of coal from the big heap beside it. Pa tells me there used to be guardians of the fire sometimes in the very old days—vestal virgins, he calls them—although there was unfrozen air all around then and you didn’t really need one.


  He was sitting just that way now, though he got up quick to take the pail from me and bawl me out for loitering—he’d spotted my frozen helmet right off. That roused Ma and she joined in picking on me. She’s always trying to get the load off her feelings, Pa explains. Sis let off a couple of silly squeals too.


  Pa handled the pail of air in a twist of cloth. Now that it was inside the Nest, you could really feel its coldness. It just seemed to suck the heat out of everything. Even the flames cringed away from it as Pa put it down close by the fire.


  Yet it’s that glimmery white stuff in the pail that keeps us alive. It slowly melts and vanishes and refreshes the Nest and feeds the fire. The blankets keep it from escaping too fast. Pa’d like to seal the whole place, but he can’t—building’s too earthquake-twisted, and besides he has to leave the chimney open for smoke.


  Pa says air is tiny molecules that fly away like a flash if there isn’t something to stop them. We have to watch sharp not to let the air run low. Pa always keeps a big reserve supply of it in buckets behind the first blankets, along with extra coal and cans of food and other things, such as pails of snow to melt for water. We have to go way down to the bottom floor for that stuff, which is a mean trip, and get it through a door to outside.


  You see, when the Earth got cold, all the water in the air froze first and made a blanket ten feet thick or so everywhere, and then down on top of that dropped the crystals of frozen air, making another white blanket sixty or seventy feet thick maybe.


  Of course, all the parts of the air didn’t freeze and snow down at the same time.


  First to drop out was the carbon dioxide—when you’re shoveling for water, you have to make sure you don’t go too high and get any of that stuff mixed in, for it would put you to sleep, maybe for good, and make the fire go out. Next there’s the nitrogen, which doesn’t count one way or the other, though it’s the biggest part of the blanket. On top of that and easy to get at, which is lucky for us, there’s the oxygen that keeps us alive. Pa says we live better than kings ever did, breathing pure oxygen, but we’re used to it and don’t notice. Finally, at the very top, there’s a slick of liquid helium, which is funny stuff. All of these gases in neat separate layers. Like a pussy caffay, Pa laughingly says, whatever that is.


  I was busting to tell them all about what I’d seen, and so as soon as I’d ducked out of my helmet and while I was still climbing out of my suit, I cut loose. Right away Ma got nervous and began making eyes at the entry-slit in the blankets and wringing her hands together—the hand where she’d lost three fingers from frostbite inside the good one, as usual. I could tell that Pa was annoyed at me scaring her and wanted to explain it all away quickly, yet could see I wasn’t fooling.


  “And you watched this light for some time, son?” he asked when I finished.


  I hadn’t said anything about first thinking it was a young lady’s face. Somehow that part embarrassed me.


  “Long enough for it to pass five windows and go to the next floor.”


  “And it didn’t look like stray electricity or crawling liquid or starlight focused by a growing crystal, or anything like that?”


  He wasn’t just making up those ideas. Odd things happen in a world that’s about as cold as can be, and just when you think matter would be frozen dead, it takes on a strange new life. A slimy stuff comes crawling toward the Nest, just like an animal snuffing for heat—that’s the liquid helium. And once, when I was little, a bolt of lightning—not even Pa could figure where it came from—hit the nearby steeple and crawled up and down it for weeks, until the glow finally died.


  “Not like anything I ever saw,” I told him.


  He stood for a moment frowning. Then, “I’ll go out with you, and you show it to me,” he said.


  Ma raised a howl at the idea of being left alone, and Sis joined in, too, but Pa quieted them. We started climbing into our outside clothes—mine had been warming by the fire. Pa made them. They have plastic headpieces that were once big double-duty transparent food cans, but they keep heat and air in and can replace the air for a little while, long enough for our trips for water and coal and food and so on.


  Ma started moaning again, “I’ve always known there was something outside there, waiting to get us. I’ve felt it for years—something that’s part of the cold and hates all warmth and wants to destroy the Nest. It’s been watching us all this time, and now it’s coming after us. It’ll get you and then come for me. Don’t go, Harry!”


  Pa had everything on but his helmet. He knelt by the fireplace and reached in and shook the long metal rod that goes up the chimney and knocks off the ice that keeps trying to clog it. Once a week he goes up on the roof to check if it’s working all right. That’s our worst trip and Pa won’t let me make it alone.


  “Sis,” Pa said quietly, “come watch the fire. Keep an eye on the air, too. If it gets low or doesn’t seem to be boiling fast enough, fetch another bucket from behind the blanket. But mind your hands. Use the cloth to pick up the bucket.”


  Sis quit helping Ma be frightened and came over and did as she was told. Ma quieted down pretty suddenly, though her eyes were still kind of wild as she watched Pa fix on his helmet tight and pick up a pail and the two of us go out.


  Pa led the way and I took hold of his belt. It’s a funny thing, I’m not afraid to go by myself, but when Pa’s along I always want to hold on to him. Habit, I guess, and then there’s no denying that this time I was a bit scared.


  You see, it’s this way. We know that everything is dead out there. Pa heard the last radio voices fade away years ago, and had seen some of the last folks die who weren’t as lucky or well-protected as us. So we knew that if there was something groping around out there, it couldn’t be anything human or friendly.


  Besides that, there’s a feeling that comes with it always being night, cold night. Pa says there used to be some of that feeling even in the old days, but then every morning the Sun would come and chase it away. I have to take his word for that, not ever remembering the Sun as being anything more than a big star. You see, I hadn’t been born when the dark star snatched us away from the Sun, and by now it’s dragged us out beyond the orbit of the planet Pluto, Pa says, and taking us farther out all the time.


  I found myself wondering whether there mightn’t be something on the dark star that wanted us, and if that was why it had captured the Earth. Just then we came to the end of the corridor and I followed Pa out on the balcony.


  I don’t know what the city looked like in the old days, but now it’s beautiful. The starlight lets you see pretty well—there’s quite a bit of light in those steady points speckling the blackness above. (Pa says the stars used to twinkle once, but that was because there was air.) We are on a hill and the shimmery plain drops away from us and then flattens out, cut up into neat squares by the troughs that used to be streets. I sometimes make my mashed potatoes look like it, before I pour on the gravy.


  Some taller buildings push up out of the feathery plain, topped by rounded caps of air crystals, like the fur hood Ma wears, only whiter. On those buildings you can see the darker squares of windows, underlined by white dashes of air crystals. Some of them are on a slant, for many of the buildings are pretty badly twisted by the quakes and all the rest that happened when the dark star captured the Earth.


  Here and there a few icicles hang, water icicles from the first days of the cold, other icicles of frozen air that melted on the roofs and dripped and froze again. Sometimes one of those icicles will catch the light of a star and send it to you so brightly you think the star has swooped into the city. That was one of the things Pa had been thinking of when I told him about the light, but I had thought of it myself first and known it wasn’t so.


  He touched his helmet to mine so we could talk easier and he asked me to point out the windows to him. But there wasn’t any light moving around inside them now, or anywhere else. To my surprise, Pa didn’t bawl me out and tell me I’d been seeing things. He looked all around quite a while after filling his pail, and just as we were going inside he whipped around without warning, as if to take some peeping thing off guard.


  I could feel it, too. The old peace was gone. There was something lurking out there, watching, waiting, getting ready.


  Inside, he said to me, touching helmets, “If you see something like that again, son, don’t tell the others. Your Ma’s sort of nervous these days and we owe her all the feeling of safety we can give her. Once—it was when your sister was born—I was ready to give up and die, but your Mother kept me trying. Another time she kept the fire going a whole week all by herself when I was sick. Nursed me and took care of the two of you, too.


  “You know that game we sometimes play, sitting in a square in the Nest, tossing a ball around? Courage is like a ball, son. A person can hold it only so long, and then he’s got to toss it to someone else. When it’s tossed your way, you’ve got to catch it and hold it tight—and hope there’ll be someone else to toss it to when you get tired of being brave.”


  His talking to me that way made me feel grown-up and good. But it didn’t wipe away the thing outside from the back of my mind—or the fact that Pa took it seriously.


  It’s hard to hide your feelings about such a thing. When we got back in the Nest and took off our outside clothes, Pa laughed about it all and told them it was nothing and kidded me for having such an imagination, but his words fell flat. He didn’t convince Ma and Sis any more than he did me. It looked for a minute like we were all fumbling the courage-ball. Something had to be done, and almost before I knew what I was going to say, I heard myself asking Pa to tell us about the old days, and how it all happened.


  He sometimes doesn’t mind telling that story, and Sis and I sure like to listen to it, and he got my idea. So we were all settled around the fire in a wink, and Ma pushed up some cans to thaw for supper, and Pa began. Before he did, though, I noticed him casually get a hammer from the shelf and lay it down beside him.


  It was the same old story as always—I think I could recite the main thread of it in my sleep—though Pa always puts in a new detail or two and keeps improving it in spots.


  He told us how the Earth had been swinging around the Sun ever so steady and warm, and the people on it fixing to make money and wars and have a good time and get power and treat each other right or wrong, when without warning there comes charging out of space this dead star, this burned out sun, and upsets everything.


  You know, I find it hard to believe in the way those people felt, any more than I can believe in the swarming number of them. Imagine people getting ready for the horrible sort of war they were cooking up. Wanting it even, or at least wishing it were over so as to end their nervousness. As if all folks didn’t have to hang together and pool every bit of warmth just to keep alive. And how can they have hoped to end danger, any more than we can hope to end the cold?


  Sometimes I think Pa exaggerates and makes things out too black. He’s cross with us once in a while and was probably cross with all those folks. Still, some of the things I read in the old magazines sound pretty wild. He may be right.


  The dark star, as Pa went on telling it, rushed in pretty fast and there wasn’t much time to get ready. At the beginning they tried to keep it a secret from most people, but then the truth came out, what with the earthquakes and floods—imagine, oceans of unfrozen water!—and people seeing stars blotted out by something on a clear night. First off they thought it would hit the Sun, and then they thought it would hit the Earth. There was even the start of a rush to get to a place called China, because people thought the star would hit on the other side. But then they found it wasn’t going to hit either side, but was going to come very close to the Earth.


  Most of the other planets were on the other side of the Sun and didn’t get involved. The Sun and the newcomer fought over the Earth for a little while—pulling it this way and that, like two dogs growling over a bone, Pa described it this time—and then the newcomer won and carried us off. The Sun got a consolation prize, though. At the last minute he managed to hold on to the Moon.


  That was the time of the monster earthquakes and floods, twenty times worse than anything before. It was also the time of the Big Jerk, as Pa calls it, when all Earth got yanked suddenly, just as Pa has done to me once or twice, grabbing me by the collar to do it, when I’ve been sitting too far from the fire.


  You see, the dark star was going through space faster than the Sun, and in the opposite direction, and it had to wrench the world considerably in order to take it away.


  The Big Jerk didn’t last long. It was over as soon as the Earth was settled down in its new orbit around the dark star. But it was pretty terrible while it lasted. Pa says that all sorts of cliffs and buildings toppled, oceans slopped over, swamps and sandy deserts gave great sliding surges that buried nearby lands. Earth was almost jerked out of its atmosphere blanket and the air got so thin in spots that people keeled over and fainted—though of course, at the same time, they were getting knocked down by the Big Jerk and maybe their bones broke or skulls cracked.


  We’ve often asked Pa how people acted during that time, whether they were scared or brave or crazy or stunned, or all four, but he’s sort of leery of the subject, and he was again tonight. He says he was mostly too busy to notice.


  You see, Pa and some scientist friends of his had figured out part of what was going to happen—they’d known we’d get captured and our air would freeze—and they’d been working like mad to fix up a place with airtight walls and doors, and insulation against the cold, and big supplies of food and fuel and water and bottled air. But the place got smashed in the last earthquakes and all Pa’s friends were killed then and in the Big Jerk. So he had to start over and throw the Nest together quick without any advantages, just using any stuff he could lay his hands on.


  I guess he’s telling pretty much the truth when he says he didn’t have any time to keep an eye on how other folks behaved, either then or in the Big Freeze that followed—followed very quick, you know, both because the dark star was pulling us away very fast and because Earth’s rotation had been slowed in the tug-of-war, so that the nights were ten old nights long.


  Still, I’ve got an idea of some of the things that happened from the frozen folk I’ve seen, a few of them in other rooms in our building, others clustered around the furnaces in the basements where we go for coal.


  In one of the rooms, an old man sits stiff in a chair, with an arm and a leg in splints. In another, a man and a woman are huddled together in a bed with heaps of covers over them. You can just see their heads peeking out, close together. And in another a beautiful young lady is sitting with a pile of wraps huddled around her, looking hopefully toward the door, as if waiting for someone who never came back with warmth and food. They’re all still and stiff as statues, of course, but just like life.


  Pa showed them to me once in quick winks of his flashlight, when he still had a fair supply of batteries and could afford to waste a little light. They scared me pretty bad and made my heart pound, especially the young lady.


  Now, with Pa telling his story for the umpteenth time to take our minds off another scare, I got to thinking of the frozen folk again. All of a sudden I got an idea that scared me worse than anything yet. You see, I’d just remembered the face I’d thought I’d seen in the window. I’d forgotten about that on account of trying to hide it from the others.


  What, I asked myself, if the frozen folk were coming to life? What if they were like the liquid helium that got a new lease on life and started crawling toward the heat just when you thought its molecules ought to freeze solid forever? Or like the electricity that moves endlessly when it’s just about as cold as that? What if the ever-growing cold, with the temperature creeping down the last few degrees to the last zero, had mysteriously wakened the frozen folk to life—not warm-blooded life, but something icy and horrible?


  That was a worse idea than the one about something coming down from the dark star to get us.


  Or maybe, I thought, both ideas might be true. Something coming down from the dark star and making the frozen folk move, using them to do its work. That would fit with both things I’d seen—the beautiful young lady and the moving, starlike light.


  The frozen folk with minds from the dark star behind their unwinking eyes, creeping, crawling, snuffing their way, following the heat to the Nest.


  I tell you, that thought gave me a very bad turn and I wanted very badly to tell the others my fears, but I remembered what Pa had said and clenched my teeth and didn’t speak.


  We were all sitting very still. Even the fire was burning silently. There was just the sound of Pa’s voice and the clocks.


  And then, from beyond the blankets, I thought I heard a tiny noise. My skin tightened all over me.


  Pa was telling about the early years in the Nest and had come to the place where he philosophizes.


  “So I asked myself then,” he said, “what’s the use of going on? What’s the use of dragging it out for a few years? Why prolong a doomed existence of hard work and cold and loneliness? The human race is done. The Earth is done. Why not give up, I asked myself—and all of a sudden I got the answer.”


  Again I heard the noise, louder this time, a kind of uncertain, shuffling tread, coming closer. I couldn’t breathe.


  “Life’s always been a business of working hard and fighting the cold,” Pa was saying. “The earth’s always been a lonely place, millions of miles from the next planet. And no matter how long the human race might have lived, the end would have come some night. Those things don’t matter. What matters is that life is good. It has a lovely texture, like some rich cloth or fur, or the petals of flowers—you’ve seen pictures of those, but I can’t describe how they feel—or the fire’s glow. It makes everything else worthwhile. And that’s as true for the last man as the first.”


  And still the steps kept shuffling closer. It seemed to me that the inmost blanket trembled and bulged a little. Just as if they were burned into my imagination, I kept seeing those peering, frozen eyes.


  “So right then and there,” Pa went on, and now I could tell that he heard the steps, too, and was talking loud so we maybe wouldn’t hear them, “right then and there I told myself that I was going on as if we had all eternity ahead of us. I’d have children and teach them all I could. I’d get them to read books. I’d plan for the future, try to enlarge and seal the Nest. I’d do what I could to keep everything beautiful and growing. I’d keep alive my feeling of wonder even at the cold and the dark and the distant stars.”


  But then the blanket actually did move and lift. And there was a bright light somewhere behind it. Pa’s voice stopped and his eyes turned to the widening slit and his hand went out until it touched and gripped the handle of the hammer beside him.


  In through the blanket stepped the beautiful young lady. She stood there looking at us the strangest way, and she carried something bright and unwinking in her hand. And two other faces peered over her shoulders—men’s faces, white and staring.


  Well, my heart couldn’t have been stopped for more than four or five beats before I realized she was wearing a suit and helmet like Pa’s homemade ones, only fancier, and that the men were, too—and that the frozen folk certainly wouldn’t be wearing those. Also, I noticed that the bright thing in her hand was just a kind of flashlight.


  The silence kept on while I swallowed hard a couple of times, and after that there was all sorts of jabbering and commotion.


  They were simply people, you see. We hadn’t been the only ones to survive; we’d just thought so, for natural enough reasons. These three people had survived, and quite a few others with them. And when we found out how they’d survived, Pa let out the biggest whoop of joy.


  They were from Los Alamos and they were getting their heat and power from atomic energy. Just using the uranium and plutonium intended for bombs, they had enough to go on for thousands of years. They had a regular little airtight city, with airlocks and all. They even generated electric light and grew plants and animals by it. (At this Pa let out a second whoop, waking Ma from her faint.)


  But if we were flabbergasted at them, they were double-flabbergasted at us.


  One of the men kept saying, “But it’s impossible, I tell you. You can’t maintain an air supply without hermetic sealing. It’s simply impossible.”


  That was after he had got his helmet off and was using our air. Meanwhile, the young lady kept looking around at us as if we were saints, and telling us we’d done something amazing, and suddenly she broke down and cried.


  They’d been scouting around for survivors, but they never expected to find any in a place like this. They had rocket ships at Los Alamos and plenty of chemical fuels. As for liquid oxygen, all you had to do was go out and shovel the air blanket at the top level. So after they’d got things going smoothly at Los Alamos, which had taken years, they’d decided to make some trips to likely places where there might be other survivors. No good trying long-distance radio signals, of course, since there was no atmosphere to carry them around the curve of the Earth.


  Well, they’d found other colonies at Argonne and Brookhaven and way around the world at Harwell and Tanna Tuva. And now they’d been giving our city a look, not really expecting to find anything. But they had an instrument that noticed the faintest heat waves and it had told them there was something warm down here, so they’d landed to investigate. Of course we hadn’t heard them land, since there was no air to carry the sound, and they’d had to investigate around quite a while before finding us. Their instruments had given them a wrong steer and they’d wasted sometime in the building across the street.


  By now, all five adults were talking like sixty. Pa was demonstrating to the men how he worked the fire and got rid of the ice in the chimney and all that. Ma had perked up wonderfully and was showing the young lady her cooking and sewing stuff, and even asking about how the women dressed at Los Alamos. The strangers marveled at everything and praised it to the skies. I could tell from the way they wrinkled their noses that they found the Nest a bit smelly, but they never mentioned that at all and just asked bushels of questions.


  In fact, there was so much talking and excitement that Pa forgot about things, and it wasn’t until they were all getting groggy that he looked and found the air had all boiled away in the pail. He got another bucket of air quick from behind the blankets. Of course that started them all laughing and jabbering again. The newcomers even got a little drunk. They weren’t used to so much oxygen.


  Funny thing, though—I didn’t do much talking at all and Sis hung on to Ma all the time and hid her face when anybody looked at her. I felt pretty uncomfortable and disturbed myself, even about the young lady. Glimpsing her outside there, I’d had all sorts of mushy thoughts, but now I was just embarrassed and scared of her, even though she tried to be nice as anything to me.


  I sort of wished they’d all quit crowding the Nest and let us be alone and get our feelings straightened out.


  And when the newcomers began to talk about our all going to Los Alamos, as if that were taken for granted, I could see that something of the same feeling struck Pa and Ma, too. Pa got very silent all of a sudden and Ma kept telling the young lady, “But I wouldn’t know how to act there and I haven’t any clothes.”


  The strangers were puzzled like anything at first, but then they got the idea. As Pa kept saying, “It just doesn’t seem right to let this fire go out.”


  Well, the strangers are gone, but they’re coming back. It hasn’t been decided yet just what will happen. Maybe the Nest will be kept up as what one of the strangers called a “survival school.” Or maybe we will join the pioneers who are going to try to establish a new colony at the uranium mines at Great Slave Lake or in the Congo.


  Of course, now that the strangers are gone, I’ve been thinking a lot about Los Alamos and those other tremendous colonies. I have a hankering to see them for myself.


  You ask me, Pa wants to see them, too. He’s been getting pretty thoughtful, watching Ma and Sis perk up.


  “It’s different, now that we know others are alive,” he explains to me. “Your mother doesn’t feel so hopeless any more. Neither do I, for that matter, not having to carry the whole responsibility for keeping the human race going, so to speak. It scares a person.”


  I looked around at the blanket walls and the fire and the pails of air boiling away and Ma and Sis sleeping in the warmth and the flickering light.


  “It’s not going to be easy to leave the Nest,” I said, wanting to cry, kind of. “It’s so small and there’s just the four of us. I get scared at the idea of big places and a lot of strangers.”


  He nodded and put another piece of coal on the fire. Then he looked at the little pile and grinned suddenly and put a couple of handfuls on, just as if it was one of our birthdays or Christmas.


  “You’ll quickly get over that feeling, son,” he said. “The trouble with the world was that it kept getting smaller and smaller, till it ended with just the Nest. Now it’ll be good to have a real huge world again, the way it was in the beginning.”


  I guess he’s right. You think the beautiful young lady will wait for me till I grow up? I’ll be twenty in only ten years.


  THY ROCKS AND RILLS


  Robert Ernest Gilbert


  M. Stonecypher lifted his reed sun hat with the square brim, and used a red handkerchief to absorb the perspiration streaking his forehead. He said, “The pup’ll make a good guard, especially for thrill parties.”


  L. Dan’s golden curls flickered in July 1 sunlight. The puppy growled when Dan extended a gloved hand. “I don’t want a guard,” the hobbyist said. “I want him for a dogfight.”


  A startling bellow rattled the windows of the dog house and spilled in deafening waves across the yard. Dan whirled, clutching his staff. Light glinted on his plastic cuirass and danced on his red nylon tights. His flabby face turned white. “What—” he panted.


  Stonecypher concealed a smile behind a long corded hand and said, “Just the bull. Serenades us sometimes.”


  Dan circled the dog house. Stonecypher followed with a forefinger pressed to thin lips. In the paddock, the bull’s head moved up and down. It might or might not have been a nod.


  The crest of long red and blue-black hairs on the bull’s neck and shoulders created an illusion of purple, but the rest of the animal matched the black of a duelmaster’s tam. Behind large eyes encircled by a white band, his skull bulged in a swelling dome, making the distance between his short horns seem much too great.


  “He’s purple!” Dan gasped. “Why in the Government don’t you put him in the ring?”


  Stonecypher gestured toward the choppy surface of Kings Lake, nine hundred feet below. He said, “Coincidence. I make out the ringmaster’s barge just leavin’ Highland Pier.”


  “You’re selling him?”


  “Yeah. If they take ‘im. I’d like to see ‘im in the ring on Dependence Day.”


  Glancing at the watch embedded in the left pectoral of his half-armor, Dan said, “That would be a show! I’ll take the dog and fly. I’ve a duel in Highland Park at 11:46.”


  “The pup’s not for sale.”


  “Not for sale!” Dan yelled. “You told—”


  “Thought you wanted a guard. I don’t sell for dogfights.”


  A sound like “Goood!” came from the paddocked bull.


  Dan opened his mouth wide. Whatever he intended to say died without vocalization, for Catriona came driving the mule team up through the apple orchard. The almost identical mules had sorrel noses, gray necks, buckskin flanks, and black and white pinto backs and haunches. “Great Government!” Dan swore. “This place is worse than a museum!”


  “Appaloosa mules,” Stonecypher said.


  Catriona jumped from the seat of the mowing machine. Dan stared. Compared to the standard woman of the Manly Age who, by dieting, posturing, and exercise from childhood, transformed herself into a small, thin, dominated creature, Catriona constituted a separate species. She was taller than Dan, slightly plump, and her hair could have been classed as either red or blonde. Green coveralls became her better than they did Stonecypher. With no trace of a smile on face or in voice, Stonecypher said, “L. Dan, meet Catriona.”


  Like a hypnopath’s victim, Dan walked to Catriona. He looked up at her and whispered, but too loudly. Stonecypher heard. His hands clamped on the hobbyist’s neck and jerked. Dan smashed in the grass with sufficient force to loosen the snaps of his armor. He rolled to his feet and swung his staff.


  Stonecypher’s left hand snatched the staff. His right fist collided with Dan’s square jaw. Glaring down at the hobbyist, Stonecypher gripped the staff and rotated thick wrists outward. The tough plastic popped when it broke.


  Scuttling backward, Dan regained his feet. “You inhuman brute!” he growled. “I intended to pay for her!”


  “My wife’s not for sale either,” Stonecypher said. “You know how to fly.”


  Dan thrust out a coated tongue and made a noise with it. In a memorized singsong, he declared, “I challenge you to a duel, in accordance with the laws of the Government, to be fought in the nearest duelpen at the earliest possible hour.”


  “Stony, don’t!” Catriona protested. “He’s not wo’th it!”


  Stonecypher smiled at her. “Have to follow the law,” he said. He extended his tongue, blurted, and announced, “As required by the Government, I accept your challenge.”


  “We’ll record it!” Dan snapped. He stalked toward the green and gold butterflier parked in a field of seedling Sudan grass. Horns rattled on the concrete rails of the paddock.


  “Burstaard!” the bull bellowed.


  Dan shied and trampled young grass under sandaled feet. His loosened cuirass clattered rhythmically. Raising the canopy of the butterflier, he slid out the radioak and started typing. Stonecypher and Catriona approached the hobbyist. Catriona said, “This is cowa’dly! Stony nevah fought a duel in his life. He won’t have a chance!”


  “You’ll see me soon then, woman. Where’d you get all that equipment? You look like something in a circus.”


  “Ah used to be in a cahnival,” Catriona said. She kept Stonecypher in place with a plump arm across his chest. “That’s wheah you belong,” she told Dan. “That’s all you’ah good fo’.”


  “Watch how you address a man, woman,” Dan snarled, “or you’ll end in the duelpen, too.”


  Stonecypher snatched the sheet from the typer. The request read:


  Duelmaster R. Smith, Watauga Duelpen, Highland Park, Tennessee. L. Dan challenges M. Stonecypher. Cause: Interference with basic amatory rights. July 1. 11:21 amest.


  Stonecypher said, “The cause is a lie. You got no rights with Catriona. Why didn’t you tell ‘em it’s because I knocked you ears-over-endways, and you’re scared to fight without a gun?”


  Dan shoved the request into the slot and pulled the switch. “I’ll kill you,” he promised.


  While the request was transmitted by radiophotography, minutes passed, bare of further insults. Catriona and Stonecypher stood near the concrete fence enclosing the rolling top of Bays Mountain. Interminable labor had converted 650 acres at the top to arable land. Below the couple, the steep side of the mountain, denuded of timber, dangerously eroded, and scarred by limestone quarries, fell to the ragged shore of Kings Lake. Two miles of water agitated by many boats separated the shore and the peninsula, which resembled a wrinkled dragon with underslung lower jaw distended. The town of Highland Park clung to the jutting land, and the Highland Bullring appeared as a white dot more than four miles from where Catriona and Stonecypher stood. The ringmaster’s barge was a red rectangle skirting Russel Chapel Island.


  Dan pulled the answer from the buzzing radioak. He walked over and held the radiophoto an inch from Stonecypher’s long nose. It read:


  Request OK. Time: July 4. 3:47 pmest.


  Two attached permits granted each duelist the privilege of carrying one handgun with a capacity of not more than ten cartridges of not less than .32 caliber. Below the permits appeared an additional message:


  L. Dan due at Watauga Duelpen. 11:46 amest. For duel with J. George.


  “Government and Taxes!” Dan cursed. Throwing Stonecypher’s permit, he leaped into the green and gold butterflier and slammed the canopy. The four wings of the semi-ornithopter blurred with motion, lifting the craft into the sky. The forward wings locked with negative dihedral, the rear wings angled to form a ruddevator, and the five-bladed propeller whined, driving the butterflier in a shallow dive for the peninsula.


  Catriona said, “Ah hope he’s late, and they shoot him. Ah knew you’d finally have to fight, but—”


  “You keep out of it next time,” said Stonecypher. “I happen to know that feller’s killed two women in the pen. He don’t care for nothin’. Oughta known better than to let him come here. He made out like he wanted a guard dog, and I thought—”


  “Nevah mind, Stony. Ah’ve got to help you. You nevah even fiahed a gun.”


  “Later, Cat. The ringmaster may want to stay for dinner. I’ll look after the mules.”


  Catriona touched Stonecypher’s cheek and went to the house. Stonecypher unharnessed the Appaloosa mules. While they rolled, he took, from an empty hay rack, a rubber-tipped spear and a tattered cloth dummy. The dummy’s single arm terminated in a red flag.


  Stonecypher concealed spear and dummy beneath the floor of the dog house. Going to the paddock, he patted the bull between the horns, which had been filed to a needle point. “Still goin’ through with it?” Stonecypher asked.


  “Yaaaa,” the bull lowed. “Yaooo kuhl Daan. Err’ll kuhl uhh kuhlerrs.”


  “All right, Moe. I’ll kill Dan, and you kill the killers.” Stonecypher stroked the massive hemisphere of the bull’s jaw. “Goodbye, Moe.”


  “Gooodba,” the bull echoed. He lowered his nose to the shelled corn seasoned with molasses, the rolled oats, and the ground barley in the trough.


  Stonecypher walked down the road to the staircase of stone that dammed the old Kingsport Reservoir, abandoned long before Kings Lake covered the city. A red electric truck crawled up the steep road hewn from the slope of the gap formed by Dolan Branch. When the truck had crossed the bridge below the buttressed dam, Stonecypher spoke to the fat and sweltering man seated beside the drive. “I’m M. Stonecypher. Proud for you to visit my farm. Dinner’s ready up at the house.”


  “No, no time,” smiled the fat man, displaying stainless steel teeth. “Only time to see the bull. I thought we weren’t going to make that grade! Why don’t those scientists develop synthetic elements, so that we can have atomic power again? This radio-electric is so unreliable! I am Ringmaster Oswell, naturally. This heat is excruciating! I had hoped it would be cooler up here, but something seems to have happened to our inland-oceanic climate this summer. Lead us to the bull, Stonecypher!”


  Clinging to the slatted truck bed, Stonecypher directed the stoic driver to the paddock. The electric motor rattled and stopped, and Ringmaster Oswell wheezed and squirmed from the cab. The ringmaster wore a vaguely Arabic costume, in all variations of red.


  The bull lumbered bellowing around the fence. His horns raked white gashes in the beech tree forming on corner. He tossed the feed trough to splintering destruction.


  “Magnificent!” Oswell gasped. Then the ringmaster frowned. “But he looks almost purple. His horns are rather short.”


  “Stay back from the fence!” Stonecypher warned. “He’s real wide between the horns, ringmaster. I reckon the spread’ll match up to standard. Same stock my grandfather used to sell Boon Bullring before the water. Wouldn’t sell ‘im, only the tenants are scared to come about the house.”


  Oswell fingered his balloon neck and mumbled, “But he’s odd. That long hair on his neck . . . I don’t know . . .”


  The bull’s horns lifted the mineral feeder from the center of the paddock. The box rotated over the rails and crashed in a cloud of floured oyster shells and phosphate salt at the ringmaster’s feet.


  Oswell took cover behind the truck driver, who said, “Fergus’d like him. Jeeze! Remember dat brown and white spotted one he kilt last year on Forrest Day? Da crowd like ta never stopt yelling!”


  Ringmaster Oswell retreated farther as, under the bull’s onslaught, a piece of concrete broke from the top rail, exposing the reinforcing rod within. “Fergus does like strange ones,” he admitted.


  Stonecypher said, “Don’t let the mane bother you. There’s one of these long-haired Scotch cows in his ancestors. He’s not really purple. Just the way the light hits ‘im.”


  Oswell chewed lacquered fingernails with steel dentures. His bloodshot eyes studied the spotted and speckled Appaloosa mules chasing around the pasture, but the sight failed to register on his brain. “The crowd likes a good show on Dependence Day,” he proclaimed. “I considered trying a fat Aberdeen Angus with artificial horns for laughs, but this may do as well. I must find some shade! I’ll take him, Stonecypher, if fifteen hundred in gold is agreeable.”


  “Sold,” Stonecypher said. The word cracked in the middle.


  While the ringmaster, muttering about trying bulldogs sometime, retired to the narrow shadow of the dog house, the driver backed the truck to the ramp. Stonecypher opened the gate and waved his handkerchief. The bull charged into the truck, and the driver locked the heavy doors.


  From within his red burnoose, Oswell produced a clinking bag. “Fifteen hundred,” he said. From other recesses, he withdrew documents, notebooks, and a pencil. He said, “Here is a pass for you and one for any woman-subject you may wish to bring. You’ll want to see your first bull on Dependence Day! And here is the standard release absolving you of any damage the bull may do. Oh, yes! His name and number?”


  “Number?”


  “Yes, his brand.”


  “Not branded. Make it Number 1. Name’s Moe.”


  Oswell chuckled. “Moe. Very good! Most breeders name them things like Chainlightning and Thunderbird. Your GE number?”


  “I’m not a Government Employee.”


  “You’re not?” Oswell wheezed. “How unusual! Your colors? He’ll wear your colors in his shoulder.”


  “Yeah. Black.”


  “Black?”


  “Dead black.”


  Oswell, scribbling, managed a faint smile. “Sorry I can’t accept that invitation to lunch.” He struggled into the truck. “Hope this bull is brave in the ring. Nice antique old place you have here! I don’t see a feed tower, but you surely don’t use pasture—” the ringmaster’s babble passed down the road with the truck.


  Stonecypher watched the vehicle descend the dangerous grade. He lifted his square hat from his black hair, dropped it on the ground, and crushed the reeds under a booted foot.


  The temporary house, a squat cubical structure, stood at the end of a spruce-lined path beside the ruin that a thrill party had made of the century-old farm house. The plastic screen squeaked when Stonecypher opened it. He stood on the white floor of the robot kitchen and dug a fifty dollar gold piece from the bag Oswell had given him. Glaring at the head of the woman with Liberty inscribed on her crown, he muttered, “Thirty pieces of gold.”


  Catriona called, “Oswell’s lucky he couldn’t stay foah dinnah! Ah had the potassium cyanide all ready.”


  Stonecypher passed through the diner door into a room containing more yellowed history books and agricultural pamphlets than eating utensils. Catriona waited by the table. She held a large revolver in her right hand.


  Intermezzo


  Stonecypher stood on Bay Knob, near the ruins of the old FM transmitter station, looking down at the Tennessee Lakes. Catriona sat behind him and held the revolver on her thigh. Stonecypher said, “I never see it but I wonder how it looked before the water.”


  Before him, North Fork, an arm of Kings Lake, twisted across the Virginia line four and one-half miles away, while to Stonecypher’s right, Boone Lake sparkled like a gigantic, badly drawn V. He did not look toward Surgoinsville Dam securing Kings Lake far to the west.


  The Tennessee Lakes were born in 1918 when Wilson Dam spanned the Tennessee River at Muscle Shoals, Alabama; but their growth was retarded for fifteen years, until an Act of Congress injected them with vitamins. Then the mile-long bastions of concrete crawled between the ridges. Norris, Wheeler, Pickwick Landing, Guntersville, Watts Bar, Kentucky, Cherokee, Fort Henry, Boone, Sevier, Surgoinsville—almost innumerable dams blocked the rivers. The rivers stopped and overflowed. The creeks swelled into rivers.


  Congressional Committees investigated, the Supreme Court tested the dams against the Constitution, ethnologists and archeologists hastily checked for Indian relics; and the dams, infused with youthful vigor, matured. Beginning with Norris, which backed up the Clinch and Powell Rivers to inundate 25,000 acres and displace 3,000 families, the dams expanded mighty aquatic muscles. The Tennessee, the Little Tennessee, the Nolichucky, the Holston, the French Broad, the Watauga, the Hiwassee, the Little Pigeon—all the rivers spread their waters into lengthy, ragged lakes, changing the map of Tennessee more than any natural cataclysm, such as the great earthquake of 1811, had ever done. The Lakes provided jobs, electric power, flood control, soil conservation, a fisherman’s paradise, milder winters, cooler summers, and they covered all the really good farming land in the eastern part of the state.


  Catriona loaded the revolver. It was an obsolete .357 Magnum with a 6½ inch barrel, and the cartridge cases of the metal-piercing bullets had a greenish sheen. “Now, put it in the holstah, and be ca’eful,” Catriona said.


  Stonecypher wore the holster, a leather silhouette studded with two spring clips opening forward, on a belt and secured to his leg by a thong. Gingerly, he took the revolver and slipped it under the clips. “I’ve kept outa duels all my life,” he said, “but, so long as it’s for you, I don’t much mind.”


  “Ah’ll mind if he kills you. You do like I tell you, and you can beat him. Why, mah best act in the How-To Cahnival was How to Win a Duel. Cou’se, they didn’t know ah was really drawin’ befoah the buzzah sounded. Why, ah used to set two plates ten yahds apaht, draw two revolvahs, and shoot both plates, all in foah-tenths of a second!”


  Stonecypher grinned. “Sorry I missed that carnival first time it came through here. I coulda seen you in that costume they poured on you, three years earlier.”


  “Nevah mind the veiled compliments. Now, try it!”


  Stonecypher faced the target, a sheet of plastiboard roughly sawed to the shape of a man, and backed by a heap of earth removed from the new, as yet dry, pond in which they stood. Catriona pressed a small buzzer concealed in her palm. Stonecypher’s big hand closed on the revolver butt, pushing the weapon up and forward. The sound of the shot rattled away over the mountain top.


  “That’s good!” Catriona cried, consulting the sonic timer. “One and two-tenths seconds from buzzah to shot!”


  “But I missed,” Stonecypher protested. “Look bad on tevee.”


  “You’ll hit him. Watch the recoil next time.”


  Stonecypher drew and fired a second wild shot. He snorted, “Confound Westerns, anyhow!”


  “Weste’ns?”


  “Sure. That’s where this duelin’ started. Used to, almost ever’ movie or tevee was called a Western. Sort of a fantasy, because they were just slightly based on real history. They generally showed a feller in a flowered shirt, ridin’ a Tennessee Walking Horse, and shootin’ a gun. Ever’body in these Westerns had a gun, and they all shot at each other.


  “The youngin’s were hep on ‘em, so they all wore toy guns, and a whole generation grew up on Westerns. When they got big, they carried real guns. I’ve heard my great-uncle tell about it, how before the Government built duelpens and passed laws, you couldn’t hardly cross the Lakes without runnin’ into a bunch of fools on water skis shootin’ at each other.”


  “You leave the histo’y books alone foah awhile,” Catriona commanded, “and practice. The tenants and ah’ll tend to the wo’k. Try it loaded and empty. Hook this little buzzah to the timeah, and practice. Ah’ve got to go see the chickens.”


  “ ‘Bye, teacher.” Stonecypher dropped the buzzer in his pocket and watched her vanish into the grove. He fired the remaining shots, nicking the target once. With the revolver holstered, he followed the path to the summer pasture.


  Belly-deep in red clover, twenty-four cows, twenty-four calves, and twenty-four yearlings grazed or played in the shady field. Stonecypher cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, “Smart-calves! Smart-calves to school!”


  The entire herd turned sorrowful eyes on him. Seven of the calves and four of the yearlings trotted to the gate, which Stonecypher held open, and jostled out of the pasture. As the calves began to lie down under the trees, a white heifer-calf nuzzled Stonecypher’s hand and bawled, “Paaapy gyoing a fyightt?”


  “Yeah, he’s going to fight,” Stonecypher answered. “Your pappy’s gone to the bullring. He suggested it, and made the choice himself. He’s got real courage. You oughta all be proud of him.”


  The calves bawled their pride. Including those remaining in the pasture, they presented a colorful variety of spots, specks, splotches, browns, reds, blacks, and even occasional blue and greenish tinges. Stonecypher sat facing them from a stump. He said, “I’m sorta late for the lesson, today, so we’ll get on with it. Some of this will be repetition for you yearlings, but it won’t hurt. If you get too bored, there’s corn and cottonseed meal in the trough, only be quiet about it.


  “Now. To look at you all, nobody would think you’re the same breed of cattle; but you, and your mammys, and Moe are the only Atohmy cattle on Earth. It’s usually hard to say exactly when a breed started; but you all started a long, long time ago, on July 16, 1945, near Alamogordo, New Mexico, when they exploded the first Atomic Bomb.”


  At mention of Atomic Bomb, who had succeeded the Bogger Man as a means of frightening children, one of the younger calves bawled. Her polled, brindled mother ran in ungainly fashion to the fence and mooed with great carrying power.


  “All right!” Stonecypher yelled. The cow closed her big mouth, but stayed by the gate. “Can’t go by what you hear the tenants tell their kids,” Stonecypher cautioned the calf. “Atomic Bomb is as dead as the tank and the battleship.


  “Now, like I was sayin’, the scientists put Atomic Bomb on a hundred foot tower and blowed him up. There was a flash of fire, and an awful racket, and the blast raised up a lot of dirt and dust from the ground. All this dust achurnin’ around in the cloud bumped into little bits of metal and stuff that was highly radioactive. That means, the basic atoms of matter had been thrown out of kilter, sorta deranged. The protons and electrons in an atom oughta be about equal for it to be stable, but these were shootin’ off electrons, or beta particles, and givin’ off something like powerful x-rays, called gamma rays, and things like that.


  “Anyhow, this radiation affected all the sand and bits of rock and dirt in that bomb cloud. This radiation is dangerous. Some of it will go right through several inches of lead. Enough’ll kill you. Your ancestors were ten miles or so from where Atomic Bomb went off.


  “They were just plain Whiteface cattle. They weren’t supposed to be there, but I reckon none of the scientists bothered to warn ‘em. The dust started settlin’ all over your ancestors. In about a week, there were sores and blisters on their backs. The red hair dropped off. When it grew back, it was gray.


  “The scientists got real excited when they heard about it, ‘cause they wanted to see how horrible they could make Atomic Bomb. So, they shipped fifty-nine cattle up to Oak Ridge. That was a Government town, a hundred miles southwest of here, where they made some of the stuff to put in Atomic Bomb. The University of Tennessee was runnin’ an experimental farm there. They had donkeys, and pigs, and chickens, and other animals that they exposed to radioactivity. Then they killed ‘em and cut ‘em up to see what had happened. I know it’s gruesome, but that’s how it was.


  “The awful fact is, the scientists slaughtered more than half that original Atohmy herd for experiments. Some of the rest, they—uh—married. Wanted to see if the calves had two heads, or something; if radioactivity had speeded up the mutation rate.


  “Back then, they didn’t understand much about mutation. Some claimed a little radioactivity would cause it, some said a whole lot, and some said it wouldn’t hurt a bit.”


  “Whaa mootyaaonn?” asked the calf which was not yet assured of the extinction of Atomic Bomb.


  “Well, you-all are all mutations. I’ve told you how life starts from one cell. This cell has thread-like things in it called chromosomes, and the chromosomes are made up of things called genes. Mutations, sort of unexpected changes, can take place in either the chromosomes or the genes. You see, when this one cell starts dividing, every gene makes a copy of itself; but, sometimes, the copy is a little different from the original. Lots of things, like x-rays and ultraviolet rays, heat, chemicals, disease, can cause this. Radioactivity had caused mutation in some experiment, so the scientists were anxious to see what happened with these cattle.


  “Genes determine the way an animal develops. Two mutant genes can start reactions that end up as a man with one leg, or maybe as a bull with the intelligence of an eight-year-old man. Lots of mutations are recessive. They may be carried along for generations. But, when two like mutant genes come together in reproduction, the animal is bound to be something different, the way you eleven calves are.


  “Now. The scientists watched the Atohmy cattle for fifteen or twenty years, and nothin’ much happened. They started sayin’ radioactivity wasn’t dangerous, and a man could walk into a place right after Atomic Bomb went off, and it wouldn’t matter. They should be here to see the mess in Japan today. All the time, though, I think the cattle were changing. It may have been in little things like the length of hair, or the shape of an eyeball, or the curve of a horn, so the scientists couldn’t tell without they made exact measurements all the time.


  “Then, a bull-calf was born. He had shaggy black hair, and his horns grew in a spiral like a ram’s. Some scientists said, ‘I told you so! It speeded the mutation rate!’


  “Others said, ‘He’s a natural mutation, or else, a throw-back to prehistoric wild cattle. It happens in every breed. Atomic Bomb had nothing to do with it.’


  “They married the bull, and then they fixed to slaughter ‘im to see what his insides was like. The bull fooled ‘em, though. He came down with contagious pleuro-pneumonia, the first case in years, ‘cause it was supposed to have been wiped out in this country away back in the Nineteenth Century. They had to cremate the bull for fear the disease would spread. Ever’ one of the calves were normal Whitefaces.


  “Finally, the nineteen Atohmy cattle that were left were put up for sale. My great-grandfather, Cary McPheeter, bought ‘em and shipped ‘em here to Bays Mountain. He’s the man started this farm where there was nothin’ but rattlesnakes, and trees, and rocks.”


  “Whyy theyea selll um?” a red roan calf interrupted.


  “Well, they sold ‘em ‘cause Oak Ridge had been condemned. That was several years after the German Civil War. It was peace time, for a change, and folks were sick of Atomic Bomb. Anyhow, new, modern plants for makin’ the stuff had been built in secret places a lot easier to defend. The women were cryin’ for more automatic kitchens, so the Bureau of Interior Hydroelectric Power (that’s the name Federal Power, Inc., went by then) put another dam across the Clinch River below Norris. Bush Lake covered up Oak Ridge.


  “There wasn’t much mutation, except for color, in you Atohmy cattle, till seven years ago when your pappy, Moe, was born. I remember—”


  A hoarse excited voice shouted from a distance. “Thrill party!” it cried. “Thrill party!”


  Stonecypher leaped off the stump, stamped his right foot to restore circulation, and yelled on the run, “That’s all today! Stay under the trees!”


  He loped along the pasture fence and across the makeshift target range. Two tenants, Teddy and Will, stood on the dirt heap with pitchforks in their hands. Over Bay Knob, an old Model 14 butterflier hovered on vibrating wings. Sloppy white letters on the sides of the aircraft spelled such slang expressions as, “Flash the MAGNETS,” “SuperOlossalSoniC Flap ship,” and “Redheads amble OTHer canop.”


  An impossible number of middleschool-age boys bulged from the cabin windows. Methodically, they dumped trash and garbage over the transmitter station ruins. The butterflier wheeled and flapped over the pasture. Red clover bent and writhed in the artificial wind from the ornithopter wings. Cows bawled and ran wild. Calves fell over each other.


  Stonecypher jumped the fence. He wrested the revolver from the holster. “Clear out, or I’ll shoot!” he howled.


  Voices spilled from the butterflier. “He got a handgun!”


  “Dis ain’t legal!”


  “Whatcha say, tall, bones, and ugly?”


  Stonecypher aimed the Magnum at the shaven head in the pilot’s seat. The boys looked faint. Agitated air thundered as the butterflier lifted straight up two hundred feet and glided away in the direction of Surgoinsville Dam.


  Teddy and Will stood by with pitchforks unrelaxed. Will spat a globule of tobacco juice. “The things these here psychologists git made law!” he sneered. “You want me to make out a Thrill Damage Claim?”


  “No, Will,” Stonecypher said, “just deduct it from taxes.”


  Teddy looked at the revolver and said, “Ever’body oughta take guns to them crazy youngin’s. Reckon you’ll git into trouble?”


  “No. It’s an empty antique. That’s legal. You guys did all right. Let the calves back in, huh?”


  The tenants left by the gate, and, with a minimum of driving, urged the calves into the pasture. Stonecypher watched the men pass through the grove. Although the tenants undoubtedly recognized the peculiarities of the calves, they never mentioned them. Since the late 1700s, through Revolution, Civil War, automobile, the Department of Internal Revenue, the multiple bureaus that had controlled the Lakes, the Moon rocket, and the expedition to Pluto, these people had remained suspiciously interested in strangers, suspicious of indoor plumbing, doubtful of the Government, quick-tempered, and as immovable as Chimney Top. They had exchanged little except log and frame houses for concrete. The tenants, not really tenants, had been squatting on Bays Mountains when Cary McPheeter bought the farm; and there they stayed.


  Stonecypher vaulted the fence. Catriona, with hands firmly planted on hips, stood in the dry pond. Stonecypher said, “If I just knew what these thrill parties think they’re up to, it might help.”


  Catriona shook her head of red-yellow hair. “Nevah mind them. Ah told you to practice shootin’, but the minute ah turn mah back, you run off and staht teachin’ those calves! You’ve got to practice, Stony! You’ve nevah done any shootin’, and L. Dan’s killed ten people. Ah—”


  “Watch the tears, or you’ll have red and green eyes,” Stonecypher said. Clumsily, he ejected the shells and reloaded the revolver. He occupied two seconds in drawing and firing. The bullets struck dirt a yard to the left of the target.


  Sonata


  A short vicious thunderstorm lashed Bays Mountain on the afternoon of July 3. As the storm passed, a blood-red butterflier, with a pusher propeller in the tail and a plastic bull head on the nose, descended in the young Sudan grass. Stonecypher dropped the saw—he had been clearing away a beech limb the storm left in the abandoned paddock—and strolled to greet Ringmaster A. Oswell.


  “Stonecypher!” the ringmaster announced. “That storm almost caught us!” Oswell’s stainless steel teeth clacked, and the breezes trailing the thunderclouds ballooned his orange silk kimono. “I never liked these butterfliers. They’re too slow, and that swooping motion! Five hundred miles per hour may seem fast to a man your age; but in my day, back before petroleum was classified as armament, we had jets! Real speed!”


  “Come on up to the house, ringmaster,” Stonecypher invited. “I’ll mix up some dextrose and citric acid.”


  “No, no time,” the fat man panted. “Only time to see you about that bull you sold me. The storm took a limb of your beech tree! Almost the only one left, I suppose. About that bull, Stonecypher, you know I was a bit hesitant when I bought him, but my driver talked me into it. I’m so disappointed I had him drafted immediately!”


  “But what—” Stonecypher attempted to ask.


  “The young woman there in the butterflier is a much better driver and pilot,” Oswell babbled. “I wouldn’t have believed it of a woman! She weighs a good ninety-eight pounds, too! That bull—he has changed completely since we put him under the stands. He eats well, but he shows no spirit at all. Tomorrow is the big day, Stonecypher! I can’t disappoint the crowd! I thought he might be sick, but the vet says not. That bull let the vet come into the cage and made absolutely no attempt to kill him!”


  “But does Fergus—”


  “Fergus’s manager saw the bull! He’s all for it. Fergus made an extremely poor showing on Memorial Day, and the manager thinks this odd bull would provide a real comeback! I advised against it. This heat is terrible! The storm didn’t cool the air at all.”


  Stonecypher maneuvered the perspiring ringmaster into the shade of the beech. He said, “I wanta do the fair thing with you, ringmaster, so I’ll give you a guarantee, in writing if you want. If that bull’s not the bravest ever fought in Highland Bullring, I give you double-money-back.”


  Oswell’s face wobbled in a tentative smile. He counted his stubby fingers. “Double-money-back?”


  “Yeah. I wanta get into the business. My grandfather used to sell bulls. Then my father came along, and he wouldn’t sell a one.”


  “Yes. Yes, I once tried to reason with him, but—”


  “He had funny ideas,” Stonecypher pressed his advantage. “I never did understand the old man myself. He used to lecture me on something he called the Man-Animal War. He said one of the worst things in the war was the thousands of bulls that had been tortured to death.”


  “Peculiar idea. Of course—”


  “He claimed bullfights slipped up on this country. Back when it wasn’t legal, they spaded up the ground real good. There were movies, and books, and magazines, and foreign broadcasts, all ravin’ about how brave and noble it was for a bunch of men to worry and torture a stupid animal like a bull, till he couldn’t hardly hold his head up, and then run a sword in ‘im.”


  “Naturally, you—”


  “I don’t know how many times he told me a bull had more brains than a horse, but less than a jackass. He said bullfightin’ wasn’t a sport, even if the bull got a man sometimes; and he had the idea the worst thing was the four or five horses, that ever’ bull killed, took with ‘im. They had some bloodless bullfights in California, and the nut colonies out there like it so good, first thing you know, we really had it. It came to East Tennessee ‘cause this was one of the biggest cattle-raisin’ sections, before the Lakes took the grazin’ land.”


  “Surely, Stonecypher, you—”


  “My father always claimed if the bullfighters were near as brave as they said, they’d take on a really intelligent animal sometimes, like a man-eatin’ tiger. He even thought a man was mentalill to fight a bull in the first place.” Stonecypher grinned. “No, you don’t need to worry about me, ringmaster. I hate to admit it, but the old man is the one who was mentalill.”


  Oswell revealed all of his steel teeth in a broad smile. “You had me worried!” he wheezed. “Now, your offer.”


  “I’ll go even better,” Stonecypher said, “just to show how set I am on getting’ back in the business. If Moe’s not brave, I got two yearlin’s you can have for free.”


  “How generous! You’ve reassured me, Stonecypher. I have confidence, now, that the show will be a great success! I must go! You have no conception of the life a ringmaster leads before a fight. I won’t require a written guarantee. I trust you, Stonecypher! See you tomorrow, I hope! I never liked July. If the Government would only make more Lakes, it might cool off! I hope—”


  The whir of the red butterflier’s wings terminated Oswell’s discourse. With a face like a gored bullkiller, Stonecypher watched the ringmaster’s departure. Another butterflier hovered above the mountain. This one was green and gold with the canopy pushed back and a glint of twin lenses in the cockpit.


  Will appeared at Stonecypher’s side. He spat in a long arc and said, “That’s a new one, ain’t it, peepin’ from a butterfly? I reckon L. Dan never got kilt in that other duel like I hoped he would. You want us to git you outa this, Stonecypher?”


  “No, Will.”


  “We can see you git to the Smokies. The Givernment’ll never find you down in there.”


  “I’ll be all right, Will. If he does kill me, take care of Catriona. And look after the calf records.”


  “Sure thing.”


  Stonecypher walked slowly toward Catriona’s open-topped sunbathing tent.


  Danse Macabre


  Duelmaster R. Smith adjusted his black tam. “Do not touch your shooting hand to your weapon until the buzzer sounds,” he instructed. “Otherwise, the weapon may be carried as you wish. At the slightest infringement of the rules, a robot gun will kill you. If you have any elaborate last words, say them now; because the pen is soundproof.” He laughed an obviously much rehearsed laugh.


  L. Dan wore orange tights today, but no armor, since the rules required duelists to present naked torsos for probable bullets. Stonecypher faced the duelmaster. “I reckon this room is the only place a man really has free speech,” he said. “You’re deaf, and can’t see good enough to read lips, and me or him will soon be dead.


  “I don’t believe in this duelin’. It gives a man who’s wrong a chance to kill one who’s right. A man shouldn’t oughta have to die because he’s right. Just like ever’thing else in this Manly Age. It’s painful. That oughta be our motto, More Pain, just like in the Machine Age it was More Gadgets At Any Cost.”


  “Why don’t you go on tevee?” Dan jeered. “She’ll soon forget you, farmer.”


  Stonecypher’s words rolled over the hobbyist. “I reckon the Manly Age came because a man started thinkin’ he wasn’t much of a man any more. He was just as fast as his car, and just as strong as his electric lawn mower. And a loud minority of the women was claimin’ they could do anything a man could, and maybe better. So the men started playin’ football in shorts and huntin’ each other on game preserves, and the women went back to the kitchen and bedroom. Lots of things that went on undercover come out in the open. Cockfights, dogfights, coon-on-a-log, duels, stallion fights, bullfights.


  “And people like you, L. Dan, went on livin’. You got no right to live. You don’t do any useful work. The Earth is slowly starvin’, and you take the grub out of some feller’s mouth who might could help a little. That’s why—”


  “Time!” announced the duelmaster with his face close to a large clock on the wall. He opened the door. Two men carrying a body on a stretcher passed. The body had four bullet wounds in it.


  Dan said, “That drivel gives me a real reason to kill you, farmer. I’ll be good to her for a few days.”


  As prearranged, Dan took the right branch of the corridor and Stonecypher, the left. A hooded man gave Stonecypher the Magnum revolver and shut him into a space resembling a windowed closet with a door on either side. Stonecypher secured the revolver in the clip holster. His bony hands formed knotted fists.


  The pen door slid back. Stonecypher stepped into a room thirty by ninety feet with three bullet-marred concrete walls and a fourth wall of bulletproof glass, behind which sat the ghoulish audience. Dan, crouched and with his pistol in the crook of his left elbow, advanced. His right hand fluttered an inch from the pistol butt.


  Stonecypher, grotesque with thin chest exposed and overall bib wrapped around belt, waited. Two photoelectric robot machine guns followed each movement of the duelists. A buzzer sounded. Dan’s index finger failed to reach the trigger, for a guardian machine gun removed the hobbyist’s head in a short efficient burst. The noise of a loud buzzer punctuated the execution.


  When the soundproof inner door of the closet opened, the hooded man, who had a pair of crossed pistols tattooed on the back of his right hand, said, “He was too anxious.”


  “Yeah,” Stonecypher grunted.


  The man watched Stonecypher pass out to the street. Stonecypher snapped up the bib of his overalls. An extremely rare bird, a robin, hopped from his path and continued a fruitless search for insects. Stonecypher walked down Watauga Street until the pavement vanished under the brownish-green water of Kings Lake.


  Catriona squealed when she saw him. Ignoring all Correct Procedures, she almost knocked him down and attempted to smother him. “Ah told you it just took practice!” she blubbered. “You did it, Stony!”


  With muffled mumbles, Stonecypher managed to put her in the Tenite canoe. The few people along the quay, who had witnessed the illegal manner of their meeting, watched with shock, or with incredulity, or with guarded admiration. When they saw that Stonecypher’s hand rested on a holstered revolver, they lost their curiosity.


  Wading, Stonecypher shoved the canoe off and hopped aboard. As he took up the paddle, his hand trailed in the water and released the small buzzer that had made possible Catriona’s best carnival act.


  For July, the afternoon was cool. Blue-gray clouds drifted before larger dirty white masses. To the southwest opened the mile-wide mouth of Horse Creek; and, far beyond, the great blue pyramid of Chimney Top Mountain stood defiantly above Sevier Lake. The world seemed water broken only by partly submerged hills and mountains.


  Stonecypher gazed across the Lake at Bays Mountain and at the five Cement Islands apparently floating against that backdrop. Softly, he said, “Some folks call the big one Martyrs Island. There’s a marble pillar right in the middle. Nobody knows who put it there, and the Government never bothered to knock it down. I reckon the poison ivy’s covered it by now, but I went and read the inscription, once, when I was a boy. It says:


  ‘They moved me off the Powell River.


  They covered my farm with water.


  I bought me another near Beans Station.


  The water covered it.


  I was getting old, but I built at Galloway Mill.


  When they flooded that, I gave up and lived in Kingsport.


  I will not move again.’


  The canoe bounded over the choppy water, one hundred feet above the silted streets of the flooded city of Kingsport. Stonecypher said, “The time I was there, you could still find a few copter-trooper helmets and old cankered shells. Couple of years back, a diver brought up two skulls off shore.”


  Catriona’s eyes remained moist, but she smiled. Her teeth were beautiful. “It’ll be all rahght, Stony. You can’t change the wo’ld in one day. You did fine, and Moe will too.”


  “I told you to stay at the bullring,” Stonecypher said.


  “Ah couldn’t watch that! And those puny, little, mousy women stare and talk about me, because theah’s a little meat on mah cahcass. Oswell said Moe would be last, anyhow. Ah was so wo’ied about you, ah couldn’t sit still.”


  Only a few boats, mainly those of piscatorial maniacs, were on the lake. Stonecypher glared at them and muttered, “I hope I did right by Moe. He wanted to fight. Maybe, Catriona, if I’d had you when I found out he could talk—not just mimic—I’d of raised him different. Maybe I shouldn’t have shown him that bullfight movie, but I wondered what the only bull to see a bullfight from outside the ring thought about it.


  “That led to him wantin’ to know all about the Man-Animal War. I told him the best I could, how one of a man’s basic drives is to exterminate, ever’ since prehistoric times when he did in the wooly mammoth and rhinoceros. The dodo, quagga, passenger pigeon, great auk, aurochs, Key deer, bison, African elephant, gorilla, tiger—there’s an awful list. Why, five hundred species of mammals, alone, have become extinct since 1 A.D., ‘bout four hundred of them since 1850. A man’ll even kill off other men, like the Neanderthals and the Tasmanians!” Stonecypher rested the paddle and grinned, faintly, at Catriona reclining in the bow. “I guess you’ve heard this before.”


  “Go rahght ahead, Stony,” Catriona sighed. “Ah like to heah yoah speech. It’s the only time you really get angry, and you look so fine and noble.”


  “Yeah. Well. I told Moe how a man exterminates useful or harmless species, and then he lets dangerous ones, like rats, eat him out of house and home. Course, I explained this was just kinship. Folks used to argue man come from a monkey, or from spontaneous combustion, or something. Now we got fossil proof he’s not like anything anybody ever saw. He’s a case of straight line development all the way back to the first mammal, a sort of rat.”


  The canoe glided past Highland Pier. Every type of small watercraft, from a punt, through an electric motorboat, to a sloop, had docked. More boats lined the shore on either side of the pier. The flying field contained so many butterfliers and copters that there seemed no possibility of any of them taking off. Human voices welled in a mob roar from the great open cylinder of the bullring. A huge banner draped on the curving white wall proclaimed, in ten-foot letters:


  DEPENDENCE DAY


  BULLFIGHT


  HONOR THE GREAT


  GOVERNMENT ON WHICH


  WE DEPEND


  SIX BULLS—THREE KILLERS


  Stonecypher ran the canoe aground in a patch of dead weeds, exposed by a slight lowering of the lake level, and helped Catriona over the rocks that lined the bank. He said, “I told Moe other things men do to animals. All the laboratory butchery, done because it would be cruel to treat a man like that, but it’s all right with a animal, like takin’ out a dog’s brains and lettin’ ‘im live. I told him about huntin’, how the kudu became extinct ‘cause a bunch of fools wanted to see who could kill the one with the biggest horns.


  “I told him the things done to domestic animals. Dehornin’, emasculatin’, brandin’, slaughterin’ with sledge hammers and butcher knives, keepin’ ‘em in filthy barns. A man tells hisself he’s superior to other animals. If he does somethin’ bad, he uses words like inhuman, brutal, animal instincts, instead of admittin’ it’s just typical behavior. And the psychologists take some animal, say a dog, and put him in a maze, something the dog never saw before. If the dog don’t run the maze in two seconds flat, they say he’s a pretty stupid animal. He just operates on instinct, but they can’t say how instinct operates. They’ll have a time explainin’ Moe’s instincts.


  “I reckon the American bison made Moe madder than anything. They killed the bison off, ‘cept for protected herds, in the Nineteenth Century. A hundred years later, the herds had got pretty big, so they declared open season on bison. No more bison.”


  A recorded voice growled, “No guns permitted in ring. Deposit gun in slot. No guns permitted in ring.”


  Stonecypher moved his permit in ineffectual passes before the electric eye. He shrugged, dropped the revolver into the slot, and left his thumb print. Catriona displayed the passes Ringmaster Oswell had given them. The teveer blinked, and the gate granted admission. They rode the escalator to the sixth tier and squirmed through pandemonium to their seats.


  The male portion of the crowd wore every possible style and color of dress, in complete emancipation from the old business suit uniform, but the women wore sober false-bosomed sundresses and expressed excitement in polite chirps. Stonecypher pressed his mouth against Catriona’s ear and whispered through the din, “You got to understand, Cat, whatever happens, Moe wanted it. He says he can scare some killers into givin’ up bullfights and maybe help stop it.”


  “He’ll do fine, Stony.”


  Several spectators stopped venting their wrath on the unfortunate man in the ring to gawk at the couple. Catriona’s unorthodox physique aroused sufficient amazement; but, in addition, Stonecypher gave her the front seat and took the rear one, the correct place for a woman, himself.


  Below, through a rain of plasti-bottles and rotten eggs, a tired man walked to the barrier which Oswell advertised as the only wooden fence in seven states. Behind the killer, a small electric tractor dragged out the bloody carcass of a bull.


  A gasping, gibbering little man grabbed Stonecypher’s arm and yelped, “Illard is the clumsiest killer, he ran the sword in three times, and the kid with the dagger had to stick twice before they finished, Big Dependence Day Bullfight my jet! This is the worst in years, Fergus made the only clean kill all afternoon, and I flew every one of eighteen hundred miles myself to see it, this last bull better be good!” The little man waved his bag of rotten eggs.


  Although the bullfight followed the basic procedures established by Francisco Romero in the Spain of 1700, changes had occurred, including the elimination of all Spanish words from the vocabulary of the spectacle since the unpleasant dispute with the Spanish Empire twenty years before. The gaudy costumes worn by participants had been replaced by trunks and sneakers.


  A purring grader smoothed the sand. The crowd quieted, except for those near the box of Ringmaster Oswell. They suggested in obscene terms that their money be refunded. A trumpet recording blared. A scarlet door, inscribed, “Moe of Bays Mountain Farm,” opened. The crowd awaited the first wild rush of the bull. It failed to materialize.


  Grand Finale


  Slowly, Moe came through the doorway. Above, on a platform inside the barrier, stood a gray-haired man who stuck identifying, streamered darts into bovine shoulders. His hand swept down, carrying Stonecypher’s chosen colors, black.


  Moe’s walk upset the man’s timing. His arm moved too soon. Moe’s front hooves left the ground. Horns hooked. The gray-haired man screamed and dropped the dart. With a spike of horn through his arm, between bone and biceps, he gyrated across the barrier. He screamed a second time before cloven hooves slashed across his body.


  The crowd inhaled, then cheered the unprecedented entrance. Killer Fergus’s team stood rigid, not comprehending. Then men dashed through shielded openings in the barrier, yelling and waving pink and yellow capes to draw the bull from his victim.


  Moe ignored the distraction, trotted nonchalantly to the center of the ring, and turned his bulging head to examine the spectators jabbering at his strange appearance. The short horns, the round skull, the white-banded eyes, the mane that seemed slightly purple under the cloudy sky, and the exaggerated slope from neck to rump that made the hind legs too short—together they amounted to a ton of muscle almost like a bull. “Where’d you trap it, Oswell?” someone near the ringmaster’s box yelled.


  Forgetting the mess Illard had made with the previous bull, the crowd commented. “It’s the last of the bison!”


  “He’s poiple! Lookit! Poiple!”


  “The bull of the woods!”


  “Howya like ‘im, Fergus?”


  Killer Fergus posed behind the barrier and studied his specialty, an odd bull. Two stickers, Neel and Tomas, flourished capes to test the bull’s charge, with Neel chanting, “Come on, bull! Come on, bull! Come on! Bull, bull, bull!”


  Moe did not charge. He moved, in a speculative walk, toward the chanting Neel who tantalized with the cape and retreated with shuffling steps. The charge, when it came, occurred almost too fast for sight. Neel wriggled on the horns, struck the sand, and the horns lifted him again. He smashed against the barrier. Tomas threw his cape over the bull’s face. The left horn pinned the cape to Tomas’s naked chest over the heart.


  Moe retired to the center of the ring and bellowed at the crowd, which, delirious from seeing human blood, applauded. Blood covered Moe’s horns, dripped through the long hair on his neck, and trickled down between his eyes.


  Quavering helpers removed the bodies. The first lancer, livid and trembling, rode a blindfolded horse into the ring. “He’ll fix this horse!” the crowd slavered. “We’ll see guts this time!”


  Moe charged. The lancer backed his mount against the barrier and gripped his weapon, a stout pike. Sand sprayed like water as Moe swerved. On the left side of the horse, away from the menacing pike, Moe reared. The lancer left the saddle. A tangle of naked limbs thrashed across the wooden fence and thudded against the wall of the stands.


  Twenty-five thousand people held their breaths. The blindfolded horse waited with dilated nostrils and every muscle vibrating in terror. Moe produced a long red tongue and licked the horse’s jaw.


  Fergus dispersed the tableau. Red-haired, lean, and scarred with many past gorings, the popular killer stalked across the sand dragging his cape and roaring incomprehensible challenges. In the stands, the cheer leaders of the Fergus Fanclub lead a welcoming yell. “Yeaaaa, Fergus! Fergus! Fergus! Rah, rah, rah!”


  Moe wandered through the helpers trying to distract him from the horse and looked at the killer. Fergus stamped his foot, shook his cape, and called, “Bull! Come on! Charge!” Moe completely circled the killer, who retired in disgust when another lancer rode into the ring. “Stick him good!” Fergus directed.


  The pike pointed at the great muscles of Moe’s back, as the bull charged. Moe’s head twisted in a blur of violence. Teeth clamped on the shaft behind the point. Too surprised to let go, the lancer followed his weapon from the saddle. He released his hold when Moe walked on him.


  Like some fantastic dog stealing a fresh bone, the bull trotted around the ring, tail high and pike in mouth. The crowd laughed. Wild-eyed men carried out the trampled lancer.


  A third, and extremely reluctant, lancer reined his horse through the gate. A pike in the mouth of a ton of beef utterly unnerved the man. He stood in the saddle and jumped over the barrier where a rain of rotten eggs from the booing fans spattered him thoroughly.


  An uninjured bull pawed alone in the sand when the trumpet recording announced the end of the lancers’ period. The crowd noises softened to a buzz of speculation, questions, and comment, as the realization that weird events had been witnessed slowly penetrated that collective mind. The bull had not touched a horse, no pike had jabbed the bull, and five men had been killed or injured.


  “Great Government!” a clear voice swore. “That ain’t no bull, it’s a monster!” This opinion came from a sticker in Illard’s team. Fergus attempted to persuade the man to help, since both of Fergus’s stickers were dead. Part of the crowd agreed with the sticker’s thought, for people began moving furtively to the exits with cautious glances at the animal in the ring. They, of course, could not know that the bull had been trained, with rubber-tipped pikes and dummies, in every phase of the bullfight; that he knew the first, and only, law of staying alive in the ring, “Charge the man and not the cloth.”


  The clouds that had obscured the sky all day formed darker masses tinted with pink to the east, and the black dot of a turkey buzzard wheeled soaring in the gloom. Carrying, in either hand, a barbed stick sparkling with plastic streamers, Fergus walked into the ring. His assistants cautiously flanked him with capes.


  Moe dropped the pike and charged in the approved manner of a bull. Fergus raised the sticks high and brought them down on the humped back, although the back was not there. The sticks dropped in the sand.


  As the killer leaped aside in the completion of a reflex action, a horn penetrated the seat of his trunks. The Fergus Fanclub screamed while their hero dangled in ignominy from the horn. Moe ignored the flapping, frantic capes. The killer gingerly gripped a horn in either hand and tried to lift himself off. Gently, Moe lowered his head and deposited the man beside an opening. Fergus scrabbled to safety like a rat to a hole.


  Four helpers with capes occupied the ring. When they saw death approaching on cloven hooves, two of them cleared the fence. The third received a horn beside his backbone and tumbled into the fourth. A dual scream, terrible enough to insure future nightmares, echoed above the screeching of the crowd. Moe tossed the bodies again and again across the bloody sand.


  Silence slithered over the Highland Bullring and over a scene reminiscent of the ring’s bloody parent, the Roman Arena. Men sprawled gored, crushed, and dead across the sand. A section of the blood-specked barrier leaned splintered and cracked, almost touching the concrete wall. Unharmed, Fergus stood on one side of the battleground, Illard on the other.


  Fergus reached over the wooden fence for red flag and sword. Turning his back on the heaving Moe, who stood but ten feet behind, the killer faced the quaking flesh that was Ringmaster Oswell, high up in the official box. The killer’s voice shook, but the bitter satire came through the sound of departing boats and aircraft. Fergus said, “I dedicate this bull to Ringmaster Oswell who has provided for us this great Dependence Day Bullfight in honor of the Great Government on which we all depend.” He turned and faced the bull.


  Moe, for once, rushed the red flag, the only thing that made bullfights possible. His great shoulders presented a fair target for the sword.


  Fergus, perhaps the only bullfighter ever to be gored in the brain, died silently. The sword raked a shallow gash long Moe’s loin.


  In the sixth tier of the stands, saliva drooled from the slack mouth of the little man seated beside Stonecypher. “Now’s your chance, Illard!” the man squalled. “Be a hero! The last of the bullfighters! Kill him, Illard!”


  Illard walked on shaking legs over bodies he did not see. He was short, for a killer, and growing bald. He picked up the sword Fergus had dropped, looked into the gory face of the bull, and toppled in the sticky sand. The sword quivered point-first beside his body.


  Recessional


  A wind whipped down into Highland Bullring. Riding the wind, blacker than the clouds, the inquisitive turkey buzzard glided over the rim of the stands with air whistling through the spatulate feathers of rigid wings. The buzzard swooped a foot above Moe’s horns and soared swiftly over the opposite side of the ring.


  That started the panic, although Moe’s charge accentuated it. He crashed into the sagging section of the barrier. Cloven hooves scraped the wooden inclined plane, and Moe stopped with front feet in the first tier of the stands. He bellowed.


  The bull killed only one spectator, a man on whom he stepped. The hundreds who died killed themselves or each other. They leaped from the towering rim of the ring, and they jammed the exits in writhing heaps.


  Moe’s precarious stance slipped. Slowly, he slid back into the ring, where Ringmaster Oswell, quivering in a red toga, gestured from the darkness under the stands. The fat man squeaked and waved. Moe’s charge embodied the genuine fighting rage of a maddened bull. The scarlet door closed behind him.


  Stonecypher, with fists bloody and a heap of unconscious fear-crazed spectators piled before him, sat down. “Well, Moe,” he whispered, “I reckon you got even for a few of the bulls that’s been tortured to death to amuse a bunch of nuts. Maybe it wasn’t the right way to do it. I don’t know. If I’d only had the gun—”


  Catriona turned a white mask of a face up to Stonecypher. “They killed him, in theah?”


  “Sure. Bullfightin’ never was a sport. The bull can’t win. If he’s not killed in the ring, he’s slaughtered under the stands.


  “You have moah smart-bulls, Stony.”


  The black copter came in with the sunset and hovered over the sand. The face of Duelmaster Smith peered out under his black tam, while a hooded man, with pistols tattooed on his hand, aimed an automatic rifle. The duelmaster smiled at Stonecypher and cried, “You really should have waited until you were farther out in the Lake, before you dropped that little buzzer in the water.”


  GOBLIN NIGHT


  James H. Schmitz


  There was a quivering of psi force. Then a sudden, vivid sense of running and hiding, in horrible fear of a pursuer from whom there was no escape—


  Telzey’s breath caught in her throat. A psi screen had flicked into instant existence about her mind, blocking out incoming impulses. The mental picture, the feeling of pursuit, already was gone, had touched her only a moment; but she stayed motionless seconds longer, eyes shut, pulses hammering out a roll of primitive alarms. She’d been dozing uneasily for the past hour, aware in a vague way of the mind-traces of a multitude of wildlife activities in the miles of parkland around. And perhaps she’d simply fallen asleep, begun to dream . . .


  Perhaps, she thought—but it wasn’t very likely. She hadn’t been relaxed enough to be touching the fringes of sleep and dream-stuff. The probability was that, for an instant, she’d picked up the reflection of a real event, that somebody not very far from here had encountered death in some grisly form at that moment.


  She hesitated, then thinned the blocking screen to let her awareness spread again through the area, simultaneously extended a quick, probing thread of thought with a memory-replica of the pattern she’d caught. If it touched the mind that had produced the pattern originally, it might bring a momentary flash of echoing details and further information . . . assuming the mind was still alive, still capable of responding.


  She didn’t really believe it would still be alive. The impression she’d had in that instant was that death was only seconds away.


  The general murmur of mind-noise began to grow up about her again, a varying pulse of life and psi energies, diminishing gradually with distance, arising from her companions, from animals on plain and mountain, with an undernote of the dimmer emanations of plants. But no suggestion came now of the vividly disturbing sensations of a moment ago.


  Telzey opened her eyes, glanced around at the others sitting about the campfire in the mouth of Cil Chasm. There were eleven of them, a group of third and fourth year students of Pehanron College who had decided to spend the fall holidays in Melna Park. The oldest was twenty-two; she herself was the youngest—Telzey Amberdon, age fifteen. There was also a huge white dog named Chomir, not in view at the moment, the property of one of her friends who had preferred to go on a spacecruise with a very special date over the holidays. Chomir would have been a little in the way in an IP cruiser, so Telzey had brought him along to the park instead.


  In the early part of the evening, they had built their fire where the great Cil canyon opened on the rolling plain below. The canyon walls rose to either side of the camp, smothered with evergreen growth; and the Cil River, a quick, nervous stream, spilled over a series of rocky ledges a hundred feet away. The boys had set up a translucent green tent canopy, and sleeping bags were arranged beneath it. But Gikkes and two of the other girls already had announced that when they got ready to sleep, they were going to take up one of the aircars and settle down in it for the night a good thirty feet above the ground.


  The park rangers had assured them such measures weren’t necessary. Melna Park was full of Orado’s native wildlife—that, after all, was why it had been established—but none of the animals were at all likely to become aggressive towards visitors. As for human marauders, the park was safer than the planet’s cities. Overflights weren’t permitted; visitors came in at ground level through one of the various entrance stations where their aircars were equipped with sealed engine locks, limiting them to contour altitudes of a hundred and fifty feet and to a speed of thirty miles an hour. Only the rangers’ cars were not restricted, and only the rangers carried weapons.


  It made Melna Park sound like an oasis of sylvan tranquility. But as it turned towards evening, the stars of the great cluster about Orado brightened to awesomely burning splendor in the sky. Some of them, like Gikkes, weren’t used to the starblaze, had rarely spent a night outside the cities where night-screens came on gradually at the end of the day to meet the old racial preference for a dark sleep period.


  Here night remained at an uncertain twilight stage until a wind began moaning up in the canyon and black storm clouds started to drift over the mountains and out across the plain. Now there were quick shifts between twilight and darkness, and eyes began to wander uneasily. There was the restless chatter of the river nearby. The wind made odd sounds in the canyon; they could hear sudden cracklings in bushes and trees, occasional animal voices.


  “You get the feeling,” Gikkes remarked, twisting her neck around to stare up Cil Chasm, “that something like a lullbear or spook might come trotting out of there any minute!”


  Some of the others laughed uncertainly. Valia said, “Don’t be silly! There haven’t been animals like that in Melna Park for fifty years.” She looked over at the group about Telzey. “Isn’t that right, Pollard?”


  Pollard was the oldest boy here. He was majoring in biology, which might make him Valia’s authority on the subject of lullbears and spooks. He nodded, said, “You can still find them in the bigger game preserves up north. But naturally they don’t keep anything in public parks that makes a practice of chewing up the public. Anything you meet around here, Gikkes, will be as ready to run from you as you are from it.”


  “That’s saying a lot!” Rish added cheerfully. The others laughed again, and Gikkes looked annoyed.


  Telzey had been giving only part of her attention to the talk. She felt shut down, temporarily detached from her companions. It had taken all afternoon to come across the wooded plains from the entrance station, winding slowly above the rolling ground in the three aircars which had brought them here. Then, after they reached Cil Chasm where they intended to stay, she and Rish and Dunker, two charter members of her personal fan club at Pehanron, had spent an hour fishing along the little river, up into the canyon and back down again. They had a great deal of excitement and caught enough to provide supper for everyone; but it involved arduous scrambling over slippery rocks, wading in cold, rushing water, and occasional tumbles, in one of which Telzey knocked her wrist-talker out of commission for the duration of the trip.


  Drowsiness wasn’t surprising after all the exercise. The surprising part was that, in spite of it, she didn’t seem able to relax completely. As a rule, she felt at home wherever she happened to be outdoors. But something about this place was beginning to bother her. She hadn’t noticed it at first, she had laughed at Gikkes with the others when Gikkes began to express apprehensions. But when she settled down after supper, feeling a comfortable muscular fatigue begin to claim her, she grew aware of a vague disturbance. The atmosphere of Melna Park seemed to change slowly. A hint of cruelty and savagery crept into it, of hidden terrors. Mentally, Telzey felt herself glancing over her shoulder towards dark places under the trees, as if something like a lullbear or spook actually was lurking there.


  And then, in that uneasy, half-awake condition, there suddenly had been this other thing, like a dream-flash in which somebody desperately ran and hid from a mocking pursuer. To the terrified human quarry, the pursuer appeared as a glimpsed animalic shape in the twilight, big and moving swiftly, but showing no other details.


  And there had been the flickering of psi energy about the scene . . .


  Telzey shifted uncomfortably, running her tongue tip over her lips. The experience had been chillingly vivid; but if something of the sort really had occurred, the victim had died moments later. In that respect, there was no reason to force herself to quick decisions now. And it might, after all, have been a dream, drifting up in her mind, created by the mood of the place. She realized she would like to believe it was a dream.


  But in that case, what was creating the mood of the place?


  Gikkes? It wasn’t impossible. She had decided some time ago that personal acquaintances should be off limits to telepathic prowling, but when someone was around at all frequently, scraps of information were likely to filter through. So she knew Gikkes also had much more extensively developed telepathic awareness than the average person. Gikkes didn’t know it and couldn’t have put it to use anyway. In her, it was an erratic, unreliable quality which might have kept her in a badly confused state of mind if she had been more conscious of its effects.


  But the general uneasiness Telzey had sensed and that brief psi surge—if that was what it was—fragmentary but carrying a complete horrid little story with it, could have come to her from Gikkes. Most people, even when they thought they were wide awake, appeared to be manufacturing dreams much of the time in an area of their minds they didn’t know about; and Gikkes seemed nervous enough this evening to be manufacturing unconscious nightmares and broadcasting them.


  But again—what made Gikkes so nervous here? The unfamiliar environment, the frozen beauty of the starblaze overhanging the sloping plain like a tent of fire, might account for it. But it didn’t rule out a more specific source of disturbance.


  She could make sure, Telzey thought, by probing into Gikkes’s mind and finding out what was going on in there. Gikkes wouldn’t know it was happening. But it took many hours, as a rule, to develop adequate contact unless the other mind was also that of a functioning telepath. Gikkes was borderline—a telepath, but not functional, or only partly so—and if she began probing around in those complexities without the experience to tell her just how to go about it, she might wind up doing Gikkes some harm.


  She looked over at Gikkes. Gikkes met her eyes, said, “Shouldn’t you start worrying about that dog of Gonwil’s? He hasn’t been in sight for the past half-hour.”


  “Chomir’s all right,” Telzey said. “He’s still checking over the area.”


  Chomir was, in fact, only a few hundred yards away, moving along the Cil River up in the canyon. She’d been touching the big dog’s mind lightly from time to time during the evening to see what he was doing. Gikkes couldn’t know that, of course—nobody in this group suspected Telzey of psionic talents. But she had done a great deal of experimenting with Chomir, and nowadays she could, if she liked, almost see with his eyes, smell with his nose, and listen through his ears. At this instant, he was watching half a dozen animals large enough to have alarmed Gikkes acutely. Chomir’s interest in Melna Park’s wildlife didn’t go beyond casual curiosity. He was an Askanam hound, a breed developed to fight man or beast in pit and arena, too big and powerful to be apprehensive about other creatures and not inclined to chase strange animals about without purpose as a lesser dog might do.


  “Well,” Gikkes said, “if I were responsible for somebody else’s dog, if I’d brought him here, I’d be making sure he didn’t run off and get lost—”


  Telzey didn’t answer. It took no mind-reading to know that Gikkes was annoyed because Pollard had attached himself to Telzey’s fan club after supper and settled down beside her. Gikkes had invited Pollard to come along on the outing; he was president of various organizations and generally important at Pehanron College. Gikkes, the glamour girl, didn’t like it at all that he’d drifted over to Telzey’s group, and while Telzey had no designs on him, she couldn’t very well inform Gikkes of that without ruffling her further.


  “I,” Gikkes concluded, “would go look for him.”


  Pollard stood up. “It would be too bad if he strayed off, wouldn’t it?” he agreed. He gave Telzey a lazy smile. “Why don’t you and I look around a little together?”


  Well, that was not exactly what Gikkes had intended. Rish and Dunker didn’t think much of it either. They were already climbing to their feet, gazing sternly at Pollard.


  Telzey glanced at them, checked the watch Dunker had loaned her after she smashed the one in her wrist-talker on the fishing excursion.


  “Let’s wait another five minutes,” she suggested. “If he isn’t back by then, we can all start looking.”


  As they settled down again, she sent a come-here thought to Chomir. She didn’t yet know what steps she might have to take in the other matter, but she didn’t want to be distracted by problems with Gikkes and the boys.


  She felt Chomir’s response. He turned, got his bearings instantly with nose, ears, and—though he wasn’t aware of that—by the direct touch of their minds, went bounding down into the river, and splashed noisily through the shallow water. He was taking what seemed to him a short cut to the camp. But that route would lead him high up the opposite bank of the twisting Cil, to the far side of the canyon.


  “Not that way, stupid!” Telzey thought, verbalizing it for emphasis. “Turn around—go back!”


  And then, as she felt the dog pause comprehendingly, a voice, edged with the shock of surprise—perhaps of fear—exclaimed in her mind, “Who are you? Who said that?”


  There had been a number of occasions since she became aware of her abilities when she’d picked up the thought-forms of another telepath. She hadn’t tried to develop such contacts, feeling in no hurry to strike up an acquaintanceship on the psionic level. That was part of a world with laws and conditions of its own which should be studied thoroughly if she was to avoid creating problems for herself and others, and at present she simply didn’t have the time for thorough study.


  Even with the tentative exploration she’d been doing, problems arose. One became aware of a situation of which others weren’t aware, and then it wasn’t always possible to ignore the situation, to act as if it didn’t exist. But depending on circumstances, it could be extremely difficult to do something effective about it, particularly when one didn’t care to announce publicly that one was a psi.


  The thing that appeared to have happened in Melna Park tonight had seemed likely to present just such problems. Then this voice spoke to her suddenly, coming out of the night, out of nowhere. Another telepath was in the area, to whom the encounter was as unexpected as it was to her. There was no immediate way of knowing whether that was going to help with the problem or complicate it further, but she had no inclination to reply at once. Whoever the stranger was, the fact that he—there had been a strong male tinge to the thoughts—was also a psi didn’t necessarily make him a brother. She knew he was human; alien minds had other flavors. His questions had come in the sharply defined forms of a verbalization; he might have been speaking aloud in addressing her. There was something else about them she hadn’t noticed in previous telepathic contacts—an odd, filtered quality as though his thoughts passed through a distorting medium before reaching her.


  She waited, wondering about it. While she wasn’t strongly drawn to this stranger, she felt no particular concern about him. He had picked up her own verbalized instructions to Chomir, had been startled by them, and, therefore, hadn’t been aware of anything she was thinking previously. She’d now tightened the veil of psi energy about her mind a little, enough to dampen out the drifting threads of subconscious thought by which an unguarded mind was most easily found and reached. Tightened further, as it could be in an instant, it had stopped genuine experts in mind-probing in their tracks. This psi was no expert; an expert wouldn’t have flung surprised questions at her. She didn’t verbalize her thinking as a rule, and wouldn’t do it now until she felt like it. And she wouldn’t reach out for him. She decided the situation was sufficiently in hand.


  The silence between them lengthened. He might be equally wary now, regretting his brief outburst.


  Telzey relaxed her screen, flicked out a search-thought to Chomir, felt him approaching the camp in his easy, loping run, closed the screen again. She waited a few seconds. There was no indication of interest apparently, even when he had his attention on her, he was able to sense only her verbalized thoughts. That simplified the matter.


  She lightened the screen again. “Who are you?” she asked.


  The reply came instantly. “So I wasn’t dreaming! For a moment, I thought . . . Are there two of you?”


  “No. I was talking to my dog.” There was something odd about the quality of his thoughts. He might be using a shield or screen of some kind, not of the same type as hers but perhaps equally effective.


  “Your dog? I see. It’s been over a year,” the voice said, “since I’ve spoken to others like this.” It paused. “You’re a woman . . . young . . . a girl . . .”


  There was no reason to tell him she was fifteen. What Telzey wanted to know just now was whether he also had been aware of a disturbance in Melna Park. She asked, “Where are you?”


  He didn’t hesitate. “At my home. Twelve miles south of Cil Chasm across the plain, at the edge of the forest. The house is easy to see from the air.”


  He might be a park official. They’d noticed such a house on their way here this afternoon and speculated about who could be living there. Permission to make one’s residence in a Federation Park was supposedly almost impossible to obtain.


  “Does that tell you anything?” the voice went on.


  “Yes,” Telzey said. “I’m in the park with some friends. I think I’ve seen your house.”


  “My name,” the bodiless voice told her, “is Robane. You’re being careful. I don’t blame you. There are certain risks connected with being a psi, as you seem to understand. If we were in a city, I’m not sure I would reveal myself. But out here . . . Somebody built a fire this evening where the Cil River leaves the Chasm. I’m a cripple and spend much of my time studying the park with scanners. Is that your fire?”


  Telzey hesitated a moment. “Yes.”


  “Your friends,” Robane’s voice went on, “they’re aware you and I . . . they know you’re a telepath?”


  “No.”


  “Would you be able to come to see me for a while without letting them know where you’re going?”


  “Why should I do that?” Telzey asked.


  “Can’t you imagine? I’d like to talk to a psi again.”


  “We are talking,” she said.


  Silence for a moment.


  “Let me tell you a little about myself,” Robane said then. “I’m approaching middle age—from your point I might even seem rather old. I live here alone except for a well-meaning but rather stupid housekeeper named Feddler. Feddler seems old from my point of view. Four years ago, I was employed in one of the Federation’s science departments. I am . . . was . . . considered to be among the best in my line of work. It wasn’t very dangerous work so long as certain precautions were observed. But one day a fool made a mistake. His mistake killed two of my colleagues. It didn’t quite kill me, but since that day I’ve been intimately associated with a machine which has the responsibility of keeping me alive from minute to minute. I’d die almost immediately if I were removed from it.


  “So my working days are over. And I no longer want to live in cities. There are too many foolish people there to remind me of the one particular fool I’d prefer to forget. Because of the position I’d held and the work I’d done, the Federation permitted me to make my home in Melna Park where I could be by myself . . .”


  The voice stopped abruptly but Telzey had the impression Robane was still talking, unaware that something had dimmed the thread of psi between them. His own screen perhaps? She waited, alert and quiet. It might be deliberate interference, the manifestation of another active psionic field in the area—a disturbing and malicious one.


  “. . . On the whole, I like it here.” Robane’s voice suddenly was back, and it was evident he didn’t realize there had been an interruption. “A psi need never be really bored, and I’ve installed instruments to offset the disadvantages of being a cripple. I watch the park through scanners and study the minds of animals . . . Do you like animal minds?”


  That, Telzey thought, hadn’t been at all a casual question. “Sometimes,” she told Robane carefully. “Some of them.”


  “Sometimes? Some of them? I wonder . . . Solitude on occasion appears to invite the uncanny. One may notice things that seem out of place, that are disquieting. This evening . . . during the past hour perhaps, have you . . . were there suggestions of activities . . .” He paused. “I find I don’t quite know how to say this.”


  “There was something,” she said. “For a moment, I wasn’t sure I wasn’t dreaming.”


  “You mean something ugly . . .”


  “Yes.”


  “Fear,” Robane’s voice said in her mind. “Fear, pain, death. Savage cruelty. So you caught it, too. Very strange! Perhaps an echo from the past touched our minds in that moment, from the time when creatures who hated man still haunted this country.


  “But—well, this is one of the rare occasions when I feel lonely here. And then to hear another psi, you see . . . Perhaps I’m even a little afraid to be alone in the night just now. I’d like to speak to you, but not in this way—not in any great detail. One can never be sure who else is listening . . . I think there are many things two psis might discuss to their advantage.”


  The voice ended on that. He’d expressed himself guardedly, and apparently he didn’t expect an immediate reply to his invitation. Telzey bit her lip. Chomir had come trotting up, had been welcomed by her and settled down. Gikkes was making cooing sounds and snapping her fingers at him. Chomir ignored the overtures. Ordinarily, Gikkes claimed to find him alarming; but here in Melna Park at night, the idea of having an oversized dog near her evidently had acquired a sudden appeal—


  So Robane, too, had received the impression of unusual and unpleasant events this evening . . . events he didn’t care to discuss openly. The indication that he felt frightened probably needn’t be taken too seriously. He was in his house, after all; and so isolated a house must have guard-screens. The house of a crippled, wealthy recluse, who was avoiding the ordinary run of humanity, would have very effective guard-screens. If something did try to get at Robane, he could put in a call to the nearest park station and have an armed ranger car hovering about his roof in a matter of minutes. That suggestion had been intended to arouse her sympathy for a shut-in fellow psi, help coax her over to the house.


  But he had noticed something. Something, to judge from his cautious description, quite similar to what she had felt. Telzey looked at Chomir, stretched out on the sandy ground between her and the fire, at the big, wolfish head, the wedge of powerful jaws. Chomir was not exactly an intellectual giant but he had the excellent sensory equipment and alertness of a breed of fighting animals. If there had been a disturbance of that nature in the immediate vicinity, he would have known about it, and she would have known about it through him.


  The disturbance, however, might very well have occurred somewhere along the twelve-mile stretch between the point where Cil Chasm split the mountains and Robane’s house across the plain. Her impression had been that it was uncomfortably close to her. Robane appeared to have sensed it as uncomfortably close to him. He had showed no inclination to do anything about it, and there was, as a matter of fact, no easy way to handle the matter. Robane clearly was no more anxious than she was to reveal himself as a psi; and, in any case, the park authorities would be understandably reluctant to launch a search for a vicious but not otherwise identified man-hunting beast on no better evidence than reported telepathic impressions—at least, until somebody was reported missing.


  It didn’t seem a good idea to wait for that. For one thing, Telzey thought, the killer might show up at their fire before morning . . .


  She grimaced uneasily, sent a troubled glance around the group. She hadn’t been willing to admit it but she’d really known for minutes now that she was going to have to go look for the creature. In an aircar, she thought, even an aircar throttled down to thirty miles an hour and a contour altitude of a hundred and fifty feet, she would be in no danger from an animal on the ground if she didn’t take very stupid chances. The flavor of psi about the event she didn’t like. That was still unexplained. But she was a psi herself, and she would be careful.


  She ran over the possibilities in her mind. The best approach should be to start out towards Robane’s house and scout the surrounding wildlands mentally along that route. If she picked up traces of the killer-thing, she could pinpoint its position, call the park rangers from the car, and give them a story that would get them there in a hurry. They could do the rest. If she found nothing, she could consult with Robane about the next moves to make. Even if he didn’t want to take a direct part in the search, he might be willing to give her some help with it.


  Chomir would remain here as sentinel. She’d plant a trace of uneasiness in his mind, just enough to make sure he remained extremely vigilant while she was gone. At the first hint from him that anything dangerous was approaching the area, she’d use the car’s communicator to have everybody pile into the other two aircars and get off the ground. Gikkes was putting them in the right frame of mind to respond very promptly if they were given a real alarm.


  Telzey hesitated a moment longer but there seemed to be nothing wrong with the plan. She told herself she’d better start at once. If she waited, the situation, whatever it was, conceivably could take an immediately dangerous turn. Besides, the longer she debated about it, the more unpleasant the prospect was going to look.


  She glanced down at Dunker’s watch on her wrist.


  “Robane?” she asked in her mind.


  The response came quickly. “Yes?”


  “I’ll start over to your house now,” Telzey said. “Would you watch for my car? If there is something around that doesn’t like people, I’d sooner not be standing outside your door.”


  “The door will be open the instant you come down,” Robane’s voice assured her. “Until then, I’m keeping it locked. I’ve turned on the scanners and will be waiting . . .” A moment’s pause. “Do you have additional reason to believe—”


  “Not so far,” Telzey said. “But there are some things I’d like to talk about—after I get there . . .” She didn’t really intend to go walking into Robane’s house until she had more information about him. There were too many uncertainties floating around in the night to be making social calls. But he’d be alert now, waiting for her to arrive, and might notice things she didn’t.


  The aircar was her own, a fast little Cloudsplitter. No one objected when she announced she was setting off for an hour’s roam in the starblaze by herself. The fan club looked wistful but was well trained, and Pollard had allowed himself to be reclaimed by Gikkes. Gikkes clearly regarded Telzey’s solo excursion as a fine idea . . .


  She lifted the Cloudsplitter out of the mouth of Cil Chasm. At a hundred and fifty feet, as the sealed engine lock clicked in, the little car automatically stopped its ascent. Telzey turned to the right, along the forested walls of the mountain, then swung out across the plain.


  It should take her about twenty minutes to get to Robane’s house if she went there in a straight line; and if nothing else happened, she intended to go there in a straight line. What the park maps called a plain was a series of sloping plateaus, broken by low hills, descending gradually to the south. It was mainly brush country, dotted with small woods which blended here and there into patches of forest. Scattered herds of native animals moved about in the open ground, showing no interest in the aircar passing through the clusterlight overhead.


  Everything looked peaceful enough. Robane had taken her hint and remained quiet. The intangible bubble of the psi screen about Telzey’s mind thinned, opened wide. Her awareness went searching ahead, to all sides . . .


  Man-killer, where are you?


  Perhaps ten minutes passed before she picked up the first trace. By then, she could see a tiny, steady spark of orange light ahead against the dark line of the forest. That would be Robane’s house, still five or six miles away.


  Robane hadn’t spoken again. There had been numerous fleeting contacts with animal minds savage enough in their own way, deadly to one another. But the thing that hunted man should have a special quality, one she would recognize when she touched it.


  She touched it suddenly—a blur of alert malignance, gone almost at once. She was prepared for it, but it still sent a thrill of alarm through her. She moistened her lips, told herself again she was safe in the car. The creature definitely had not been far away. Telzey slipped over for a moment into Chomir’s mind. The big dog stood a little beyond the circle of firelight, probing the land to the south. He was unquiet but no more than she had intended him to be. His senses had found nothing of unusual significance. The menace wasn’t there.


  It was around here, ahead, or to left or right. Telzey let the car move on slowly. After a while, she caught the blur for a moment again, lost it again . . .


  She approached Robane’s house gradually. Presently she could make it out well enough in the clusterlight, a sizable structure, set in a garden of its own which ended where the forest began. Part of the building was two-storied, with a balcony running around the upper story. The light came from there, dark-orange light glowing through screened windows.


  The second fleeting pulse of that aura of malevolence had come from this general direction; she was sure of it. If the creature was in the forest back of the house, perhaps watching the house, Robane’s apprehensions might have some cause, after all. She had brought the Cloudsplitter almost to a stop some five hundred yards north of the house; now she began moving to the left, then shifted in towards the forest, beginning to circle the house as she waited for another indication. Robane should be watching her through the telescanners, and she was grateful that he hadn’t broken the silence. Perhaps he had realized what she was trying to do.


  For long minutes now, she had been intensely keyed up, sharply aware of the infinite mingling of life detail below. It was as if the plain had come alight in all directions about her, a shifting glimmer of sparks, glowing emanations of life-force, printed in constant change on her awareness. To distinguish among it all the specific pattern which she had touched briefly twice might not be an easy matter. But then, within seconds, she made two significant discoveries.


  She had brought the Cloudsplitter nearly to a stop again. She was now to the left of Robane’s house, no more than two hundred yards from it. Close enough to see a flock of small, birdlike creatures flutter about indistinctly in the garden shrubbery. Physical vision seemed to overlap and blend with her inner awareness, and among the uncomplicated emanations of small animal life in the garden, there was now a center of mental emanation which was of more interest.


  It was inside the house, and it was human. It seemed to Telzey it was Robane she was sensing. That was curious, because if his mind was screened as well as she’d believed, she should not be able to sense him in this manner. But, of course, it might not be. She had simply assumed he had developed measures against being read as adequate as her own.


  Probably it was Robane. Then where, Telzey thought, was that elderly, rather stupid housekeeper named Feddler he’d told her about? Feddler’s presence, her mind unscreened in any way, should be at least equally obvious now.


  With the thought, she caught a second strong glow. That was not the mind of some stupid old woman, or of anything human. It was still blurred, but it was the mind for which she had been searching. The mind of some baleful, intelligent tiger-thing. And it was very close.


  She checked again, carefully. Then she knew. It was not back in the forest, and not hidden somewhere on the plain nearby.


  It was inside Robane’s house.


  For a moment, shock held her motionless. Then she swung the Cloudsplitter smoothly to the left, started moving off along the edge of the forest.


  “Where are you going?” Robane’s voice asked in her mind.


  Telzey didn’t answer. The car already was gliding along at the thirty miles an hour its throttled-down engine allowed it to go. Her forefinger was flicking out the call number of Rish’s aircar back at the camp on the Cloudsplitter’s communicator.


  There’d been a trap set for her here. She didn’t yet know what kind of a trap, or whether she could get out of it by herself. But the best thing she could do at the moment was to let other people know immediately where she was—


  A dragging, leaden heaviness sank through her. She saw her hand drop from the communicator dial, felt herself slump to the left, head sagging down on the side rest, face turned half up. She felt the Cloudsplitter’s engines go dead. The trap had snapped shut.


  The car was dropping, its forward momentum gone. Telzey made a straining effort to sit back up, lift her hands to the controls, and nothing happened. She realized then that nothing could have happened if she had reached the controls. If it hadn’t been for the countergravity materials worked into its structure, the Cloudsplitter would have plunged to the ground like a rock. As it was, it settled gradually down through the air, swaying from side to side.


  She watched the fiery night sky shift above with the swaying of the car, sickened by the conviction that she was dropping towards death, trying to keep the confusion of terror from exploding through her . . .


  “I’m curious to know,” Robane’s voice said, “what made you decide at the last moment to decline my invitation and attempt to leave.”


  She wrenched her attention away from terror, reached for the voice and Robane.


  There was the crackling of psi, open telepathic channels through which her awareness flowed in a flash. For an instant, she was inside his mind. Then psi static crashed, and she was away from it again. Her awareness dimmed, momentarily blurred out. She’d absorbed almost too much. It was as if she’d made a photograph of a section of Robane’s mind—a pitiful and horrible mind.


  She felt the car touch the ground, stop moving. The slight jolt tilted her over farther, her head lolling on the side rest. She was breathing; her eyelids blinked. But her conscious efforts weren’t affecting a muscle of her body.


  The dazed blurriness began to lift from her thoughts. She found herself still very much frightened but no longer accepting in the least that she would die here. She should have a chance against Robane. She discovered he was speaking again, utterly unaware of what had just occurred.


  “I’m not a psi,” his voice said. “But I’m a gadgeteer—and, you see, I happen to be highly intelligent. I’ve used my intelligence to provide myself with instruments which guard me and serve my wishes here. Some give me abilities equivalent to those of a psi. Others, as you’ve just experienced, can be used to neutralize power devices or to paralyze the human voluntary muscular system within as much as half a mile of this room.


  “I was amused by your cautious hesitation and attempted flight just now. I’d already caught you. If I’d let you use the communicator, you would have found it dead. I shut it off as soon as your aircar was in range . . .”


  Robane not a psi? For an instant, there was a burbling of lunatic, silent laughter in Telzey’s head. In that moment of full contact between them, she’d sensed a telepathic system functional in every respect except that he wasn’t aware of it. Psi energy flared about his words as he spoke. That came from one of the machines, but only a telepath could have operated such a machine.


  Robane had never considered that possibility. If the machine static hadn’t caught her off guard, broken the contact before she could secure it, he would be much more vulnerable in his unawareness now than an ordinary nonpsi human.


  She’d reached for him again as he was speaking, along the verbalized thought-forms directed at her. But the words were projected through a machine. Following them back, she wound up at the machine and another jarring blast of psi static. She would have to wait for a moment when she found an opening to his mind again, when the machines didn’t happen to be covering him. He was silent now. He intended to kill her as he had others before her, and he might very well be able to do it before an opening was there. But he would make no further moves until he felt certain she hadn’t been able to summon help in a manner his machines hadn’t detected. What he had done so far he could explain—he had forced an aircar prowling about his house to the ground without harming its occupant. There was no proof of anything else he had done except the proof in Telzey’s mind, and Robane didn’t know about that.


  It gave her a few minutes to act without interference from him.


  “What’s the matter with that dog?” Gikkes asked nervously. “He’s behaving like . . . like he thinks there’s something around.”


  The chatter stopped for a moment. Eyes swung over to Chomir. He stood looking out from the canyon ledge over the plain, making a rumbling noise in his throat.


  “Don’t be silly,” Valia said. “He’s just wondering where Telzey’s gone.” She looked at Rish. “How long has she been gone?”


  “Twenty-seven minutes,” Rish said.


  “Well, that’s nothing to worry about, is it?” Valia checked herself, added, “Now look at that, will you!” Chomir had swung around, moved over to Rish’s aircar, stopped beside it, staring at them with yellow eyes. He made the rumbling noise again.


  Gikkes said, watching him fascinatedly, “Maybe something’s happened to Telzey.”


  “Don’t talk like that,” Valia said. “What could happen to her?”


  Rish got to his feet. “Well—it can’t hurt to give her a call . . .” He grinned at Valia to show he wasn’t in the least concerned, went to the aircar, opened the door.


  Chomir moved silently past him into the car.


  Rish frowned, glanced back at Valia and Dunker coming up behind him, started to say something, shook his head, slid into the car, and turned on the communicator.


  Valia inquired, her eyes uneasily on Chomir, “Know her number?”


  “Uh-huh.” They watched as he flicked the number out on the dial, then stood waiting.


  Presently Valia cleared her throat. “She’s probably got out of the car and is walking around somewhere.”


  “Of course she’s walking,” Rish said shortly.


  “Keep buzzing anyway,” Dunker said.


  “I am.” Rish glanced at Chomir again. “If she’s anywhere near the car, she’ll be answering in a moment . . .”


  “Why don’t you answer me?” Robane’s voice asked, sharp with impatience. “It would be very foolish of you to make me angry.”


  Telzey made no response. Her eyes blinked slowly at the starblaze. Her awareness groped, prowled, patiently, like a hungry cat, for anything, the slightest wisp of escaping unconscious thought, emotion, that wasn’t filtered through the blocking machines, that might give her another opening to the telepathic levels of Robane’s mind. In the minutes she’d been lying paralyzed across the seat of the aircar, she had arranged and comprehended the multi-detailed glimpse she’d had of it. She understood Robane very thoroughly now.


  The instrument room of the house was his living area. A big room centered about an island of immaculate precision machines. Robane rarely was away from it. She knew what he looked like, from mirror images, glimpses in shining instrument surfaces, his thoughts about himself. A half-man, enclosed from the waist down in a floating, mobile machine like a tiny aircar, which carried him and kept him alive. The little machine was efficient; the half-body protruding from it was vigorous and strong. Robane in his isolation gave fastidious attention to his appearance. The coat which covered him down to the machine was tailored to Orado City’s latest fashion; his thick hair was carefully groomed.


  He had led a full life as scientist, sportsman, and man of the world, before the disaster which left him bound to his machine. To make the man responsible for the disaster pay for his blunder in full became Robane’s obsession and he laid his plans with all the care of the trophy hunter he had been. His work for the Federation had been connected with the further development of devices permitting the direct transmission of sensations from one living brain to another and their adaptation to various new uses. In his retirement in Melna Park, Robane patiently refined such devices for his own purposes and succeeded beyond his expectations, never suspecting that the success was due in part to the latent psionic abilities he was stimulating with his experiments.


  Meanwhile, he had prepared for the remaining moves in his plan, installed automatic machinery to take the place of his housekeeper, and dismissed the old woman from his service. A smuggling ring provided him with a specimen of a savage natural predator native to the continent for which he had set up quarters beneath the house. Robane trained the beast and himself, perfecting his skill in the use of the instruments, sent the conditioned animal out at night to hunt, brought it back after it had made the kill in which he had shared through its mind. There was sharper excitement in that alone than he had found in any previous hunting experience. There was further excitement in treating trapped animals with the drug that exposed their sensations to his instruments when he released them and set the killer on their trail. He could be hunter or hunted, alternately and simultaneously, following each chase to the end, withdrawing from the downed quarry only when its numbing death impulses began to reach him.


  When it seemed he had no more to learn, he had his underworld connections deliver his enemy to the house. That night, he awakened the man from his stupor, told him what to expect, and turned him out under the starblaze to run for his life. An hour later, Robane and his savage deputy made a human kill, the instruments fingering the victim’s drug-drenched nervous system throughout and faithfully transmitting his terrors and final torment.


  With that, Robane had accomplished his revenge. But he had no intention now of giving up the exquisite excitements of the new sport he had developed in the process. He became almost completely absorbed by it, as absorbed as the beast he had formed into an extension of himself. They went out by night to stalk and harry, run down and kill. They grew alike in cunning, stealth, and savage audacity, were skillful enough to create no unusual disturbance among the park animals with their sport. By morning, they were back in Robane’s house to spend most of the day in sleep. Unsuspecting human visitors who came through the area saw no traces of their nocturnal activities.


  Robane barely noticed how completely he had slipped into this new way of living. Ordinarily, it was enough. But he had almost no fear of detection now, and sometimes he remembered there had been a special savor in driving a human being to his death. Then his contacts would bring another shipment of “supplies” to the house, and that night he hunted human game. Healthy young game which did its desperate best to escape but never got far. It was something humanity owed him.


  For a while, there was one lingering concern. During his work for the Overgovernment, he’d had several contacts with a telepath called in to assist in a number of experiments. Robane had found out what he could about such people and believed his instruments would shield him against being detected and investigated by them. He was not entirely sure of it, but in the two years he had been pursuing his pleasures undisturbed in Melna Park his uneasiness on that point had almost faded away.


  Telzey’s voice, following closely on his latest human kill, startled him profoundly. But when he realized that it was a chance contact, that she was here by accident, it occurred to him that this was an opportunity to find out whether a telepathic mind could be dangerous to him. She seemed young and inexperienced—he could handle her through his instruments with the slightest risk to himself.


  Rish and Dunker were in Rish’s aircar with Chomir, Telzey thought, and a third person, who seemed to be Valia, was sitting behind them. The car was aloft and moving, so they had started looking for her. It would be nice if they were feeling nervous enough to have the park rangers looking for her, too; but that was very unlikely. She had to handle Chomir with great caution here. If he’d sensed any fear in her, he would have raced off immediately in her general direction to protect her, which would have been of no use at all.


  As it was, he was following instructions he didn’t know he was getting. He was aware which way the car should go, and he would make that quite clear to Rish and the others if it turned off in any other direction. Since they had no idea where to look for her themselves, they would probably decide to rely on Chomir’s intuition.


  That would bring them presently to this area. If she was outside the half-mile range of Robane’s energy shut-off device by then, they could pick her up safely. If she wasn’t, she’d have to turn them away through Chomir again or she’d simply be drawing them into danger with her. Robane, however, wouldn’t attempt to harm them unless he was forced to it. Telzey’s disappearance in the wildlands of the park could be put down as an unexplained accident; he wasn’t risking much there. But a very intensive investigation would get under way if three other students of Pehanron College vanished simultaneously along with a large dog. Robane couldn’t afford that.


  “Why don’t you answer?”


  There was an edge of frustrated rage in Robane’s projected voice. The paralysis field which immobilized her also made her unreachable to him. He was like an animal balked for the moment by a glass wall. He’d said he had a weapon trained on her which could kill her in an instant as she lay in the car, and Telzey knew it was true from what she had seen in his mind. For that matter, he probably only had to change the setting of the paralysis field to stop her heartbeat or her breathing.


  But such actions wouldn’t answer the questions he had about psis. She’d frightened him tonight; and now he had to run her to her death, terrified and helpless as any other human quarry, before he could feel secure again.


  “Do you think I’m afraid to kill you?” he asked, seeming almost plaintively puzzled. “Believe me, if I pull the trigger my finger is touching, I won’t even be questioned about your disappearance. The park authorities have been instructed by our grateful government to show me every consideration, in view of my past invaluable contributions to humanity, and in view of my present disability. No one would think to disturb me here because some foolish girl is reported lost in Melna Park . . .”


  The thought-voice went on, its fury and bafflement filtered through a machine, sometimes oddly suggestive even of a ranting, angry machine. Now and then it blurred out completely, like a bad connection, resumed seconds later. Telzey drew her attention away from it. It was a distraction in her waiting for another open subconscious bridge to Robane’s mind. Attempts to reach him more directly remained worse than useless. The machines also handled mind-stuff, but mechanically channeled, focused, and projected; the result was a shifting, flickering, nightmarish distortion of emanations in which Robane and his instruments seemed to blend in constantly changing patterns. She’d tried to force through it, had drawn back quickly, dazed and jolted again . . .


  Every minute she gained here had improved her chances of escape, but she thought she wouldn’t be able to stall him much longer. The possibility that a ranger patrol or somebody else might happen by just now, see her Cloudsplitter parked near the house, and come over to investigate, was probably slight, but Robane wouldn’t be happy about it. If she seemed to remain intractable, he’d decide at some point to dispose of her at once.


  So she mustn’t seem too intractable. Since she wasn’t replying, he would try something else to find out if she could be controlled. When he did, she would act frightened silly—which she was in a way, except that it didn’t seem to affect her ability to think now—and do whatever he said except for one thing. After he turned off the paralysis field, he would order her to come to the house. She couldn’t do that. Behind the entry door was a lock chamber. If she stepped inside, the door would close; and with the next breath she took she would have absorbed a full dose of the drug that let Robane’s mind-instruments settle into contact with her. She didn’t know what effect that would have. It might nullify her ability to maintain her psi screen and reveal her thoughts to Robane. If he knew what she had in mind, he would kill her on the spot. Or the drug might distort her on the telepathic level and end her chances of getting him under control.


  “It’s occurred to me,” Robane’s voice said, “that you may not be deliberately refusing to answer me. It’s possible that you are unable to do it either because of the effect of the paralysis field or simply because of fear.”


  Telzey had been wondering when it would occur to him. She waited, new tensions growing up in her.


  “I’ll release you from the field in a moment,” the voice went on. “What happens then depends on how well you carry out the instructions given you. If you try any tricks, little psi, you’ll be dead. I’m quite aware you’ll be able to move normally seconds after the field is off. Make no move you aren’t told to make. Do exactly what you are told to do, and do it without hesitation. Remember those two things. Your life depends on them.”


  He paused, added, “The field is now off . . .”


  Telzey felt a surge of strength and lightness all through her. Her heart began to race. She refrained carefully from stirring. After a moment, Robane’s voice said, “Touch nothing in the car you don’t need to touch. Keep your hands in sight. Get out of the car, walk twenty feet away from it, and stop. Then face the house.”


  Telzey climbed out of the car. She was shaky throughout; but it wasn’t as bad as she’d thought it would be when she first moved again. It wasn’t bad at all. She walked on to the left, stopped, and looked up at the orange-lit, screened windows in the upper part of the house.


  “Watch your car,” Robane’s voice told her.


  She looked over at the Cloudsplitter. He’d turned off the power neutralizer and the car was already moving. It lifted vertically from the ground, began gliding forward thirty feet up, headed in the direction of the forest beyond the house. It picked up speed, disappeared over the trees.


  “It will begin to change course when it reaches the mountains,” Robane’s voice said. “It may start circling and still be within the park when it is found. More probably, it will be hundreds of miles away. Various explanations will be offered for your disappearance from it, apparently in midair, which needn’t concern us now . . . Raise your arms before you, little psi. Spread them farther apart. Stand still.”


  Telzey lifted her arms, stood waiting. After an instant, she gave a jerk of surprise. Her hands and arms, Dunker’s watch on her wrist, the edges of the short sleeves of her shirt suddenly glowed white.


  “Don’t move!” Robane’s voice said sharply. “This is a search-beam. It won’t hurt you.”


  She stood still again, shifted her gaze downwards. What she saw of herself and her clothes and of a small patch of ground about her feet all showed the same cold, white glow, like fluorescing plastic. There was an eerie suggestion of translucence. She glanced back at her hands, saw the fine bones showing faintly as more definite lines of white in the glow. She felt nothing and the beam wasn’t affecting her vision, but it was an efficient device. Sparks of heatless light began stabbing from her clothing here and there; within moments, Robane located half a dozen minor items in her pockets and instructed her to throw them away one by one, along with the watch. He wasn’t taking chances on fashionably camouflaged communicators, perhaps suspected even this or that might be a weapon. Then the beam went off and he told her to lower her arms again.


  “Now a reminder,” his voice went on. “Perhaps you’re unable to speak to me. And perhaps you could speak but think it’s clever to remain silent in this situation. That isn’t too important. But let me show you something. It will help you keep in mind that it isn’t at all advisable to be too clever in dealing with me . . .”


  Something suddenly was taking shape twenty yards away, between Telzey and the house; and fright flicked through her like fire and ice in the instant before she saw it was a projection placed a few inches above the ground. It was an image of Robane’s killer, a big, bulky creature which looked bulkier because of the coat of fluffy, almost feathery fur covering most of it like a cloak. It was half crouched, a pair of powerful forelimbs stretched out through the cloak of fur. Ears like upturned horns projected from the sides of the head, and big, round, dark eyes, the eyes of a star-night hunter, were set in front above the sharply curved, serrated cutting beak.


  The image faded within seconds. She knew what the creature was. The spooks had been, at one time, almost the dominant life form on this continent; the early human settlers hated and feared them for their unqualified liking for human flesh, made them a legend which haunted Orado’s forests long after they had, in fact, been driven out of most of their territory. Even in captivity, from behind separating force fields, their flat, dark stares, their size, goblin appearance, and monkey quickness disturbed impressionable people.


  “My hunting partner,” Robane’s voice said. “My other self. It is not pleasant, not at all pleasant, to know this is the shape that is following your trail at night in Melna Park. You had a suggestion of it this evening. Be careful not to make me angry again. Be quick to do what I tell you. Now come forward to the house.”


  Telzey saw the entry door in the garden slide open. Her heart began to beat heavily. She didn’t move.


  “Come to the house!” Robane repeated.


  Something accompanied the words, a gush of heavy, subconscious excitement, somebody reaching for a craved drug . . . but Robane’s drug was death. As she touched the excitement, it vanished. It was what she had waited for, a line to the unguarded levels of his mind. If it came again and she could hold it even for seconds—


  It didn’t come again. There was a long pause before Robane spoke.


  “This is curious,” his voice said slowly. “You refuse. You know you are helpless. You know what I can do. Yet you refuse. I wonder . . .”


  He went silent. He was suspicious now, very. For a moment, she could almost feel him finger the trigger of his weapon. But the drug was there, in his reach. She was cheating him out of some of it. He wouldn’t let her cheat him out of everything . . .


  “Very well,” the voice said. “I’m tired of you. I was interested in seeing how a psi would act in such a situation. I’ve seen. You’re so afraid you can barely think. So run along. Run as fast as you can, little psi. Because I’ll soon be following.”


  Telzey stared up at the windows. Let him believe she could barely think.


  “Run!”


  She whipped around, as if shocked into motion by the command, and ran, away from Robane’s house, back in the direction of the plain to the north.


  “I’ll give you a warning,” Robane’s voice said, seeming to move along with her. “Don’t try to climb a tree. We catch the ones who do that immediately. We can climb better than you can, and if the tree is big enough we’ll come up after you. If the tree’s too light to hold us, or if you go out where the branches are too thin, we’ll simply shake you down. So keep running.”


  She glanced back as she came up to the first group of trees. The orange windows of the house seemed to be staring after her. She went in among the trees, out the other side, and now the house was no longer in sight.


  “Be clever now,” Robane’s voice said. “We like the clever ones. You have a chance, you know. Perhaps somebody will see you before you’re caught. Or you may think of some way to throw us off your track. Perhaps you’ll be the lucky one who gets away. We’ll be very, very sorry then, won’t we? So do your best, little psi. Do your best. Give us a good run.”


  She flicked out a search-thought, touched Chomir’s mind briefly. The aircar was still coming, still on course, still too far away to do her any immediate good . . .


  She ran. She was in as good condition as a fifteen-year-old who liked a large variety of sports and played hard at them was likely to get. But she had to cover five hundred yards to get beyond the range of Robane’s house weapons, and on this broken ground it began to seem a long, long stretch. How much time would he give her? Some of those he’d hunted had been allowed a start of thirty minutes or more . . .


  She began to count her steps. Robane remained silent. When she thought she was approaching the end of five hundred yards, there were trees ahead again. She remembered crossing over a small stream followed by a straggling line of trees as she came up to the house. That must be it. And in that case, she was beyond the five-hundred-yard boundary.


  A hungry excitement swirled about her and was gone. She’d lashed at the feeling quickly, got nothing. Robane’s voice was there an instant later.


  “We’re starting now . . .”


  So soon? She felt shocked. He wasn’t giving her even the pretense of a chance to escape. Dismay sent a wave of weakness through her as she ran splashing down into the creek. Some large animals burst out of the water on the far side, crashed through the bushes along the bank, and pounded away. Telzey hardly noticed them. Turn to the left, downstream, she thought. It was a fast little stream. The spook must be following by scent and the running water should wipe out her trail before it got here . . .


  But others it had followed would have decided to turn downstream when they reached the creek. If it didn’t pick up the trail on the far bank and found no human scent in the water coming down, it only had to go along the bank to the left until it either heard her in the water or reached the place where she’d left it.


  They’d expect her, she told herself, to leave the water on the far side of the creek, not to angle back in the direction of Robane’s house. Or would they? It seemed the best thing to try.


  She went downstream as quickly as she could, splashing, stumbling on slippery rock, careless of noise for the moment. It would be a greater danger to lose time trying to be quiet. A hundred yards on, stout tree branches swayed low over the water. She could catch them, swing up, scramble on up into the trees.


  Others would have tried that, too. Robane and his beast knew such spots, would check each to make sure it wasn’t what she had done.


  She ducked, gasping, under the low-hanging branches, hurried on. Against the starblaze a considerable distance ahead, a thicker cluster of trees loomed darkly. It looked like a sizable little wood surrounding the watercourse. It might be a good place to hide.


  Others, fighting for breath after the first hard run, legs beginning to falter, would have had that thought.


  Robane’s voice said abruptly in her mind, “So you’ve taken to the water. It was your best move . . .”


  The voice stopped. Telzey felt the first stab of panic. The creek curved sharply ahead. The bank on the left was steep, not the best place to get out. She followed it with her eyes. Roots sprouted out of the bare earth a little ahead. She came up to them, jumped to catch them, pulled herself up, and scrambled over the edge of the bank. She climbed to her feet, hurried back in the general direction of Robane’s house, dropped into a cluster of tall grass. Turning, flattened out on her stomach, she lifted her head to stare back in the direction of the creek. There was an opening in the bushes on the other bank, with the clusterlight of the skyline showing through it. She watched that, breathing as softly as she could. It occurred to her that if a breeze was moving the wrong way, the spook might catch her scent on the air. But she didn’t feel any breeze.


  Perhaps a minute passed—certainly no more. Then a dark silhouette passed lightly and swiftly through the opening in the bushes she was watching, went on downstream. It was larger than she’d thought it would be when she saw its projected image; and that something so big should move in so effortless a manner, seeming to drift along the ground, somehow was jolting in itself. For a moment, Telzey had distinguished, or imagined she had distinguished, the big, round head held high, the pointed ears like horns. Goblin, her nerves screamed. A feeling of heavy dread flowed through her, seemed to drain away her strength. This was how the others had felt when they ran and crouched in hiding, knowing there was no escape from such a pursuer . . .


  She made herself count off a hundred seconds, got to her feet, and started back on a slant towards the creek, to a point a hundred yards above the one where she had climbed from it. If the thing returned along this side of the watercourse and picked up her trail, it might decide she had tried to escape upstream. She got down quietly into the creek, turned downstream again, presently saw in the distance the wood which had looked like a good place to hide. The spook should be prowling among the trees there now, searching for her. She passed the curve where she had pulled herself up on the bank, waded on another hundred steps, trying to make no noise at all, almost certain from moment to moment she could hear or glimpse the spook on its way back. Then she climbed the bank on the right, pushed carefully through the hedges of bushes that lined it, and ran off into the open plain sloping up to the north.


  After perhaps a hundred yards, her legs began to lose the rubbery weakness of held-in terror. She was breathing evenly. The aircar was closer again and in not too many more minutes she might find herself out of danger. She didn’t look back. If the spook was coming up behind her, she couldn’t outrun it, and it wouldn’t help to feed her fears by watching for shadows on her trail.


  She shifted her attention to signs from Robane. He might be growing concerned by now and resort to his telescanners to look for her and guide his creature after her. There was nothing she could do about that. Now and then she seemed to have a brief awareness of him, but there had been no definite contact since he had spoken.


  She reached a rustling grove, walked and trotted through it. As she came out the other side, a herd of graceful deer-like animals turned from her and sped with shadowy quickness across the plain and out of her range of vision. She remembered suddenly having heard that hunted creatures sometimes covered their trail by mingling with other groups of animals . . .


  A few minutes later, she wasn’t sure how well that was working. Other herds were around; sometimes she saw shadowy motion ahead or to right or left; then there would be whistles of alarm, the stamp of hoofs, and they’d vanish like drifting smoke, leaving the section of plain about her empty again. This was Robane’s hunting ground; the animals here might be more alert and nervous than in other sections of the park. And perhaps, Telzey thought, they sensed she was the quarry tonight and was drawing danger towards them. Whatever the reason, they kept well out of her way. But she’d heard fleeing herds cross behind her a number of times, so they might in fact be breaking up her trail enough to make it more difficult to follow. She kept scanning the skyline above the slope ahead, looking for the intermittent green flash of a moving aircar or the sweep of its search-beam along the ground. They couldn’t be too far away.


  She slowed to a walk again. Her legs and lungs hadn’t given out, but she could tell she was tapping the final reserves of strength. She sent a thought to Chomir’s mind, touched it instantly and, at the same moment, caught a glimpse of a pulsing green spark against the starblaze, crossing down through a dip in the slopes, disappearing beyond the wooded ground ahead of her. She went hot with hope, swung to the right, began running towards the point where the car should show again.


  They’d arrived. Now to catch their attention . . .


  “Here!” she said sharply in the dog’s mind.


  It meant: “Here I am! Look for me! Come to me!” No more than that. Chomir was keyed up enough without knowing why. Any actual suggestion that she was in trouble might throw him out of control.


  She almost heard the deep, whining half-growl with which he responded. It should be enough. Chomir knew now she was somewhere nearby, and Rish and the others would see it immediately in the way he behaved. When the aircar reappeared, its search-beam should be swinging about, fingering the ground to locate her.


  Telzey jumped down into a little gully, felt, with a shock of surprise, her knees go soft with fatigue as she landed, and clambered shakily out the other side. She took a few running steps forward, came to a sudden complete stop.


  Robane! She felt him about, a thick, ugly excitement. It seemed the chance moment of contact for which she’d been waiting, his mind open, unguarded.


  She looked carefully around. Something lay beside a cluster of bushes thirty feet ahead. It appeared to be a big pile of wind-blown dry leaves and grass, but its surface stirred with a curious softness in the breeze. Then a wisp of acrid animal odor touched Telzey’s nostrils and she felt the hot-ice surge of deep fright.


  The spook lifted its head slowly out of its fluffed, mottled mane and looked at her. Then it moved from its crouched position . . . a soundless shift a good fifteen feet to the right, light as the tumbling of a big ball of moss. It rose on its hind legs, the long fur settling loosely about it like a cloak, and made a chuckling sound of pleasure.


  The plain seemed to explode about Telzey.


  The explosion was in her mind. Tensions held too long, too hard, lashed back through her in seething confusion at a moment when too much needed to be done at once. Her physical vision went black; Robane’s beast and the starlit slope vanished. She was sweeping through a topsy-turvy series of mental pictures and sensations. Rish’s face appeared, wide-eyed, distorted with alarm, the aircar skimming almost at ground level along the top of a grassy rise, a wood suddenly ahead. “Now!” Telzey thought. Shouts, and the car swerved up again. Then a brief, thudding, jarring sensation underfoot . . .


  That was done.


  She swung about to Robane’s waiting excitement, slipped through it into his mind. In an instant, her awareness poured through a net of subconscious psi channels that became half familiar as she touched them. Machine static clattered, too late to dislodge her. She was there. Robane, unsuspecting, looked out through his creature’s eyes at her shape on the plain, hands locked hard on the instruments through which he lived, experienced, murdered.


  In minutes, Telzey thought, in minutes, if she was alive minutes from now, she would have this mind—unaware, unresistant, wide open to her—under control. But she wasn’t certain she could check the spook then through Robane. He had never attempted to hold it back moments away from its kill.


  Vision cleared. She stood on the slope, tight tendrils of thought still linking her to every significant section of Robane’s mind. The spook stared, hook-beak lifted above its gaping mouth, showing the thick, twisting tongue inside. Still upright, it began to move, seemed to glide across the ground towards her. One of its forelimbs came through the thick cloak of fur, four-fingered paw raised, slashing retractile claws extended, reaching out almost playfully.


  Telzey backed slowly off from the advancing goblin shape. For an instant, another picture slipped through her thoughts . . . a blur of motion. She gave it no attention. There was nothing she could do there now.


  The goblin dropped lightly to a crouch. Telzey saw it begin its spring as she turned and ran.


  She heard the gurgling chuckle a few feet behind her, but no other sound. She ran headlong up the slope with all the strength she had left. In another world, on another level of existence, she moved quickly through Robane’s mind, tracing out the control lines, gathering them in. But her thoughts were beginning to blur with fatigue. Bushy shrubbery dotted the slope ahead. She could see nothing else.


  The spook passed her like something blown by the wind through the grass. It swung around before her, twenty feet ahead; and as she turned to the right, it was suddenly behind her again, coming up quickly, went by. Something nicked the back of her calf as it passed—a scratch, not much deeper than a dozen or so she’d picked up pushing through thorny growth tonight. But this hadn’t been a thorn. She turned left, and it followed, herding her; dodged right, and it was there, going past. Its touch seemed the lightest flick again, but an instant later there was a hot, wet line of pain down her arm. She felt panic gather in her throat as it came up behind her once more. She stopped, turning to face it.


  It stopped in the same instant, fifteen feet away, rose slowly to its full height, dark eyes staring, hooked beak open as if in silent laughter. Telzey watched it, gasping for breath. Streaks of foggy darkness seemed to float between them. Robane felt far away, beginning to slip from her reach. If she took another step, she thought, she would stumble and fall; then the thing would be on her.


  The spook’s head swung about. Its beak closed with a clack. The horn-ears went erect.


  The white shape racing silently down the slope seemed unreal for a moment, something she imagined. She knew Chomir was approaching; she hadn’t realized he was so near. She couldn’t see the aircar’s lights in the starblaze above, but it might be there. If they had followed the dog after he plunged out of the car, if they hadn’t lost . . .


  Chomir could circle Robane’s beast, threaten it, perhaps draw it away from her, keep it occupied for minutes. She drove a command at him—another, quickly and anxiously, because he hadn’t checked in the least; tried to slip into his mind and knew suddenly that Chomir, coming in silent fury, wasn’t going to be checked or slowed or controlled by anything she did. The goblin uttered a monstrous, squalling scream of astounded rage as the strange white animal closed the last twenty yards between them; then it leaped aside with its horrid ease. Sick with dismay, Telzey saw the great forelimb flash from the cloak, strike with spread talons. The thudding blow caught Chomir, spun him around, sent him rolling over the ground. The spook sprang again to come down on its reckless assailant. But the dog was on his feet and away.


  It was Chomir’s first serious fight. But he came of generations of ancestors who had fought one another and other animals and armed men in the arenas of Askanam. Their battle cunning was stamped into his genes. He had made one mistake, a very nearly fatal one, in hurtling in at a dead run on an unknown opponent. Almost within seconds, it became apparent that he was making no further mistakes.


  Telzey saw it through a shifting blur of exhaustion. As big a dog as Chomir was, the squalling goblin must weigh nearly five times as much, looked ten times larger with its fur-mane bristling about it. Its kind had been forest horrors to the early settlers. Its forelimbs were tipped with claws longer than her hands and the curved beak could shear through muscle and bone like a sword. Its uncanny speed . . .


  Now somehow it seemed slow. As it sprang, slashing down, something white and low flowed around and about it with silent purpose. Telzey understood it then. The spook was a natural killer, developed by nature to deal efficiently with its prey. Chomir’s breed were killers developed by man to deal efficiently with other killers.


  He seemed locked to the beast for an instant, high on its shoulder, and she saw the wide, dark stain on his flank where the spook’s talons had struck. He shook himself savagely. There was an ugly, snapping sound. The spook screeched like a huge bird. She saw the two animals locked together again, then the spook rolling over the ground, the white shape rolling with it, slipping away, slipping back. There was another screech. The spook rolled into a cluster of bushes. Chomir followed it in.


  A white circle of light settled on the thrashing vegetation, shifted over to her. She looked up, saw Rish’s car gliding down through the air, heard voices calling her name—


  She followed her contact thoughts back to Robane’s mind, spread out through it, sensing at once the frantic grip of his hands on the instrument controls. For Robane, time was running out quickly. He had been trying to turn his beast away from the dog, force it to destroy the human being who could expose him. He had been unable to do it. He was in terrible fear. But he could accomplish no more through the spook. She felt his sudden decision to break mind-contact with the animal to avoid the one experience he had always shunned—going down with another mind into the shuddering agony of death.


  His right hand released the control it was clutching, reached towards a switch.


  “No,” Telzey said softly to the reaching hand.


  It dropped to the instrument board. After a moment, it knotted, twisted about, began to lift again.


  “No.”


  Now it lay still. She considered. There was time enough.


  Robane believed he would die with the spook if he couldn’t get away from it in time. She thought he might be right; she wouldn’t want to be in his mind when it happened, if it came to that.


  There were things she needed to learn from Robane. The identity of the gang which had supplied him with human game was one; she wanted that very much. Then she should look at the telepathic level of his mind in detail, find out what was wrong in there, why he hadn’t been able to use it . . . some day, she might be able to do something with a half-psi like Gikkes. And the mind-machines—if Robane had been able to work with them, not really understanding what he did, she should be able to employ similar devices much more effectively. Yes, she had to carefully study his machines—


  She released Robane’s hand. It leaped to the switch, pulled it back. He gave a great gasp of relief.


  For a moment, Telzey was busy. A needle of psi energy flicked knowingly up and down channels, touching here, there, shriveling, cutting, blocking . . . Then it was done. Robane, half his mind gone in an instant, unaware of it, smiled blankly at the instrument panel in front of him. He’d live on here, dimmed and harmless, cared for by machines, unwitting custodian of other machines, of memories that had to be investigated, of a talent he’d never known he had.


  “I’ll be back,” Telzey told the smiling, dull thing, and left it.


  She found herself standing on the slope. It had taken only a moment, after all. Dunker and Valia were running towards her. Rish had just climbed out of the aircar settled forty feet away, its search-beam fixed on the thicket where the spook’s body jerked back and forth as Chomir, jaws locked on its crushed neck, shook the last vestiges of life from it with methodical fury.


  THE ONLY THING WE LEARN


  C.M. Kornbluth


  The professor, though he did not know the actor’s phrase for it, was counting the house—peering through a spyhole in the door through which he would in a moment appear before the class. He was pleased with what he saw. Tier after tier of young people, ready with notebooks and styli, chattering tentatively, glancing at the door against which his nose was flattened, waiting for the pleasant interlude known as “Archaeo-Literature 203” to begin.


  The professor stepped back, smoothed his tunic, crooked four books in his left elbow and made his entrance. Four swift strides brought him to the lectern and, for the thousandth-odd time, he impassively swept the lecture hall with his gaze. Then he gave a wry little smile. Inside, for the thousandth-odd time, he was nagged by the irritable little thought that the lectern really ought to be a foot or so higher.


  The irritation did not show. He was out to win the audience, and he did. A dead silence, the supreme tribute, gratified him. Imperceptibly, the lights of the lecture hall began to dim and the light on the lectern to brighten.


  He spoke.


  “Young gentlemen of the Empire, I ought to warn you that this and the succeeding lectures will be most subversive.”


  There was a little rustle of incomprehension from the audience—but by then the lectern light was strong enough to show the twinkling smile about his eyes that belied his stern mouth, and agreeable chuckles sounded in the gathering darkness of the tiered seats. Glow-lights grew bright gradually at the students’ tables, and they adjusted their notebooks in the narrow ribbons of illumination. He waited for the small commotion to subside.


  “Subversive—” He gave them a link to cling to. “Subversive because I shall make every effort to tell both sides of our ancient beginnings with every resource of archaeology and with every clue my diligence has discovered in our epic literature.


  “There were two sides, you know—difficult though it may be to believe that if we judge by the Old Epic alone—such epics as the noble and tempestuous Chant of Remd, the remaining fragments of Krall’s Voyage, or the gory and rather out-of-date Battle for the Ten Suns.” He paused while styli scribbled across the notebook pages.


  “The Middle Epic is marked, however, by what I might call the rediscovered ethos.” From his voice, every student knew that that phrase, surer than death and taxes, would appear on an examination paper. The styli scribbled. “By this I mean an awakening of fellow-feeling with the Home Suns People, which had once been filial loyalty to them when our ancestors were few and pioneers, but which turned into contempt when their numbers grew.


  “The Middle Epic writers did not despise the Home Suns People, as did the bards of the Old Epic. Perhaps this was because they did not have to—since their long war against the Home Suns was drawing to a victorious close.


  “Of the New Epic I shall have little to say. It was a literary fad, a pose, and a silly one. Written within historic times, the some two score pseudo-epics now moulder in their cylinders, where they belong. Our ripening civilization could not with integrity work in the epic form, and the artistic failures produced so indicate. Our genius turned to the lyric and to the unabashedly romantic novel.


  “So much, for the moment, of literature. What contribution, you must wonder, have archaeological studies to make in an investigation of the wars from which our ancestry emerged?


  “Archaeology offers—one—a check in historical matter in the epics—confirming or denying. Two—it provides evidence glossed over in the epics—for artistic or patriotic reasons. Three—it provides evidence which has been lost, owing to the fragmentary nature of some of the early epics.”


  All this he fired at them crisply, enjoying himself. Let them not think him a dreamy litterateur, nor, worse, a flat precisionist, but let them be always a little off-balance before him, never knowing what came next, and often wondering, in class and out. The styli paused after heading Three.


  “We shall examine first, by our archaeo-literary technique, the second book of the Chant of Remd. As the selected youth of the Empire, you know much about it, of course—much that is false, some that is true and a great deal that is irrelevant. You know that Book One hurls us into the middle of things, aboard ship with Algan and his great captain, Remd, on their way from the triumph over a Home Suns stronghold, the planet Telse. We watch Remd on his diversionary action that splits the Ten Suns Fleet into two halves. But before we see the destruction of those halves by the Horde of Algan, we are told in Book Two of the battle for Telse.”


  He opened one of his books on the lectern, swept the amphitheater again and read sonorously.


  Then battle broke


  And high the blinding blast


  Sight-searing leaped


  While folk in fear below


  Cowered in caverns


  From the wrath of Remd—


  “Or, in less sumptuous language, one fission bomb—or a stick of time-on-target bombs—was dropped. An unprepared and disorganized populace did not take the standard measure of dispersing, but huddled foolishly to await Algan’s gunfighters and the death they brought.


  “One of the things you believe because you have seen them in notes to elementary-school editions of Remd is that Telse was the fourth planet of the star, Sol. Archaeology denies it by establishing that the fourth planet—actually called Marse, by the way—was in those days weather-roofed at least, and possibly atmosphere-roofed as well. As potential warriors, you know that one does not waste fissionable material on a roof, and there is no mention of chemical explosives being used to crack the roof. Marse, therefore, was not the locale of Remd, Book Two.


  “Which planet was? The answer to that has been established by X-radar, differential decay analyses, video-coring and every other resource of those scientists still quaintly called ‘diggers.’ We know and can prove that Telse was the third planet of Sol. So much for the opening of the attack. Let us jump to Canto Three, the Storming of the Dynastic Palace.


  “Imperial purple wore they


  Fresh from the feast


  Grossly gorged


  They sought to slay—


  “And so on. Now, as I warned you, Remd is of the Old Epic, and makes no pretense at fairness. The unorganized huddling of Telse’s population was read as cowardice instead of poor A.R.P. The same is true of the Third Canto. Video-cores show on the site of the palace a hecatomb of dead in once-purple livery, but also shows impartially that they were not particularly gorged and that digestion of their last meals had been well advanced. They didn’t give such a bad accounting of themselves, either. I hesitate to guess, but perhaps they accounted for one of our ancestors apiece and were simply outnumbered. The study is not complete.


  “That much we know.” The professor saw they were tiring of the terse scientist and shifted gears. “But if the veil of time were rent that shrouds the years between us and the Home Suns People, how much more would we learn? Would we despise the Home Suns People as our frontiersman ancestors did, or would we cry: ‘This is our spiritual home—this world of rank and order, this world of formal verse and exquisitely patterned arts’ ?”


  If the veil of time were rent—?


  We can try to rend it . . .


  Wing Commander Arris heard the clear jangle of the radar net alarm as he was dreaming about a fish. Struggling out of his too-deep, too-soft bed, he stepped into a purple singlet, buckled on his Sam Browne belt with its holstered .45 automatic and tried to read the radar screen. Whatever had set it off was either too small or too distant to register on the five-inch C.R.T.


  He rang for his aide, and checked his appearance in a wall-mirror while waiting. His space tan was beginning to fade, he saw, and made a mental note to get it renewed at the parlor. He stepped into the corridor as Evan, his aide, trotted up—younger, browner, thinner, but the same officer type that made the Service what it was, Arris thought with satisfaction.


  Evan gave him a bone-cracking salute, which he returned. They set off for the elevator that whisked them down to a large, chilly, dark underground room where faces were greenly lit by radar screens and the lights of plotting tables. Somebody yelled “Attention!” and the tecks snapped. He gave them “At ease” and took the brisk salute of the senior teck, who reported to him in flat, machine-gun delivery:


  “Object-becoming-visible-on-primary-screen-sir.”


  He studied the sixty-inch disk for several seconds before he spotted the intercepted particle. It was coming in fast from zenith, growing while he watched.


  “Assuming it’s now traveling at maximum, how long will it be before it’s within striking range?” he asked the teck.


  “Seven hours, sir.”


  “The interceptors at Idlewild alerted?”


  “Yessir.”


  Arris turned on a phone that connected with Interception. The boy at Interception knew the face that appeared on its screen, and was already capped with a crash helmet.


  “Go ahead and take him, Efrid,” said the wing commander.


  “Yessir!” and a punctilious salute, the boy’s pleasure plain at being known by name and a great deal more at being on the way to a fight that might be first-class.


  Arris cut him off before the boy could detect a smile that was forming on his face. He turned from the pale lumar glow of the sixty-incher to enjoy it. Those kids—when every meteor was an invading dreadnaught, when every ragged scouting ship from the rebels was an armada!


  He watched Efrid’s squadron soar off the screen and then he retreated to a darker corner. This was his post until the meteor or scout or whatever it was got taken care of. Evan joined him, and they silently studied the smooth, disciplined functioning of the plot room, Arris with satisfaction and Evan doubtless with the same. The aide broke silence, asking:


  “Do you suppose it’s a Frontier ship, sir?” He caught the wing commander’s look and hastily corrected himself: “I mean rebel ship, sir, of course.”


  “Then you should have said so. Is that what the junior officers generally call those scoundrels?”


  Evan conscientiously cast his mind back over the last few junior messes and reported unhappily: “I’m afraid we do, sir. We seem to have got into the habit.”


  “I shall write a memorandum about it. How do you account for that very peculiar habit?”


  “Well, sir, they do have something like a fleet, and they did take over the Regulus Cluster, didn’t they?”


  What had got into this incredible fellow, Arris wondered in amazement. Why, the thing was self-evident! They had a few ships—accounts differed as to how many—and they had, doubtless by raw sedition, taken over some systems temporarily.


  He turned from his aide, who sensibly became interested in a screen and left with a murmured excuse to study it very closely.


  The brigands had certainly knocked together some ramshackle league or other, but—The wing commander wondered briefly if it could last, shut the horrid thought from his head, and set himself to composing mentally a stiff memorandum that would be posted in the junior officer’s mess and put an end to this absurd talk.


  His eyes wandered to the sixty-incher, where he saw the interceptor squadron climbing nicely toward the particle—which, he noticed, had become three particles. A low crooning distracted him. Was one of the tecks singing at work? It couldn’t be!


  It wasn’t. An unsteady shape wandered up in the darkness, murmuring a song and exhaling alcohol. He recognized the Chief Archivist, Glen.


  “This is service country, mister,” he told Glen.


  “Hullo, Arris,” the round little civilian said, peering at him. “I come down here regularly—regularly against regulations—to wear off my regular irregularities with the wine bottle. That’s all right, isn’t it?”


  He was drunk and argumentative. Arris felt hemmed in. Glen couldn’t be talked into leaving without loss of dignity to the wing commander, and he couldn’t be chucked out because he was writing a biography of the chamberlain and could, for the time being, have any head in the palace for the asking. Arris sat down unhappily, and Glen plumped down beside him.


  The little man asked him.


  “Is that a fleet from the Frontier League?” He pointed to the big screen. Arris didn’t look at his face, but felt that Glen was grinning maliciously.


  “I know of no organization called the Frontier League,” Arris said. “If you are referring to the brigands who have recently been operating in Galactic East, you could at least call them by their proper names.” Really, he thought—civilians!


  “So sorry. But the brigands should have the Regulus Cluster by now, shouldn’t they?” he asked, insinuatingly.


  This was serious—a grave breach of security. Arris turned to the little man.


  “Mister, I have no authority to command you,” he said measuredly. “Furthermore, I understand you are enjoying a temporary eminence in the non-service world which would make it very difficult for me to—ah—tangle with you. I shall therefore refer only to your altruism. How did you find out about the Regulus Cluster?”


  “Eloquent!” murmured the little man, smiling happily. “I got it from Rome.”


  Arris searched his memory. “You mean Squadron Commander Romo broke security? I can’t believe it!”


  “No, commander. I mean Rome—a place—a time—a civilization. I got it also from Babylon, Assyria, the Mogul Raj—every one of them. You don’t understand me, of course.”


  “I understand that you’re trifling with Service security and that you’re a fat little, malevolent, worthless drone and scribbler!”


  “Oh, commander!” protested the archivist. “I’m not so little!” He wandered away, chuckling.


  Arris wished he had the shooting of him, and tried to explore the chain of secrecy for a weak link. He was tired and bored by this harping on the Fron—on the brigands.


  His aide tentatively approached him. “Interceptors in striking range, sir,” he murmured.


  “Thank you,” said the wing commander, genuinely grateful to be back in the clean, etched-line world of the Service and out of that blurred, water-color, civilian land where long-dead Syrians apparently retailed classified matter to nasty little drunken warts who had no business with it. Arris confronted the sixty-incher. The particle that had become three particles was now—he counted—eighteen particles. Big ones. Getting bigger.


  He did not allow himself emotion, but turned to the plot on the interceptor squadron.


  “Set up Lunar relay,” he ordered.


  “Yessir.”


  Half the plot room crew bustled silently and efficiently about the delicate job of applied relativistic physics that was ‘lunar relay.’ He knew that the palace power plant could take it for a few minutes, and he wanted to see. If he could not believe radar pips, he might believe a video screen.


  On the great, green circle, the eighteen—now twenty-four—particles neared the thirty-six smaller particles that were interceptors, led by the eager young Efrid.


  “Testing Lunar relay, sir,” said the chief teck.


  The wing commander turned to a twelve-inch screen. Unobtrusively, behind him, tecks jockeyed for position. The picture on the screen was something to see. The chief let mercury fill a thick-walled, ceramic tank. There was a sputtering and contact was made.


  “Well done,” said Arris. “Perfect seeing.”


  He saw, upper left, a globe of ships—what ships! Some were Service jobs, with extra turrets plastered on them wherever there was room. Some were orthodox freighters, with the same porcupine-bristle of weapons. Some were obviously home-made crates, hideously ugly—and as heavily armed as the others.


  Next to him, Arris heard his aide murmur, “It’s all wrong, sir. They haven’t got any pick-up boats. They haven’t got any hospital ships. What happens when one of them gets shot up?”


  “Just what ought to happen, Evan,” snapped the wing commander. “They float in space until they desiccate in their suits. Or if they get grappled inboard with a boat hook, they don’t get any medical care. As I told you, they’re brigands, without decency even to care for their own.” He enlarged on the theme. “Their morale must be insignificant compared with our men’s. When the Service goes into action, every rating and teck knows he’ll be cared for if he’s hurt. Why, if we didn’t have pick-up boats and hospital ships the men wouldn’t—” He almost finished it with “fight,” but thought, and lamely ended—“wouldn’t like it.”


  Evan nodded, wonderingly, and crowded his chief a little as he craned his neck for a look at the screen.


  “Get the hell away from here!” said the wing commander in a restrained yell, and Evan got.


  The interceptor squadron swam into the field—a sleek, deadly needle of vessels in perfect alignment, with its little cloud of pick-ups trailing, and farther astern a white hospital ship with the ancient red cross.


  The contact was immediate and shocking. One of the rebel ships lumbered into the path of the interceptors, spraying fire from what seemed to be as many points as a man has pores. The Service ships promptly riddled it and it should have drifted away—but it didn’t. It kept on fighting. It rammed an interceptor with a crunch that must have killed every man before the first bulwark, but aft of the bulwark the ship kept fighting.


  It took a torpedo portside and its plumbing drifted through space in a tangle. Still the starboard side kept squirting fire. Isolated weapon blisters fought on while they were obviously cut off from the rest of the ship. It was a pounded tangle of wreckage, and it had destroyed two interceptors, crippled two more, and kept fighting.


  Finally, it drifted away, under feeble jets of power. Two more of the fantastic rebel fleet wandered into action, but the wing commander’s horrified eyes were on the first pile of scrap. It was going somewhere—


  The ship neared the thin-skinned, unarmored, gleaming hospital vessel, rammed it amidships, square in one of the red crosses, and then blew itself up, apparently with everything left in its powder magazine, taking the hospital ship with it.


  The sickened wing commander would never have recognized what he had seen as it was told in a later version, thus:


  “The crushing course they took


  And nobly knew


  Their death undaunted


  By heroic blast


  The hospital’s host


  They dragged to doom


  Hail! Men without mercy


  From the far frontier!”


  Lunar relay flickered out as overloaded fuses flashed into vapor. Arris distractedly paced back to the dark corner and sank into a chair.


  “I’m sorry,” said the voice of Glen next to him, sounding quite sincere. “No doubt it was quite a shock to you.”


  “Not to you?” asked Arris bitterly.


  “Not to me.”


  “Then how did they do it?” the wing commander asked the civilian in a low, desperate whisper. “They don’t even wear .45’s. Intelligence says their enlisted men have hit their officers and got away with it. They elect ship captains! Glen, what does it all mean?”


  “It means,” said the fat little man with a timbre of doom in his voice, “that they’ve returned. They always have. They always will. You see, commander, there is always somewhere a wealthy, powerful city, or nation, or world. In it are those whose blood is not right for a wealthy, powerful place. They must seek danger and overcome it. So they go out—on the marshes, in the desert, on the tundra, the planets, or the stars. Being strong, they grow stronger by fighting the tundra, the planets or the stars. They—they change. They sing new songs. They know new heroes. And then, one day, they return to their old home.


  “They return to the wealthy, powerful city, or nation or world. They fight its guardians as they fought the tundra, the planets or the stars—a way that strikes terror to the heart. Then they sack the city, nation or world and sing great, ringing sagas of their deeds. They always have. Doubtless they always will.”


  “But what shall we do?”


  “We shall cower, I suppose, beneath the bombs they drop on us, and we shall die, some bravely, some not, defending the palace within a very few hours. But you will have your revenge.”


  “How?” asked the wing commander, with haunted eyes.


  The fat little man giggled and whispered in the officer’s ear. Arris irritably shrugged it off as a bad joke. He didn’t believe it. As he died, drilled through the chest a few hours later by one of Algan’s gunfighters, he believed it even less.


  The professor’s lecture was drawing to a close. There was time for only one more joke to send his students away happy. He was about to spring it when a messenger handed him two slips of paper. He raged inwardly at his ruined exit and poisonously read from them:


  “I have been asked to make two announcements. One, a bulletin from General Sleg’s force. He reports that the so-called Outland Insurrection is being brought under control and that there is no cause for alarm. Two, the gentlemen who are members of the S.O.T.C. will please report to the armory at 1375 hours—whatever that may mean—for blaster inspection. The class is dismissed.”


  Petulantly, he swept from the lectern and through the door.


  TRIGGER TIDE


  Wyman Guin


  That first day and night I lay perfectly still. I was often conscious but there was no thought of moving. I breathed shallowly.


  In midmorning of the second day I began to feel the ants and flies that swarmed in the cake of mud, blood and festering flesh I was wearing for clothes. Then, through the morning mists of its tiny sixth planet that giant white sun slammed down on me.


  I had been able to see something of the surroundings before they began working me over. After they had taken the hood off my head and while they were stripping away my clothes and harness of power equipment, the first orbit moon—the little fast, pale green one—shot up out of the blue-black sea. I had been able to tell in its light that we were on a tide shelf, probably the third.


  Now burnt, lashed and clubbed I lay face down in the quick growing weeds of the hot tide shelf. The weeds were beginning to crawl against my face in the breathless air and dimly I realized a moon must be rising.


  It had been the predawn of the tenth day of period thirty-six when the two of them stepped out of an aircar on Quartz Street and the girl I was walking home to the Great Island Hotel turned me over to them. If it was true that I had been lying here that day and night and this was the next midmorning, and if this was the third shelf, there would soon be a tide washing over me.


  That tide was not easy to calculate. That it could be figured out is a tribute to the way they drill information into you before you leave The Central on an assignment. But the most thorough textbook knowledge of a planet’s conditions is thin stuff when you are actually there and have to know them better than the natives. I tried the calculation all over again with that great sun frying my skull and got the same answer.


  In about an hour the big fifth orbit moon and the sun would be overhead. The equally big third orbit moon would be slightly behind. Together they would lift the sea onto the third shelf all through this latitude.


  The kind of day it was these tides would come up smoothly and steadily. Through the buzzing of flies I could not hear the sea. That did not mean it was not a hundred feet away lapping rapidly higher on the third sea wall.


  I lay perfectly still except for my shallow breathing and waited for the sea.


  When the water came over me in a shall rush I strangled. Quickly, I refused to move. The water rushed over me again and again softening the clotted mud that had kept me from oozing to death. Finally when the surf receded it was still about me and I had to try moving.


  I got to my knees and set to work with my right hand to get some vision. With the sea now washing higher about me I finally got the clot from my right eye and achieved a blurred view of daylight.


  You have to have at least some luck. When you run out of it altogether you are dead. The fourth sea wall was about fifty yards away and looked as though a normal man could make it quite easily. How I made it was another story. I could barely use my legs and the left arm was useless. All the time I was reopening my wounds on the quartzcar formations of the sea wall.


  That quartzcar is not like the familiar coral that forms some of the islands of Earth. It is made up from quartz particles that are suspended in the ocean water. It is a concretion in an intricate lattice which small crustacea pile up in regular patterns. The animals build their quartzcar islands from the quartz dust that rises in tidal rhythms off the floor of the shallow planetary sea. Consequently the islands come in layers with tide shelves that correspond to the height of various lunar tides.


  The only land on that planet is the countless archipelagoes of quartzcar. On the sea walls or when you dig it up it presents a fine rasplike face that opened my wounds and left me bleeding and gasping with pain when I reached the top.


  That afternoon I was not unconscious. I slept. It was dark when I awakened. Then slowly, magnificently it was light again as the fifth orbit moon rose over the sea, a great ball of electric blue. Only a short time later the little chartreuse first moon came rocketing up to catch and finally, a shade to the south, to pass the larger body on its own quick trip to the zenith.


  Back at The Central the “white haired boys,” the psychostatisticians, can tell you all about why people get into wars. If they had not been right about every assignment they had plotted for me, I would never have lived to get beat up on this one. Sometimes their anthropoquations give very complex answers. Sometimes, as in the case of these people, the answer is simple. It was so simple in this case that it read like Twentieth Century newspaper propaganda. But lying there looking out into the glorious sky I didn’t believe in wars. There never had been any. There never would be any. Surely they would close The Central and I could stay there forever watching the great moons roll across the galaxy.


  I reawakened with a sharpened sense of urgency. I got to my feet. There was going to be a war if I didn’t get on with the assignment. The fine part about this job was everyone wanted it “hush.” The ideal performance for a Central Operator is, of course, to hit a planet, get the business over with and get out without anyone ever guessing you were doing anything but buying curios. Generally those you’re up against try to throw you into public light—a bad light. These boys wanted it hush much worse than I did. It gave me a certain advantage tactically. I will not say the mess I had got myself into was part of my plan. But they were going to scramble at the sight of their mayhem walking back into the city.


  I had to skirt half the city to reach my contact and a safe place to heal. To make it before morning I had to take advantage of every moment of moonlight.


  After about half my journey I had a long wait in the dark before the fourth orbit moon came up and I was able to move ahead. I was skirting the city very close through the fern tree forest but, except for an occasional house and couples necking in aircars idling low over the fronds, I had little to worry about.


  Toward morning the only light was the second brief flight of the tiny first moon and the going was much slower. But at least while it was up alone the vegetation did not move about so much. I finished the last lap to my Contact staggering and dangerously in broad daylight.


  He didn’t say anything when he opened the door of his cottage. He didn’t show surprise or hesitate too long either. He led me in carefully and put me down on a bed.


  Part of the time he was working on me I slept and part of the time I was wide awake gasping. It would have been just about as bad as when they worked me over except that he used some drugs and I knew he was trying to put me together instead of take me apart.


  Then at last I slept undisturbed—that day and the next night. When I awoke he was still there staring down at me with no expression on his face.


  It was the first time I had tried to form words with my mashed mouth. I finally got out, “How did you recognize me? You’d only seen me normal once.”


  I got two shocks in rapid succession. He said, “I’m awfully sorry about your eye.”


  It flashed over me that this man had gone sour as an Operator. No Central Operator is ever sorry for anything. Certainly no one ever says so when you’ve had “bad luck.”


  I got the second shock and pulled myself up from the bed. I searched the blurred room till I made out a mirror and went to it without his help. It was only then I realized they had put out one of my eyes.


  I don’t know whether it was just fury and determination to heal fast or whether he was right that there is some mysterious influence on that planet that accelerates healing. It took me only about three weeks to get back to the point where I felt I was in shape to tackle them again. The bones in my arm knitted very well and it was surprising how fast the burns healed.


  He knew a lot about that planet, this Operator. He couldn’t stop asking questions about it. What made the vegetation move when a moon was up? Why did the animal life, including men, slow its activity at the same time? The only question it seemed he hadn’t asked was why he, an Operator for The Central, had adopted one of the major habits of the planet he had been assigned to. He wouldn’t move while there was a conjunction of moons at zenith. Instead he criticized me for exercising my scarred legs while a moon was up. You’d think it would have reminded him that being inactive at such times was only a planetary habit.


  It was impossible to question him along a consistent vein. He would start talking about their organization and end wondering about the possible influences on human behavior of subtle rhythms in gravity. He would open a conjecture about the daily habits of their Leader and it would end a theory on the psychology of island cultures. His long expressionless horseface would turn to me and he would conclude with something like, “You know, Herman Melville was right about the sea. It is not a vista but a background. People living on it experience mostly in a foreground.”


  Every Operator for The Central has at times to think profoundly about such things and be equipped better than average to do so. You can’t deal effectively with the variegated human cultures now scattered far out into the galaxy without being neatly sensitive to the psychological influences of landscape, flora, climate, ancestry and planetary neighbors.


  But at present I had a much blunter assignment. I had to reach a carefully protected man I had seen only in photographs. I had to reach him in the shortest possible time and kill him. Now, the worse luck of all, my only Contact had “taken root.”


  It happened every day of course. Psychostatistically it was inevitable. A fine Operator hit a planet where he began to take an emotional interest. He adopted quite seriously one or more of the major habits of the natives. This man had reached the next stage where his emotional interest in his new-found “home” dominated his finely drilled ties to The Central. In his case it had taken only a standard month and a half. In fact it had not been visible a month ago when the pilot of my tiny space shuttle dropped me off in the dark at his cottage. I finally realized the only thing I could get from him now was a rehearsal of the story he had told me that night before I walked alone into the strange city.


  But I delayed asking him to retell his story. An odd thing happened. It happened just as I was about to ask him to go into town and buy me a set of the local power equipment. We were on our usual morning walk through the fern woods. Naturally he had refused to exercise until the passing of the second orbit moon. That had irritated me. I was on the verge of spitting out that I was wasting time and would be on my way as soon as he could run into town and buy me the local harness.


  There in the middle of the path lay my own power equipment—the harness they had stripped off with my clothes down on the tide shelf three weeks before. If they had only left this harness on me, I would have been able to antigrav my way over the fourth sea wall instead of frictioning my way up on peeling flesh. I knew the harness and helmet on sight. I picked it up and I was certain. The hair at the back of my neck stirred.


  I didn’t say anything and he was still enough of an Operator not to ask. We both knew it was no accident.


  Back at the cottage I spent the rest of the day and most of the night checking that harness of power equipment. There was absolutely nothing wrong with it that I could find. The radio, sending and receiving, was in perfect order both on inspection and when I check-called to my ship waiting on the second orbit moon. The arms, both the microsplosive for killing single targets and the heavy 0.5 Kg. demolition pistol were as they had been when on my person. The antigravity mechanism and its neatly built-in turbojet, part by part, under X-ray and on the fine balance he used for assaying quartzcar specimens, was an unblemished complexity. Again, when the equipment’s own X-ray was turned on its tiny “field-isolated” radioactive pile, no flaw could be seen. Naturally that was something of which I couldn’t be sure. Something that I couldn’t detect with these instruments might have been done to that tiny power pile at the subatomic level. The X-ray diffraction patterns were O.K. but—why did they want me to have my own harness? What reason outside the harness?


  I had reduced to a simple question about its nuclear fission pile that highly multiple question, “Has this power equipment been tampered with?” I would have to gamble for the rest of the answer and it was worth the gamble. An Operator’s power equipment is the best in the galaxy. From what I had seen of the equipment worn on this planet it was definitely second rate.


  It was nearly morning but he was still sitting in a corner, his long melancholy face buried in the local books on quartzcar. One of them was titled in the native language, “The Planetary Evolution of Quartzcar.” Well, it was not considered desertion to lose all interest in his assignment and all ties with The Central. It was just an occupational disease.


  “You know,” he said, suddenly standing up and walking to the greenish darkness of the window, “there are several piezoelectric substances.”


  “Yes,” I answered. I was busy putting the intricate crystal plates back into the atomic fission pile.


  “Quartz, of course, is one of them.”


  “Yes.”


  “You know how a piezoelectric substance behaves?”


  I was annoyed. The job of slipping the countless delicate crystal plates back into the pile was exacting. “Well,” I said without bothering to cover sarcasm, “why don’t you tell me all about it. I got through physics on a fluke.”


  By the galaxy, he took me seriously. He stood there staring out at the fern forest and talked earnestly about electroelastic crystals like I was a first-year physics student.


  “These substances convert electrical to mechanical energy and vice versa. You know how the old-fashioned phonograph pickup worked?”


  I didn’t pay any attention to him.


  “The needle was activated by grooved impressions in a record by previous sounds. In the pickup device this needle pressed against a piezoelectric substance. Its mechanical movement against the crystal set up corresponding electrical discharges from it to the speaker.” I was silent working on the pile. I decided that if he said, “You know” again I would get up and poke him. “You know,” he continued, “every island on this planet is constructed from quartz—a piezoelectric substance.”


  I didn’t get up and poke him. I continued to stare at the harness but I stopped working on it. He went right on without turning. “These constructions of quartz are subjected to rhythmic mechanical stress when the lunar tides pile up against them.”


  He was a capable man or he would not have been an Operator in the first place. That a man “took root” on some planet and became absolutely untrustworthy as an Operator did not mean he was not still a brilliant and sincere man. This one was obviously trying to solve a serious problem and doing well at it. I looked up with a new respect and he turned from the window.


  He couldn’t help smiling and I had to admit he had slipped one over on me. He said, “You see, it could be that these quartzcar islands generate an electric field as the tides press on them. The strange blind movement of some of the vegetative forms could be a response stimulated by that electric field. The cessation of animal movement could be a safeguarding adaptation preventing disease which might develop when strenuous activity is pursued in the presence of such fields.”


  I couldn’t help grinning. I had been blindly driving ahead because the assignment was urgent and I had missed all this.


  “I realize,” he continued, “that I have taken root but I think it is important that I was trying to solve the defeat of our first operation when I first took up the question of quartzcar.”


  “You know,” I interrupted, “they treated me just as they treated your group—just as you described it to me that first night. They left me absolutely alone—no interference at all. I knew I was asking for it when I overplayed my hand. But I had to do something to get action. Up to then it was like working in a vacuum. You wouldn’t have guessed there was a Party. There was no sign of them. It was only by boring in with the full intention of killing the Leader if I wasn’t stopped that I finally forced them to show.”


  “Yes, that’s how it was with us,” he agreed. “Not one of the six of us met any interference until in a period of thirty seconds in various parts of the city two crashed from heights as though the antigravs had suddenly failed, two were blown to bits and one just simply died while walking through the rotunda of the Government Building where he was supposed to create a divergence in ten seconds.


  “But why did they spare me? Was it because taking a shower was so innocent? If they could so neatly blow the whole plot wide open just at the moment it was climaxing they must have realized my part in it. They must have known I was innocently occupied taking a shower only because it was not my moment to be in action.


  “Within seventy seconds their Leader would have been dead. Instead five of us were dead. It took me a long time to figure out that that was not due to a lot of concerted planning on their part. They had known it was going to happen at a certain time with no help from them. They knew when we were going into action and knew therefore that we would fail due to some calculable force. It wasn’t necessary for them to interfere if we didn’t plan to act before a certain time.”


  I nodded. “And I got what was coming to me because I went into action before they could calculate my defeat. Well, then the quicker I try again the better. I’m going in this morning.” He almost volunteered to go with me.


  Back in the city my mutilated face created attention. When I antigraved onto the sixth floor balconade of the Great Island Hotel people at nearby tables of the open-air restaurant turned to stare and turned quickly away. The table I had hoped for was unoccupied. I took it facing away from most of them so I could see the entertainment stage. Beyond the stage, as it was viewed from this point, were the antigrav tubes of the hotel. They were transparent and in them people rose to the upper floors or descended to the street without need of harness such as I was wearing.


  The waiter came and took my order for a drink. He didn’t recognize me, yet he and I had had a joke once about that drink.


  My watch said it should be only a few minutes before she would be on the stage singing quiet little songs. It was on this stage that their Leader had first seen her. His only overt human quality was an interest in tall lanky women. He liked them at least eight inches taller than himself. This one he had promptly moved from the artists’ and actors’ quarters of the city to a penthouse atop the Great Island Hotel.


  Presently the string trio she used for a background came out and lounged about the potted trees on the stage. They warmed up with a few dolorous little melodies. Beyond the stage the antigrav tubes were crowded. In one of them a tragic waterfall of humanity descended to the street level. In the other people drifted upward. Occasionally a person or couple in more casual ascent hesitated as they passed the restaurant and decided to come in for a drink.


  The string trio started another number and she walked gracefully out onto the informal stage. She smiled on her audience with a possessive warmth that was half her popularity. Then she began singing in a husky, unmusical but dramatic voice. She was a beautiful girl all right but my attention was suddenly diverted.


  I recognized the short scrawny one immediately—the big man when he spoke. “Say, I never thought we’d see you again. Mind if we sit down?” He waited politely.


  I motioned to the chairs. “Say,” he chuckled, closer to my face, “we sure did a beautiful job on you, didn’t we?”


  “Yes,” I agreed, “I owe you both a great deal.”


  He had a big hearty laugh. “Well,” he gasped between guffaws, “no hard feelings, I hope.”


  “I’m very objective. I understand it was all in a day’s work.”


  “Sure,” he said solemnly. “Let us buy you a drink.” The waiter had come up.


  I shrugged at my glass. “I’ll have the same. There’s no strychnine in it.”


  That set him off again. “Say,” he burbled, “you’re a card. You know when I first took a shine to you?”


  I declared I couldn’t imagine when it might have been.


  “When I broke your arm. You really took it like a man. Didn’t he take it well, Shorty?”


  The little man wasn’t saying anything. He was making his good-humored grin do as his contribution.


  “Well, here’s to your health.” The big man raised his glass the minute the waiter set it down.


  I drank with them and we sat in silence listening to her song until he called the waiter over for another round.


  “Yes, sir,” he exclaimed when it had arrived. “I sure never expected to see you again.”


  “Oh, you knew I got off the tide shelf. That’s why you planted my power harness so I’d find it.” That took the humor out of his eyes.


  “I don’t get you,” he said in a level voice. The little guy had stopped grinning.


  I explained about finding my power harness on our path in the fern forest.


  “I think,” he said with finality, “some animal dragged it up there. We left it on the tide shelf.” There was ice in his eyes.


  “That could be,” I said, knowing it could not be.


  “Waiter,” he called, “bring us another drink.”


  Well, they had me and they weren’t letting me go. I was going to have to sit quietly in the public restaurant of the Great Island Hotel and get drunk without making a scene.


  It was getting on to noon and there was a big moon hitting its zenith. Activity in the restaurant was beginning to slow and there were fewer people in the antigrav tubes. She was singing her last number backing off stage with the trio.


  I looked at the big man and his scrawny companion. There was one good solid reason why they had suddenly showed up and why they were gluing themselves to me. The Leader was up above in his Great Island Hotel penthouse waiting to spend the luncheon with his long lanky beauty.


  How long would the siesta last? I wasn’t very far into that thought when I came up with a start and my hand stopped in the act of putting down my glass. They both glanced at me.


  All five moons were going to be overhead at noon. They would lift the sea onto the fourth tide shelf. That was the biggest tide and it was rare. I calculated the last time it had happened was over a standard month and a half ago. If my sudden guess was right, the healthiest place for a Central Operator at that time would be in the shower.


  “What’s the matter,” the big man asked in a monotone. “You worried about something? You afraid you’re stuck in bad company? Don’t worry. We just want to have a couple more drinks with you and then we have to leave . . . in a hurry.”


  “Thanks. I’ll sit the next one out. I want to have a little talk with that singer.” I stood up and he grabbed my arm, the one he hadn’t had any practice breaking.


  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” He tightened down on the arm. But my advantage was the secrecy they needed.


  “You wouldn’t want a scene, would you?” I shook my arm loose. People were beginning to take notice and he sat quietly glaring at me.


  I beat it through the stage door and back to her dressing room. I stepped in without knocking. She looked up startled from where she stood buckling a belt to her lounging shorts. She didn’t recognize me and she didn’t like me.


  “Get out of here.”


  “You remember me,” I soothed. “Three weeks ago you and I were regular pals. One night you went so far as to introduce me to a couple of special friends of yours in an aircar down there on the street.”


  She was genuinely horrified and began backing away. I walked toward her. “You thought they were going to kill me, didn’t you?”


  She nodded dumbly. Then, “For the Leader—” and automatically remembering another Party slogan, “for Planetary Security.”


  “You didn’t know they were just going to torture me?”


  She shook her head piteously almost imploringly—a little provincial girl caught in something bigger and uglier than she had dreamed.


  “And leaving me alive to come back and ask you questions? Admitting the pleasure they took in how badly I would suffer when I regained consciousness how could they afford to take the chance of leaving me alive?”


  “Because you will die anyway.” There was an abrupt personal fright on her face. She raised her hands with the palms outthrust as though pushing the sight of me away.


  I thought I saw something move at the open window and changed my position in the room backing from her. She was almost wailing, “You will die now . . . the tide . . . it’s almost—”


  One thing they weren’t taking chances with was that I might radio her answer off the planet.


  The scrawny devil popped up from where he had been antigraving at the window and the microsplosive he put in her chest made her dead throat shriek as the long beautiful legs crumpled to the floor. I blew his head off while her glaring face sank before me. His body spun but antigraved where it was till I got to the window to haul it in.


  From somewhere above the big guy fired at me as I yanked the body in and took the harness. I peeled out of my own power equipment and threw it in a corner and got out of the room. In a washroom down the hall I adjusted the little guy’s harness to fit me. As I stepped out into the hall again there was a shattering explosion from her dressing room. I had got rid of that harness one hundred twenty seconds soon enough.


  There was one spot the big hoodlum wouldn’t be looking for me. I went right back to my table in the restaurant. There was, of course, no activity or conversation between the few who had stayed at their tables during the high tide. People sat in silence and seemingly asleep waiting for the moons to pass. I knew from experience that in that condition they would resist hearing my voice. I kept it low and held the radio pickup of the harness close to my lips.


  After some hunting around due to unfamiliar controls I made contact with my ship on the second moon. I told them where and when to pick me up. “Now,” I said, “in case I don’t make it get this down: Piezoelectric islands generate field in response to lunar tides. At highest tide this vibrates the field generating crystals of the fission pile in Operator’s harness. Under interfering frequencies radioactives jar to critical mass and explode. Local harnesses do not react.”


  I was just leaving the table preparing to antigrav outside the building to where that penthouse hung in the mists fifty floors up when I saw my Contact racing toward me.


  “I’ve come to help . . . I guess I still—”


  “Get out of your harness. Throw it over the edge of the balcony.”


  He didn’t ask questions. He hurried to the edge unfastening the harness. But from up in the mist they opened fire on him and he never took the harness off. He refastened it and antigraved swiftly up into the mist firing ahead of him with the heavy 0.5 Kg. demolition pistol set for proximity explosions.


  That was quick thinking. Up there they might be antigraving alongside the building or they might be firing from windows and the unconfined proximity explosion was more likely to get both.


  I followed him as fast as I could with the weaker harness I was wearing. I pulled out farther from the building to back his fire. We had both dropped the infrared viewers out of our helmets but in that mist they weren’t much good. The mob above was having the same trouble and we were moving targets, hopeless for proximity fire. Our guns laid a sheet of flame high up on the building.


  I believe he was hit but not killed on the way up. He seemed to stagger in his swerving ascent. But immediately their vantage came into view—a balcony surrounding the penthouse. Our fire had driven them back a few feet and he antigraved like a streak up over the edge.


  There was a blinding flash and I reached the roof garden to find the mob of them dead in the explosion that had disintegrated him. One whole wall of the penthouse had been blown in. I leaped through this wreckage. The big man—the man I owed so much—was getting to his feet. Apparently he and two others with him had been guarding the door beyond. He looked surprised when he saw me. He must have thought till now it had been I who blew up out in the garden.


  I slammed a target-set 0.5 Kg. demolition shell into them. It also blew the door apart. Across the room beyond their surprised Leader was sinking into the antigrav tube. He fired quickly and wildly and I fired a microsplosive from my left hand.


  I thought I saw the shot get him but I dashed to the antigrav tube to make sure. Past shocked tenants who had rushed into the tube to escape the explosion-wracked upper floors his headless body lolled its way. The body, unmistakable in the distinctive white uniform he always wore, drifted down the tube stirring as it went a swelling murmur.


  The psychostatisticians back at The Central get my vote as the “white haired boys.” This was the first time in two hundred standard years that their anthropoquations had described one man and his lieutenant as the “cause” of a war movement. Generally the picture they turn up as “casualty” in a war is spiny with factors and it takes an army of Operators to cover all the angles. This time they had come out a little shamefacedly and said, “It looks like old-fashioned newspaper thinking but for once it’s a fact. Get that one man and there will be no war.”


  As I leaned over the “down” antigrav in the Great Island Hotel his body drifted to oblivion. The murmur rising from the viewers had horror in it. But there was also an unmistakable note of relief. Finally, from far below, someone asked, “Did they get the rest of them?”


  THE ALIENS


  Murray Leinster


  At 04 hours 10 minutes, ship time, the Niccola was well inside the Theta Gisol solar system. She had previously secured excellent evidence that this was not the home of the Plumie civilization. There was no tuned radiation. There was no evidence of interplanetary travel—rockets would be more than obvious, and a magnetronic drive had a highly characteristic radiation-pattern—so the real purpose of the Niccola‘s voyage would not be accomplished here. She wouldn’t find out where Plumies came from.


  There might, though, be one or more of those singular, conical, hollow-topped cairns sheltering silicon-bronze plates, which constituted the evidence that Plumies existed. The Niccola went sunward toward the inner planets to see. Such cairns had been found on conspicuous landmarks on oxygen-type planets over a range of some twelve hundred light-years. By the vegetation about them, some were a century old. On the same evidence, others had been erected only months or weeks or even days before a human Space Survey ship arrived to discover them. And the situation was unpromising. It wasn’t likely that the galaxy was big enough to hold two races of rational beings capable of space travel. Back on ancient Earth, a planet had been too small to hold two races with tools and fire. Historically, that problem was settled when Homo sapiens exterminated Homo Neanderthalis. It appeared that the same situation had arisen in space. There were humans, and there were Plumies. Both had interstellar ships. To humans, the fact was alarming. The need for knowledge, and the danger that Plumies might know more first, and thereby be able to exterminate humanity, was appalling.


  Therefore the Niccola. She drove on sunward. She had left one frozen outer planet far behind. She had crossed the orbits of three others. The last of these was a gas giant with innumerable moonlets revolving about it. It was now some thirty millions of miles back and twenty to one side. The sun, ahead, flared and flamed in emptiness against that expanse of tinted stars.


  Jon Baird worked steadily in the Niccola‘s radar room. He was one of those who hoped that the Plumies would not prove to be the natural enemies of mankind. Now, it looked like this ship wouldn’t find out in this solar system. There were plenty of other ships on the hunt. From here on, it looked like routine to the next unvisited family of planets. But meanwhile he worked. Opposite him, Diane Holt worked as steadily, her dark head bent intently over a radar graph in formation. The immediate job was the completion of a map of the meteor swarms following cometary orbits about this sun. They interlaced emptiness with hazards to navigation, and nobody would try to drive through a solar system without such a map.


  Elsewhere in the ship, everything was normal. The engine room was a place of stillness and peace, save for the almost inaudible hum of the drive, running at half a million Gauss flux-density. The skipper did whatever skippers do when they are invisible to their subordinates. The weapons officer, Taine, thought appropriate thoughts. In the navigation room the second officer conscientiously glanced at each separate instrument at least once in each five minutes, and then carefully surveyed all the screens showing space outside the ship. The stewards disposed of the debris of the last meal, and began to get ready for the next. In the crew’s quarters, those off duty read or worked at scrimshaw, or simply and contentedly loafed.


  Diane handed over the transparent radar graph, to be fitted into the three-dimensional map in the making.


  “There’s a lump of stuff here,” she said interestedly. “It could be the comet that once followed this orbit, now so old it’s lost all its gases and isn’t a comet any longer.”


  At this instant, which was 04 hours 25 minutes ship time, the alarm-bell rang. It clanged stridently over Baird’s head, repeater-gongs sounded all through the ship, and there was a scurrying and a closing of doors. The alarm gong could mean only one thing. It made one’s breath come faster or one’s hair stand on end, according to temperament.


  The skipper’s face appeared on the direct-line screen from the navigation room.


  “Plumies?” he demanded harshly. “Mr. Baird! Plumies?”


  Baird’s hands were already flipping switches and plugging the radar room apparatus into a new setup.


  “There’s a contact, sir,” he said curtly. “No. There was a contact. It’s broken now. Something detected us. We picked up a radar pulse. One.”


  The word “one” meant much. A radar system that could get adequate information from a single pulse was not the work of amateurs. It was the product of a very highly developed technology. Setting all equipment to full-globular scanning, Baird felt a certain crawling sensation at the back of his neck. He’d been mapping within a narrow range above and below the line of this system’s ecliptic. A lot could have happened outside the area he’d had under long-distance scanning.


  But seconds passed. They seemed like years. The all-globe scanning covered every direction out from the Niccola. Nothing appeared which had not been reported before. The gas-giant planet far behind, and the only inner one on this side of the sun, which return their pulses only after minutes. Meanwhile the radars reported very faithfully, but they only repeated previous reports.


  “No new object within half a million miles,” said Baird, after a suitable interval. Presently he added: “Nothing new within three-quarter million miles.” Then: “Nothing new within a million miles . . .”


  The skipper said bitingly:


  “Then you’d better check on objects that are not new!” He turned aside, and his voice came more faintly as he spoke into another microphone. “Mr. Taine! Arm all rockets and have your tube crews stand by in combat readiness! Engine room! Prepare drive for emergency maneuvers! Damage-control parties, put on pressure suits and take combat posts with equipment!” His voice rose again in volume. “Mr. Baird! How about observed objects?”


  Diane murmured. Baird said briefly:


  “Only one suspicious object, sir—and that shouldn’t be suspicious. We are sending an information-beam at something we’d classed as a burned-out comet. Pulse going out now, sir.”


  Diane had the distant-information transmitter aimed at what she’d said might be a dead comet. Baird pressed the button. An extraordinary complex of information-seeking frequencies and forms sprang into being and leaped across emptiness. There were microwaves of strictly standard amplitude, for measurement-standards. There were frequencies of other values, which would be selectively absorbed by this material and that. There were laterally and circularly polarized beams. When they bounced back, they would bring a surprising amount of information.


  They returned. They did bring back news. The thing that had registered as a larger lump in a meteor swarm was not a meteor at all. It returned four different frequencies with a relative-intensity pattern which said that they’d been reflected by bronze—probably silicon bronze. The polarized beams came back depolarized, of course, but with phase-changes which said the reflector had a rounded, regular form. There was a smooth hull of silicon bronze out yonder. There was other data.


  “It will be a Plumie ship, sir,” said Baird very steadily. “At a guess, they picked up our mapping beam and shot a single pulse at us to find out who and what we were. For another guess, by now they’ve picked up and analyzed our information-beam and know what we’ve found out about them.”


  The skipper scowled.


  “How many of them?” he demanded. “Have we run into a fleet?”


  “I’ll check, sir,” said Baird. “We picked up no tuned radiation from outer space, sir, but it could be that they picked us up when we came out of overdrive and stopped all their transmissions until they had us in a trap.”


  “Find out how many there are!” barked the skipper. “Make it quick! Report additional data instantly!”


  His screen clicked off. Diane, more than a little pale, worked swiftly to plug the radar-room equipment into a highly specialized pattern. The Niccola was very well equipped, radarwise. She’d been a type G8 Survey ship, and on her last stay in port she’d been rebuilt especially to hunt for and make contact with Plumies. Since the discovery of their existence, that was the most urgent business of the Space Survey. It might well be the most important business of the human race—on which its survival or destruction would depend. Other remodeled ships had gone out before the Niccola, and others would follow until the problem was solved. Meanwhile the Niccola‘s twenty-four rocket tubes and stepped-up drive and computer-type radar system equipped her for Plumie-hunting as well as any human ship could be. Still, if she’d been lured deep into the home system of the Plumies, the prospects were not good.


  The new setup began its operation, instantly the last contact closed. The three-dimensional map served as a matrix to control it. The information-beam projector swung and flung out its bundle of oscillations. It swung and flashed. It had to examine every relatively nearby object for a constitution of silicon bronze and a rounded shape. The nearest objects had to be examined first. Speed was essential. But three-dimensional scanning takes time, even at some hundreds of pulses per minute.


  Nevertheless, the information came in. No other silicon-bronze object within a quarter-million miles. Within half a million. A million. A million and a half. Two million . . .


  Baird called the navigation room.


  “Looks like a single Plumie ship, sir,” he reported. “At least there’s one ship which is nearest by a very long way.”


  “Hah!” grunted the skipper. “Then we’ll pay him a visit. Keep an open line, Mr. Baird!” His voice changed. “Mr. Taine! Report here at once to plan tactics!”


  Baird shook his head, to himself. The Niccola‘s orders were to make contact without discovery, if such a thing were possible. The ideal would be a Plumie ship or the Plumie civilization itself, located and subject to complete and overwhelming envelopment by human ships—before the Plumies knew they’d been discovered. And this would be the human ideal because humans have always had to consider that a stranger might be hostile, until he’d proven otherwise.


  Such a viewpoint would not be optimism, but caution. Yet caution was necessary. It was because the Survey brass felt the need to prepare for every unfavorable eventuality that Taine had been chosen as weapons officer of the Niccola. His choice had been deliberate, because he was a xenophobe. He had been a problem personality all his life. He had a seemingly congenital fear and hatred of strangers—which in mild cases is common enough, but Taine could not be cured without a complete breakdown of personality. He could not serve on a ship with a multiracial crew, because he was invincibly suspicious of and hostile to all but his own small breed. Yet he seemed ideal for weapons officer on the Niccola, provided he never commanded the ship. Because if the Plumies were hostile, a well-adjusted, normal man would never think as much like them as a Taine. He was capable of the kind of thinking Plumies might practice, if they were xenophobes themselves.


  But to Baird, so extreme a precaution as a known psychopathic condition in an officer was less than wholly justified. It was by no means certain that the Plumies would instinctively be hostile. Suspicious, yes. Cautious, certainly. But the only fact known about the Plumie civilization came from the cairns and silicon-bronze inscribed tablets they’d left on oxygen-type worlds over a twelve-hundred-light-year range in space, and the only thing to be deduced about the Plumies themselves came from the decorative, formalized symbols like feather plumes which were found on all their bronze tablets. The name “Plumies” came from that symbol.


  Now, though, Taine was called to the navigation room to confer on tactics. The Niccola swerved and drove toward the object Baird identified as a Plumie ship. This was at 05 hours 10 minutes ship time. The human ship had a definite velocity sunward, of course. The Plumie ship had been concealed by the meteor swarm of a totally unknown comet. It was an excellent way to avoid observation. On the other hand, the Niccola had been mapping, which was bound to attract attention. Now each ship knew of the other’s existence. Since the Niccola had been detected, she had to carry out orders and attempt a contact to gather information.


  Baird verified that the Niccola‘s course was exact for interception at her full-drive speed. He said in a flat voice:


  “I wonder how the Plumies will interpret this change of course? They know we’re aware they’re not a meteorite. But charging at them without even trying to communicate could look ominous. We could be stupid, or too arrogant to think of anything but a fight.” He pressed the skipper’s call and said evenly: “Sir, I request permission to attempt to communicate with the Plumie ship. We’re ordered to try to make friends if we know we’ve been spotted.”


  Taine had evidently just reached the navigation room. His voice snapped from the speaker:


  “I advise against that, sir! No use letting them guess our level of technology!”


  Baird said coldly:


  “They’ve a good idea already. We beamed them for data.”


  There was silence, with only the very faint humming sound which was natural in the ship in motion. It would be deadly to the nerves if there were absolute silence. The skipper grumbled:


  “Requests and advice! Dammit! Mr. Baird, you might wait for orders! But I was about to ask you to try to make contact through signals. Do so.”


  His speaker clicked off. Baird said:


  “It’s in our laps, Diane. And yet we have to follow orders. Send the first roll.”


  Diane had a tape threaded into a transmitter. It began to unroll through a pickup head. She put on headphones. The tapes began to transmit toward the Plumie. Back at base it had been reasoned that a pattern of clickings, plainly artificial and plainly stating facts known to both races, would be the most reasonable way to attempt to open contact. The tape sent a series of cardinal numbers—one to five. Then an addition table, from one plus one to five plus five. Then a multiplication table up to five times five. It was not startling intellectual information to be sent out in tiny clicks ranging up and down the radio spectrum. But it was orders.


  Baird sat with compressed lips. Diane listened for a repetition of any of the transmitted signals, sent back by the Plumie. The speakers about the radar room murmured the orders given through all the ship. Radar had to be informed of all orders and activity, so it could check their results outside the ship. So Baird heard the orders for the engine room to be sealed up and the duty-force to get into pressure suits, in case the Niccola fought and was hulled. Damage-control parties reported themselves on post, in suits, with equipment ready. Then Taine’s voice snapped: “Rocket crews, arm even-numbered rockets with chemical explosive warheads. Leave odd-numbered rockets armed with atomics. Report back!”


  Diane strained her ears for possible re-transmission of the Niccola‘s signals, which would indicate the Plumie’s willingness to try conversation. But she suddenly raised her hand and pointed to the radar-graph instrument. It repeated the positioning of dots which were stray meteoric matter in the space between worlds in this system. What had been a spot—the Plumie ship—was now a line of dots. Baird pressed the button.


  “Radar reporting!” he said curtly. “The Plumie ships is heading for us. I’ll have relative velocity in ten seconds.”


  He heard the skipper swear. Ten seconds later the Doppler measurement became possible. It said the Plumie plunged toward the Niccola at miles per second. In half a minute it was tens of miles per second. There was no re-transmission of signals. The Plumie ship had found itself discovered. Apparently it considered itself attacked. It flung itself into a headlong dash for the Niccola.


  Time passed—interminable time. The sun flared and flamed and writhed in emptiness. The great gas-giant planet rolled through space in splendid state, its moonlets spinning gracefully about its bulk. The oxygen-atmosphere planet to sunward was visible only as a crescent, but the mottlings on its lighted part changed as it revolved—seas and islands and continents receiving the sunlight as it turned. Meteor swarms, so dense in appearance on a radar screen, yet so tenuous in reality, floated in their appointed orbits with a seeming vast leisure.


  The feel of slowness was actually the result of distance. Men have always acted upon things close by. Battles have always been fought within eye-range, anyhow. But it was actually 06 hours 35 minutes ship time before the two spacecraft sighted each other—more than two hours after they plunged toward a rendezvous.


  The Plumie ship was a bright golden dot, at first. It decelerated swiftly. In minutes it was a rounded, end-on disk. Then it swerved lightly and presented an elliptical broadside to the Niccola. The Niccola was in full deceleration too, by then. The two ships came very nearly to a stop with relation to each other when they were hardly twenty miles apart—which meant great daring on both sides.


  Baird heard the skipper grumbling:


  “Damned cocky!” He roared suddenly: “Mr. Baird! How’ve you made out in communicating with them?”


  “Not at all, sir,” said Baird grimly. “They don’t reply.”


  He knew from Diane’s expression that there was no sound in the headphones except the frying noise all main-sequence stars give out, and the infrequent thumping noises that come from gas-giant planets’ lower atmospheres, and the Jansky-radiation hiss which comes from everywhere.


  The skipper swore. The Plumie ship lay broadside to, less than a score of miles away. It shone in the sunlight. It acted with extraordinary confidence. It was as if it dared the Niccola to open fire.


  Taine’s voice came out of a speaker, harsh and angry:


  “Even-numbered tubes prepare to fire on command.”


  Nothing happened. The two ships floated sunward together, neither approaching nor retreating. But with every second, the need for action of some sort increased.


  “Mr. Baird!” barked the skipper. “This is ridiculous! There must be some way to communicate! We can’t sit here glaring at each other forever! Raise them! Get some sort of acknowledgement!”


  “I’m trying,” said Baird bitterly, “according to orders!”


  But he disagreed with those orders. It was official theory that arithmetic values, repeated in proper order, would be the way to open conversation. The assumption was that any rational creature would grasp the idea that orderly signals were rational attempts to open communication.


  But it had occurred to Baird that a Plumie might not see this point. Perception of order is not necessarily perception of information—in fact, quite the contrary. A message is a disturbance of order. A microphone does not transmit a message when it sends an unvarying tone. A message has to be unpredictable or it conveys no message. Orderly clicks, even if overheard, might seem to Plumies the result of methodically operating machinery. A race capable of interstellar flight was not likely to be interested or thrilled by exercises a human child goes through in kindergarten. They simply wouldn’t seem meaningful at all.


  But before he could ask permission to attempt to make talk in a more sophisticated fashion, voices exclaimed all over the ship. They came blurringly to the loud-speakers. “Look at that!” “What’s he do—” “Spinning like—” From every place where there was a vision-plate on the Niccola, men watched the Plumie ship and babbled.


  This was at 06 hours 50 minutes ship time.


  The elliptical golden object darted into swift and eccentric motion. Lacking an object of known size for comparison, there was no scale. The golden ship might have been the size of an autumn leaf, and in fact its maneuvers suggested the heedless tumblings and scurrying of falling foliage. It fluttered in swift turns and somersaults and spinnings. There were weavings like the purposeful feints of boxers not yet come to battle. There were indescribably graceful swoops and loops and curving dashes like some preposterous dance in emptiness.


  Taine’s voice crashed out of a speaker:


  “All even-numbered rockets,” he barked. “Fire!”


  The skipper roared a countermand, but too late. The crunching, grunting sound of rockets leaving their launching tubes came before his first syllable was complete. Then there was silence while the skipper gathered breath for a masterpiece of profanity. But Taine snapped:


  “That dance was a sneak-up! The Plumie came four miles nearer while we watched!”


  Baird jerked his eyes from watching the Plumie. He looked at the master radar. It was faintly blurred with the fading lines of past gyrations, but the golden ship was much nearer the Niccola than it had been.


  “Radar reporting,” said Baird sickishly. “Mr. Taine is correct. The Plumie ship did approach us while it danced.”


  Taine’s voice snarled:


  “Reload even numbers with chemical-explosive war heads. Then remove atomics from odd numbers and replace with chemicals. The range is too short for atomics.”


  Baird felt curiously divided in his own mind. He disliked Taine very much. Taine was arrogant and suspicious and intolerant even on the Niccola. But Taine had been right twice, now. The Plumie ship had crept closer by pure trickery. And it was right to remove atomic war heads from the rockets. They had a pure-blast radius of ten miles. To destroy the Plumie ship within twice that would endanger the Niccola—and leave nothing of the Plumie to examine afterward.


  The Plumie ship must have seen the rocket flares, but it continued to dance, coming nearer and ever nearer in seemingly heedless and purposeless plungings and spinnings in star-speckled space. But suddenly there were racing, rushing trails of swirling vapor. Half the Niccola‘s port broadside plunged toward the golden ship. The fraction of a second later, the starboard half-dozen chemical-explosive rockets swung furiously around the ship’s hull and streaked after their brothers. They moved in utterly silent, straight-lined ravening ferocity toward their target. Baird thought irrelevantly of the vapor trails of an atmosphere-liner in the planet’s upper air.


  The ruled-line straightness of the first six rockets’ course abruptly broke. One of them veered crazily out of control. It shifted to an almost right-angled course. A second swung wildly to the left. A third and fourth and fifth—The sixth of the first line of rockets made a great, sweeping turn and came hurtling back toward the Niccola. It was like a nightmare. Lunatic, erratic lines of sunlit vapor eeled before the background of all the stars in creation.


  Then the second half-dozen rockets broke ranks, as insanely and irremediably as the first.


  Taine’s voice screamed out of a speaker, hysterical with fury:


  “Detonate! Detonate! They’ve taken over the rockets and are throwing ‘em back at us! Detonate all rockets!”


  The heavens seemed streaked and laced with lines of expanding smoke. But now one plunging line erupted at its tip. A swelling globe of smoke marked its end. Another blew up. And another—


  The Niccola‘s rockets faithfully blew themselves to bits on command from the Niccola‘s own weapons control. There was nothing else to be done with them. They’d been taken over in flight. They’d been turned and headed back toward their source. They’d have blasted the Niccola to bits but for their premature explosions.


  There was a peculiar, stunned hush all through the Niccola. The only sound that came out of any speaker in the radar room was Taine’s voice, high-pitched and raging, mouthing unspeakable hatred of the Plumies, whom no human being had yet seen.


  Baird sat tense in the frustrated and desperate composure of the man who can only be of use while he is sitting still and keeping his head. The vision screen was now a blur of writhing mist, lighted by the sun and torn at by emptiness. There was luminosity where the ships had encountered each other. It was sunshine upon thin smoke. It was like the insanely enlarging head of a newborn comet, whose tail would be formed presently by light-pressure. The Plumie ship was almost invisible behind the unsubstantial stuff.


  But Baird regarded his radar screens. Microwaves penetrated the mist of rapidly ionizing gases.


  “Radar to navigation!” he said sharply. “The Plumie ship is still approaching, dancing as before!”


  The skipper said with enormous calm:


  “Any other Plumie ships, Mr. Baird?”


  Diane interposed.


  “No sign anywhere. I’ve been watching. This seems to be the only ship within radar range.


  “We’ve time to settle with it, then,” said the skipper. “Mr. Taine, the Plumie ship is still approaching.”


  Baird found himself hating the Plumies. It was not only that humankind was showing up rather badly, at the moment. It was that if the Niccola were destroyed the Plumie would carry news of the existence of humanity and of the tactics which worked to defeat them. The Plumies could prepare an irresistible fleet. Humanity could be doomed.


  But he overheard himself saying bitterly:


  “I wish I’d known this was coming, Diane. I . . . wouldn’t have resolved to be strictly official, only, until we got back to base.”


  Her eyes widened. She looked startled. Then she softened.


  “If . . . you mean that . . . I wish so too.”


  “It looks like they’ve got us,” he admitted unhappily. “If they can take our rockets away from us—” Then his voice stopped. He said, “Hold everything!” and pressed the navigation-room button. He snapped: “Radar to navigation. It appears to take the Plumies several seconds to take over a rocket. They have to aim something—a pressor or tractor beam, most likely—and pick off each rocket separately. Nearly forty seconds was consumed in taking over all twelve of our rockets. At shorter range, with less time available, a rocket might get through!”


  The skipper swore briefly. Then:


  “Mr. Taine! When the Plumies are near enough, our rockets may strike before they can be taken over! You follow?”


  Baird heard Taine’s shrill-voiced acknowledgment—in the form of practically chattered orders to his rocket-tube crews. Baird listened, checking the orders against what the situation was as the radars saw it. Taine’s voice was almost unhuman; so filled with frantic rage that it cracked as he spoke. But the problem at hand was the fulfillment of all his psychopathic urges. He commanded the starboard-side rocket-battery to await special orders. Meanwhile the port-side battery would fire two rockets on widely divergent courses, curving to join at the Plumie ship. They’d be seized. They were to be detonated and another port-side rocket fired instantly, followed by a second hidden in the rocket-trail the first would leave behind. Then the starboard side—


  “I’m afraid Taine’s our only chance,” said Baird reluctantly. “If he wins, we’ll have time to . . . talk as people do who like each other. If it doesn’t work—”


  Diane said quietly:


  “Anyhow . . . I’m glad you . . . wanted me to know. I . . . wanted you to know, too.”


  She smiled at him, yearningly.


  There was the crump-crump of two rockets going out together. Then the radar told what happened. The Plumie ship was no more than six miles away, dancing somehow deftly in the light of a yellow sun, with all the cosmos spread out as shining pin points of colored light behind it. The radar reported the dash and the death of the two rockets, after their struggle with invisible things that gripped them. They died when they headed reluctantly back to the Niccola—and detonated two miles from their parent ship. The skipper’s voice came:


  “Mr. Taine! After your next salvo I shall head for the Plumie at full drive, to cut down the distance and the time they have to work in. Be ready!”


  The rocket tubes went crump-crump again, with a fifth of a second interval. The radar showed two tiny specks speeding through space toward the weaving, shifting speck which was the Plumie.


  Outside, in emptiness, there was a filmy haze. It was the rocket-fumes and explosive gases spreading with incredible speed. It was thin as gossamer. The Plumie ship undoubtedly spotted the rockets, but it did not try to turn them. It somehow seized them and deflected them, and darted past them toward the Niccola.


  “They see the trick,” said Diane, dry-throated. “If they can get in close enough, they can turn it against us!”


  There were noises inside the Niccola, now. Taine fairly howled an order. There were yells of defiance and excitement. There were more of those inadequate noises as rockets went out—every tube on the starboard side emptied itself in a series of savage grunts—and the Niccola‘s magnetronic drive roared at full flux density.


  The two ships were less than a mile apart when the Niccola let go her full double broadside of missiles. And then it seemed that the Plumie ship was doomed. There were simply too many rockets to be seized and handled before at least one struck. But there was a new condition. The Plumie ship weaved and dodged its way through them. The new condition was that the rockets were just beginning their run. They had not achieved the terrific velocity they would accumulate in ten miles of no-gravity. They were new-launched; logy; clumsy: not the streaking, flashing death-and-destruction they would become with thirty more seconds of acceleration.


  So the Plumie ship dodged them with a skill and daring past belief. With an incredible agility it got inside them, nearer to the Niccola than they. And then it hurled itself at the human ship as if bent upon a suicidal crash which would destroy both ships together. But Baird, in the radar room, and the skipper in navigation, knew that it would plunge brilliantly past them at the last instant—


  And then they knew that it would not. Because, very suddenly and very abruptly, there was something the matter with the Plumie ship. The life went out of it. It ceased to steer. It began to turn slowly on an axis somewhere amidships. Its nose swung to one side, with no change in the direction of its motion. It floated onward. It was broadside to its line of travel. It continued to turn. It hurtled stern-first toward the Niccola. It did not swerve. It did not dance. It was a lifeless hulk: a derelict in space.


  And it would hit the Niccola amidships with no possible result but destruction for both vessels.


  The Niccola‘s skipper bellowed orders, as if shouting would somehow give them more effect. The magnetronic drive roared. He’d demanded a miracle of it, and he almost got one. The drive strained its thrust-members. It hopelessly overloaded its coils. The Niccola‘s cobalt-steel hull became more than saturated with the drive-field, and it leaped madly upon an evasion course—


  And it very nearly got away. It was swinging clear when the Plumie ship drifted within fathoms. It was turning aside when the Plumie ship was within yards. And it was almost safe when the golden hull of the Plumie—shadowed now by the Niccola itself—barely scraped a side-keel.


  There was a touch, seemingly deliberate and gentle. But the Niccola shuddered horribly. Then the vision screens flared from such a light as might herald the crack of doom. There was a brightness greater than the brilliance of the sun. And then there was a wrenching, heaving shock. Then there was blackness. Baird was flung across the radar room, and Diane cried out, and he careened against a wall and heard glass shatter. He called:


  “Diane!”


  He clutched crazily at anything, and called her name again. The Niccola‘s internal gravity was cut off, and his head spun, and he heard collision-doors closing everywhere, but before they closed completely he heard the rasping sound of giant arcs leaping in the engine room. Then there was silence.


  “Diane!” cried Baird fiercely. “Diane!”


  “I’m I . . . here,” she panted. “I’m dizzy, but I . . . think I’m all right—”


  The battery-powered emergency light came on. It was faint, but he saw her clinging to a bank of instruments where she’d been thrown by the collision. He moved to go to her, and found himself floating in midair. But he drifted to a side wall and worked his way to her.


  She clung to him, shivering.


  “I . . . think,” she said unsteadily, “that we’re going to die. Aren’t we?”


  “We’ll see,” he told her. “Hold on to me.”


  Guided by the emergency light, he scrambled to the bank of communicator-buttons. What had been the floor was now a side wall. He climbed it and thumbed the navigation-room switch.


  “Radar room reporting,” he said curtly. “Power out, gravity off, no reports from outside from power failure. No great physical damage.”


  He began to hear other voices. There had never been an actual space-collision in the memory of man, but reports came crisply, and the cut-in speakers in the radar room repeated them. Ship-gravity was out all over the ship. Emergency lights were functioning, and those were all the lights there were. There was a slight, unexplained gravity-drift toward what had been the ship’s port side. But damage-control reported no loss of pressure in the Niccola‘s inner hull, though four areas between inner and outer hulls had lost air pressure to space.


  “Mr. Baird,” rasped the skipper. “We’re blind! Forget everything else and give us eyes to see with!”


  “We’ll try battery power to the vision plates,” Baird told Diane. “No full resolution, but better than nothing—”


  They worked together, feverishly. They were dizzy. Something close to nausea came upon them from pure giddiness. What had been the floor was now a wall, and they had to climb to each of the instruments that had been on a wall and now were on the ceiling. But their weight was ounces only. Baird said abruptly:


  “I know what’s the matter! We’re spinning! The whole ship’s spinning! That’s why we’re giddy and why we have even a trace of weight. Centrifugal force! Ready for the current?”


  There was a tiny click, and the battery light dimmed. But a vision screen lighted faintly. The stars it showed were moving specks of light. The sun passed deliberately across the screen. Baird switched to other outside scanners. There was power for only one screen at a time. But he saw the starkly impossible. He pressed the navigation-room button.


  “Radar room reporting,” he said urgently. “The Plumie ship is fast to us, in contact with our hull! Both ships are spinning together!” He was trying yet other scanners as he spoke, and now he said: “Got it! There are no lines connecting us to the Plumie, but it looks . . . yes! That flash when the ships came together was a flashover of high potential. We’re welded to them along twenty feet of our hull!”


  The skipper:


  “Damnation! Any sign of intention to board us?”


  “Not yet, sir—”


  Taine burst in, his voice high-pitched and thick with hatred:


  “Damage-control parties attention! Arm yourselves and assemble at starboard air lock! Rocket crews get into suits and prepare to board this Plumie—”


  “Countermand!” bellowed the skipper from the speaker beside Baird’s ear. “Those orders are canceled! Dammit, if we were successfully boarded we’d blow ourselves to bits! Those are our orders! D’you think the Plumies will let their ship be taken? And wouldn’t we blow up with them? Mr. Taine, you will take no offensive action without specific orders! Defensive action is another matter. Mr. Baird! I consider this welding business pure accident. No one would be mad enough to plan it. You watch the Plumies and keep me informed!”


  His voice ceased. And Baird had again the frustrating duty of remaining still and keeping his head while other men engaged in physical activity. He helped Diane to a chair—which was fastened to the floor-which-was-now-a-wall—and she wedged herself fast and began a review of what each of the outside scanners reported. Baird called for more batteries. Power for the radar and visions was more important than anything else, just then. If there were more Plumie ships . . .


  Electricians half-floated, half-dragged extra batteries to the radar room. Baird hooked them in. The universe outside the ship again appeared filled with brilliantly colored dots of light which were stars. More satisfying, the globe-scanners again reported no new objects anywhere. Nothing new within a quarter million miles. A half-million. Later Baird reported:


  “Radars report no strange objects within a million miles of the Niccola, sir.”


  “Except the ship we’re welded to. But you are doing very well. However, microphones say there is movement inside the Plumie.”


  Diane beckoned for Baird’s attention to a screen, which Baird had examined before. Now he stiffened and motioned for her to report.


  “We’ve a scanner, sir,” said Diane, “which faces what looks like a port in the Plumie ship. There’s a figure at the port. I can’t make out details, but it is making motions, facing us.”


  “Give me the picture!” snapped the skipper.


  Diane obeyed. It was the merest flip of a switch. Then her eyes went back to the spherical-sweep scanners which reported the bearing and distance of every solid object within their range. She set up two instruments which would measure the angle, bearing, and distance of the two planets now on this side of the sun—the gas-giant and the oxygen-world to sunward. Their orbital speeds and distances were known. The position, course, and speed of the Niccola could be computed from any two observations on them.


  Diane had returned to the utterly necessary routine of the radar room which was the nerve-center of the ship, gathering all information needed for navigation in space. The fact that there had been a collision, that the Niccola‘s engines were melted to unlovely scrap, that the Plumie ship was now welded irremovably to a side keel, and that a Plumie was signaling to humans while both ships went spinning through space toward an unknown destination—these things did not affect the obligations of the radar room.


  Baird got other images of the Plumie ship into sharp focus. So near, the scanners required adjustment for precision.


  “Take a look at this!” he said wryly.


  She looked. The view was of the Plumie as welded fast to the Niccola. The welding was itself an extraordinary result of the Plumie’s battle-tactics. Tractor and pressor beams were known to men, of course, but human beings used them only under very special conditions. Their operation involved the building-up of terrific static charges. Unless a tractor-beam generator could be grounded to the object it was to pull, it tended to emit lightning-bolts at unpredictable intervals and in entirely random directions. So men didn’t use them. Obviously, the Plumies did.


  They’d handled the Niccola‘s rockets with beams which charged the golden ship to billions of volts. And when the silicon-bronze Plumie ship touched the cobalt-steel Niccola—why—that charge had to be shared. It must have been the most spectacular of all artificial electric flames. Part of the Niccola‘s hull was vaporized, and undoubtedly part of the Plumie. But the unvaporized surfaces were molten and in contact—and they stuck.


  For a good twenty feet the two ships were united by the most perfect of vacuum-welds. The wholly dissimilar hulls formed a space-catamaran, with a sort of valley between their bulks. Spinning deliberately, as the united ships did, sometimes the sun shone brightly into that valley, and sometimes it was filled with the blackness of the pit.


  While Diane looked, a round door revolved in the side of the Plumie ship. As Diane caught her breath, Baird reported crisply. At his first word Taine burst into raging commands for men to follow him through the Niccola‘s air lock and fight a boarding party of Plumies in empty space. The skipper very savagely ordered him to be quiet.


  “Only one figure has come out,” reported Baird. The skipper watched on a vision plate, but Baird reported so all the Niccola‘s company would know. “It’s small—less than five feet . . . I’ll see better in a moment.” Sunlight smote down into the valley between the ships. “It’s wearing a pressure suit. It seems to be the same material as the ship. It walks on two legs, as we do . . . It has two arms, or something very similar . . . The helmet of the suit is very high . . . It looks like the armor knights used to fight in . . . It’s making its way to our air lock . . . It does not use magnetic-soled shoes. It’s holding onto lines threaded along the other ship’s hull . . .”


  The skipper said curtly:


  “Mr. Baird! I hadn’t noticed the absence of magnetic shoes. You seem to have an eye for important items. Report to the air lock in person. Leave Lieutenant Holt to keep an eye on outside objects. Quickly, Mr. Baird!”


  Baird laid his hand on Diane’s shoulder. She smiled at him.


  “I’ll watch!” she promised.


  He went out of the radar room, walking on what had been a side wall. The giddiness and dizziness of continued rotation was growing less, now. He was getting used to it. But the Niccola seemed strange indeed, with the standard up and down and Earth-gravity replaced by a vertical which was all askew and a weight of ounces instead of a hundred and seventy pounds.


  He reached the air lock just as the skipper arrived. There were others there—armed and in pressure suits. The skipper glared about him.


  “I am in command here,” he said very grimly indeed. “Mr. Taine has a special function, but I am in command. We and the creatures on the Plumie ship are in a very serious fix. One of them apparently means to come on board. There will be no hostility, no sneering, no threatening gestures. This is a parley! You will be careful. But you will not be trigger-happy!”


  He glared around again, just as a metallic rapping came upon the Niccola‘s air-lock door. The skipper nodded:


  “Let him in the lock, Mr. Baird.”


  Baird obeyed. The humming of the unlocking-system sounded. There were clankings. The outer air lock closed. There was a faint whistling as air went in. The skipper nodded again.


  Baird opened the inner door. It was 08 hours 10 minutes ship time.


  The Plumie stepped confidently out into the topsy-turvy corridors of the Niccola. He was about the size of a ten-year-old human boy, and features which were definitely not grotesque showed through the clear plastic of his helmet. His pressure suit was, engineering-wise, a very clean job. His whole appearance was prepossessing. When he spoke, very clear and quite high sounds—soprano sounds—came from a small speaker-unit at his shoulder.


  “For us to talk,” said the skipper heavily, “is pure nonsense. But I take it you’ve something to say.”


  The Plumie gazed about with an air of lively curiosity. Then he drew out a flat pad with a white surface and sketched swiftly. He offered it to the Niccola‘s skipper.


  “We want this on record,” he growled, staring about.


  Diane’s voice said capably from a speaker somewhere nearby:


  “Sir, there’s a scanner for inspection of objects brought aboard. Hold the plate flat and I’ll have a photograph—right!”


  The skipper said curtly to the Plumie:


  “You’ve drawn our two ships linked as they are. What have you to say about it?”


  He handed back the plate. The Plumie pressed a stud and it was blank again. He sketched and offered it once more.


  “Hm-m-m,” said the skipper. “You can’t use your drive while we’re glued together, eh? Well?”


  The Plumie reached up and added lines to the drawing.


  “So!” rumbled the skipper, inspecting the additions. “You say it’s up to us to use our drive for both ships.” He growled approvingly: “You consider there’s a truce. You must, because we’re both in the same fix, and not a nice one, either. True enough! We can’t fight each other without committing suicide, now. But we haven’t any drive left! We’re a derelict! How am I going to say that—if I decide to?”


  Baird could see the lines on the plate, from the angle at which the skipper held it. He said:


  “Sir, we’ve been mapping, up in the radar room. Those last lines are map coordinates—a separate sketch, sir. I think he’s saying that the two ships, together, are on a falling course toward the sun. That we have to do something or both vessels will fall into it. We should be able to check this, sir.”


  “Hah!” growled the skipper. “That’s all we need. Absolutely all we need! To come here, get into a crazy fight, have our drive melt to scrap, get crazily welded to a Plumie ship, and then for both of us to fry together. We don’t need anything more than that!”


  Diane’s voice came on the speaker:


  “Sir, the last radar fixes on the planets in range give us a course directly toward the sun. I’ll repeat the observations.”


  The skipper growled. Taine thrust himself forward. He snarled:


  “Why doesn’t this Plumie take off his helmet? It lands on oxygen planets! Does it think it’s too good to breathe our air?”


  Baird caught the Plumie’s eye. He made a gesture suggesting the removal of the space helmet. The Plumie gestured, in return, to a tiny vent in the suit. He opened something and gas whistled out. He cut it off. The question of why he did not open or remove his helmet was answered. The atmosphere he breathed would not do men any good, nor would theirs do him any good, either. Taine said suspiciously:


  “How do we know he’s breathing the stuff he let out then? This creature isn’t human. It’s got no right to attack humans! Now it’s trying to trick us!” His voice changed to a snarl. “We’d better wring its neck! Teach its kind a lesson—”


  The skipper roared at him.


  “Be quiet! Our ship is a wreck! We have to consider the facts. We and these Plumies are in a fix together, and we have to get out of it before we start to teach anybody anything!” He glared at Taine. Then he said heavily: “Mr. Baird, you seem to notice things. Take this Plumie over the ship. Show him our drive melted down, so he’ll realize we can’t possibly tow his ship into an orbit. He knows that we’re armed, and that we can’t handle our war heads at this range. So we can’t fool each other. We might as well be frank. But you will take full note of his reactions, Mr. Baird!”


  Baird advanced, and the skipper made a gesture. The Plumie regarded Baird with interested eyes. And Baird led the way for a tour of the Niccola. It was confusing even to him, with right hand converted to up and left hand to down, and sidewise now almost vertical. On the way the Plumie made more clear, flutelike sounds, and more gestures. Baird answered.


  “Our gravity pull was that way,” he explained, “and things fell so fast.”


  He grasped a handrail and demonstrated the speed with which things fell in normal ship-gravity. He used a pocket communicator for the falling weight. It was singularly easy to say some things, even highly technical ones, because they’d be what the Plumie would want to know. But quite commonplace things would be very difficult to convey.


  Diane’s voice came out of the communicator.


  “There are no novelties outside,” she said quietly. “It looks like this is the only Plumie ship anywhere around. It could have been exploring, like us. Maybe it was looking for the people who put up Space-Survey markers.”


  “Maybe,” agreed Baird, using the communicator. “Is that stuff about falling into the sun correct?”


  “It seems so,” said Diane composedly. “I’m checking again. So far, the best course I can get means we graze the sun’s photosphere in fourteen days six hours, allowing for acceleration by the sun’s gravity.”


  “And you and I,” said Baird wryly, “have been acting as professional associates only, when—”


  “Don’t say it!” said Diane shakily. “It’s terrible!”


  He put the communicator back in his pocket. The Plumie had watched him. He had a peculiarly gallant air, this small figure in golden space armor with its high-crested helmet.


  They reached the engine room. And there was the giant drive shaft of the Niccola, once wrapped with yard-thick coils which could induce an incredible density of magnetic flux in the metal. Even the return magnetic field, through the ship’s cobalt-steel hull, was many times higher than saturation. Now the coils were sagging: mostly melted. There were places where re-solidified metal smoked noisomely against non-metallic floor or wall-covering. Engineers labored doggedly in the trivial gravity to clean up the mess.


  “It’s past repair,” said Baird, to the ship’s first engineer.


  “It’s junk,” said that individual dourly. “Give us six months and a place to set up a wire-drawing mill and an insulator synthesizer, and we could rebuild it. But nothing less will be any good.”


  The Plumie stared at the drive. He examined the shaft from every angle. He inspected the melted, and partly-melted, and merely burned-out sections of the drive coils. He was plainly unable to understand in any fashion the principle of the magnetronic drive. Baird was tempted to try to explain, because there was surely no secret about a ship drive, but he could imagine no diagrams or gestures which would convey the theory of what happened in cobalt-steel when it was magnetized beyond one hundred thousand Gauss’ flux-density. And without that theory one simply couldn’t explain a magnetronic drive.


  They left the engine room. They visited the rocket batteries. The generator room was burned out, like the drive, by the inconceivable lightning bolt which had passed between the ships on contact. The Plumie was again puzzled. Baird made it clear that the generator-room supplied electric current for the ship’s normal lighting-system and services. The Plumie could grasp that idea. They examined the crew’s quarters, and the mess room, and the Plumie walked confidently among the members of the human crew, who a little while since had tried so painstakingly to destroy his vessel. He made a good impression.


  “These little guys,” said a crewman to Baird, admiringly, “they got something. They can handle a ship! I bet they could almost make that ship of their play checkers!”


  “Close to it,” agreed Baird. He realized something. He pulled the communicator from his pocket. “Diane! Contact the skipper. He wanted observations. Here’s one. This Plumie acts like soldiers used to act in ancient days—when they wore armor. And we have the same reaction. They will fight like the devil, but during a truce they’ll be friendly, admiring each other as scrappers, but ready to fight as hard as ever when the truce is over. We have the same reaction. Tell the skipper I’ve an idea that it’s a part of their civilization—maybe it’s a necessary part of any civilization! Tell him I guess that there may be necessarily parallel evolution of attitudes, among rational races, as there are parallel evolutions of eyes and legs and wings and fins among all animals everywhere. If I’m right, somebody from this ship will be invited to tour the Plumie. It’s only a guess, but tell him.”


  “Immediately,” said Diane.


  The Plumie followed gallantly as Baird made a steep climb up what once was the floor of a corridor. Then Taine stepped out before them. His eyes burned.


  “Giving him a clear picture, eh?” he rasped. “Letting him spy out everything?”


  Baird pressed the communicator call for the radar room and said coldly:


  “I’m obeying orders. Look, Taine! You were picked for your job because you were a xenophobe. It helps in your proper functioning. But this Plumie is here under a flag of truce—”


  “Flag of truce!” snarled Taine. “It’s vermin! It’s not human! I’ll—”


  “If you move one inch nearer him,” said Baird gently, “just one inch—”


  The skipper’s voice bellowed through the general call speakers all over the ship:


  “Mr. Taine! You will go to your quarters, under arrest! Mr. Baird, burn him down if he hesitates!”


  Then there was a rushing, and scrambling figures appeared and were all about. They were members of the Niccola‘s crew, sent by the skipper. They regarded the Plumie with detachment, but Taine with a wary expectancy. Taine turned purple with fury. He shouted. He raged. He called Baird and the others Plumie-lovers and vermin-worshipers. He shouted foulnesses at them. But he did not attack.


  When, still shouting, he went away, Baird said apologetically to the Plumie:


  “He’s a xenophobe. He has a pathological hatred of strangers—even of strangeness. We have him on board because—”


  Then he stopped. The Plumie wouldn’t understand, of course. But his eyes took on a curious look. It was almost as if, looking at Baird, they twinkled.


  Baird took him back to the skipper.


  “He’s got the picture, sir,” he reported.


  The Plumie pulled out his sketch plate. He drew on it. He offered it. The skipper said heavily:


  “You guessed right, Mr. Baird. He suggests that someone from this ship go on board the Plumie vessel. He’s drawn two pressure-suited figures going into their air lock. One’s larger than the other. Will you go?”


  “Naturally!” said Baird. Then he added thoughtfully: “But I’d better carry a portable scanner, sir. It should work perfectly well through a bronze hull, sir.”


  The skipper nodded and began to sketch a diagram which would amount to an acceptance of the Plumie’s invitation.


  This was at 07 hours 40 minutes ship time. Outside the sedately rotating metal hulls—the one a polished blue-silver and the other a glittering golden bronze—the cosmos continued to be as always. The haze from explosive fumes and rocket-fuel was, perhaps, a little thinner. The brighter stars shone through it. The gas-giant planet outward from the sun was a perceptible disk instead of a diffuse glow. The oxygen-planet to sunward showed again as a lighted crescent.


  Presently Baird, in a human spacesuit, accompanied the Plumie into the Niccola‘s air lock and out to emptiness. His magnetic-soled shoes clung to the Niccola‘s cobalt-steel skin. Fastened to his shoulder there was a tiny scanner and microphone, which would relay everything he saw and heard back to the radar room and to Diane.


  She watched tensely as he went inside the Plumie ship. Other screens relayed the image and his voice to other places on the Niccola.


  He was gone a long time. From the beginning, of course, there were surprises. When the Plumie escort removed his helmet, on his own ship, the reason for the helmet’s high crest was apparent. He had a high crest of what looked remarkably like feathers—and it was not artificial. It grew there. The reason for conventionalized plumes on bronze survey plates was clear. It was exactly like the reason for human features or figures as decorative additions to the inscriptions on Space Survey marker plates. Even the Plumie’s hands had odd crestlets which stood out when he bent his fingers. The other Plumies were no less graceful and no less colorful. They had equally clear soprano voices. They were equally miniature and so devoid of apparent menace.


  But there were also technical surprises. Baird was taken immediately to the Plumie ship’s engine room, and Diane heard the sharp intake of breath with which he appeared to recognize its working principle. There were Plumie engineers working feverishly at it, attempting to discover something to repair. But they found nothing. The Plumie drive simply would not work.


  They took Baird through the ship’s entire fabric. And their purpose, when it became clear, was startling. The Plumie ship had no rocket tubes. It had no beam-projectors except small-sized objects which were—which must be—their projectors of tractor and pressor beams. They were elaborately grounded to the ship’s substance. But they were not originally designed for ultra-heavy service. They hadn’t and couldn’t have the enormous capacity Baird had expected. He was astounded.


  When he returned to the Niccola, he went instantly to the radar room to make sure that pictures taken through his scanner had turned out well. And there was Diane.


  But the skipper’s voice boomed at him from the wall.


  “Mr. Baird! What have you to add to the information you sent back?”


  “Three items, sir,” said Baird. He drew a deep breath. “For the first, sir, the Plumie ship is unarmed. They’ve tractor and pressor beams for handling material. They probably use them to build their cairns. But they weren’t meant for weapons. The Plumies, sir, hadn’t a thing to fight with when they drove for us after we detected them.”


  The skipper blinked hard.


  “Are you sure of that, Mr. Baird?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Baird uncomfortably. “The Plumie ship is an exploring ship—a survey ship, sir. You saw their mapping equipment. But when they spotted us, and we spotted them—they bluffed! When we fired rockets at them, they turned them back with tractor and pressor beams. They drove for us, sir, to try to destroy us with our own bombs, because they didn’t have any of their own.”


  The skipper’s mouth opened and closed.


  “Another item, sir,” said Baird more uncomfortably still. “They don’t use iron or steel. Every metal object I saw was either a bronze or a light metal. I suspect some of their equipment’s made of potassium, and I’m fairly sure they use sodium in the place of aluminum. Their atmosphere’s quite different from ours—obviously! They’d use bronze for their ship’s hull because they can venture into an oxygen atmosphere in a bronze ship. A sodium-hulled ship would be lighter, but it would burn in oxygen. Where there was moisture—”


  The skipper blinked.


  “But they couldn’t drive in a nonmagnetic hull!” he protested. “A ship has to be magnetic to drive!”


  “Sir,” said Baird, his voice still shaken, “they don’t use a magnetronic drive. I once saw a picture of the drive they use, in a stereo on the history of space travel. The principle’s very old. We’ve practically forgotten it. It’s a Dirac pusher-drive, sir. Among us humans, it came right after rockets. The planets of Sol were first reached by ships using Dirac pushers. But—” He paused. “They won’t operate in a magnetic field above seventy Gauss, sir. It’s a static-charge reaction, sir, and in a magnetic field it simply stops working.”


  The skipper regarded Baird unblinkingly for a long time.


  “I think you are telling me,” he said at long last, “that the Plumies’ drive would work if they were cut free of the Niccola.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Baird. “Their engineers were opening up the drive-elements and checking them, and then closing them up again. They couldn’t seem to find anything wrong. I don’t think they know what the trouble is. It’s the Niccola‘s magnetic field. I think it was our field that caused the collision by stopping their drive and killing all their controls when they came close enough.”


  “Did you tell them?” demanded the skipper.


  “There was no easy way to tell them by diagrams, sir.”


  Taine’s voice cut in. It was feverish. It was strident. It was triumphant.


  “Sir! The Niccola is effectively a wreck and unrepairable. But the Plumie ship is operable if cut loose. As weapons officer, I intend to take the Plumie ship, let out its air, fill its tanks with our air, start up its drive, and turn it over to you for navigation back to base!”


  Baird raged. But he said coldly:


  “We’re a long way from home, Mr. Taine, and the Dirac pusher drive is slow. If we headed back to base in the Plumie ship with its Dirac pusher, we’d all be dead of old age before we’d gone halfway.”


  “But unless we take it,” raged Taine, “we hit this sun in fourteen days! We don’t have to die now! We can land on the oxygen planet up ahead! We’ve only to kill these vermin and take their ship, and we’ll live!”


  Diane’s voice said dispassionately:


  “Report. A Plumie in a pressure suit just came out of their air lock. It’s carrying a parcel toward our air lock.”


  Taine snarled instantly:


  “They’ll sneak something in the Niccola to blast it, and then cut free and go away!”


  The skipper said very grimly:


  “Mr. Taine, credit me with minimum brains! There is no way the Plumies can take this ship without an atomic bomb exploding to destroy both ships. You should know it!” Then he snapped: “Air lock area, listen for a knock, and let in the Plumie or the parcel he leaves.”


  There was silence. Baird said very quietly:


  “I doubt they think it possible to cut the ships apart. A torch is no good on thick silicon bronze. It conducts heat too well! And they don’t use steel. They probably haven’t a cutting-torch at all.”


  From the radar room he watched the Plumie place an object in the air lock and withdraw. He watched from a scanner inside the ship as someone brought in what the Plumie had left. An electronics man bustled forward. He looked it over quickly. It was complex, but his examination suddenly seemed satisfying to him. But a grayish vapor developed and he sniffed and wrinkled his nose. He picked up a communicator.


  “Sir, they’ve sent us a power-generator. Some of its parts are going bad in our atmosphere, sir, but this looks to me like a hell of a good idea for a generator! I never saw anything like it, but it’s good! You can set it for any voltage and it’ll turn out plenty juice!”


  “Put it in helium,” snapped the skipper. “It won’t break down in that. Then see how it serves.”


  In the radar room, Baird drew a deep breath. He went carefully to each of the screens and every radar. Diane saw what he was about, and checked with him. They met at the middle of the radar room.


  “Everything’s checked out,” said Baird gravely. “There’s nothing else around. There’s nothing we can be called on to do before something happens. So . . . we can . . . act like people.”


  Diane smiled very faintly.


  “Not like people. Just like us.” She said wistfully: “Don’t you want to tell me something? Something you intended to tell me only after we got back to base?”


  He did. He told it to her. And there was also something she had not intended to tell him at all—unless he told her first. She said it now. They felt that such sayings were of the greatest possible importance. They clung together, saying them again. And it seemed wholly monstrous that two people who cared so desperately had wasted so much time acting like professional associates—explorer-ship officers—when things like this were to be said . . .


  As they talked incoherently, or were even more eloquently silent, the ship’s ordinary lights came back on. The battery-lamp went on.


  “We’ve got to switch back to ship’s circuit,” said Baird reluctantly. They separated, and restored the operating circuits to normal. “We’ve got fourteen days,” he added, “and so much time to be on duty, and we’ve a lost lifetime to live in fourteen days! Diane—”


  She flushed vividly. So Baird said very politely into the microphone to the navigation room:


  “Sir, Lieutenant Holt and myself would like to speak directly to you in the navigation room. May we?”


  “Why not?” growled the skipper. “You’ve noticed that the Plumie generator is giving the whole ship lights and services?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Baird. “We’ll be there right away.”


  They heard the skipper’s grunt as they hurried through the door. A moment later the ship’s normal gravity returned—also through the Plumie generator. Up was up again, and down was down, and the corridors and cabins of the Niccola were brightly illuminated. Had the ship been other than an engineless wreck, falling through a hundred and fifty million miles of emptiness into the flaming photosphere of a sun, everything would have seemed quite normal, including the errand Baird and Diane were upon, and the fact that they held hands self-consciously as they went about it.


  They skirted the bulkhead of the main air tank. They headed along the broader corridor which went past the indented inner door of the air lock. They had reached that indentation when Baird saw that the inner air-lock door was closing. He saw a human pressure suit past its edge. He saw the corner of some object that had been put down on the air-lock floor.


  Baird shouted, and rushed toward the lock. He seized the inner handle and tried to force open the door again, so that no one inside it could emerge into the emptiness without. He failed. He wrenched frantically at the control of the outer door. It suddenly swung freely. The outer door had been put on manual. It could be and was being opened from inside.


  “Tell the skipper,” raged Baird. “Taine’s taking something out!” He tore open a pressure-suit cupboard in the wall beside the lock door. “He’ll make the Plumies think it’s a return-gift for the generator!” He eeled into the pressure suit and zipped it up to his neck. “The man’s crazy! He thinks we can take their ship and stay alive for a while! Dammit, our air would ruin half their equipment! Tell the skipper to send help!”


  He wrenched at the door again, jamming down his helmet with one hand. And this time the control worked. Taine, most probably, had forgotten that the inner control was disengaged only when the manual was actively in use. Diane raced away, panting. Baird swore bitterly at the slowness of the outer door’s closing. He was tearing at the inner door long before it could be opened. He flung himself in and dragged it shut, and struck the emergency air-release which bled the air lock into space for speed of operation. He thrust out the outer door and plunged through.


  His momentum carried him almost too far. He fell, and only the magnetic soles of his shoes enabled him to check himself. He was in that singular valley between the two ships, where their hulls were impregnably welded fast. Round-hulled Plumie ship, and ganoid-shaped Niccola, they stuck immovably together as if they had been that way since time began. Where the sky appeared above Baird’s head, the stars moved in stately procession across the valley roof.


  He heard a metallic rapping through the fabric of his space armor. Then sunlight glittered, and the valley filled with a fierce glare, and a man in a human spacesuit stood on the Niccola‘s plating, opposite the Plumie air lock. He held a bulky object under his arm. With his other gauntlet he rapped again.


  “You fool!” shouted Baird. “Stop that! We couldn’t use their ship, anyhow!”


  His space phone had turned on with the air supply. Taine’s voice snarled:


  “We’ll try! You keep back! They are not human!”


  But Baird ran toward him. The sensation of running upon magnetic-soled shoes was unearthly: it was like trying to run on fly-paper or bird-lime. But in addition there was no gravity here, and no sense of balance, and there was the feeling of perpetual fall.


  There could be no science nor any skill in an encounter under such conditions. Baird partly ran and partly staggered and partly skated to where Taine faced him, snarling. He threw himself at the other man—and then the sun vanished behind the bronze ship’s hull, and only stars moved visibly in all the universe.


  But the sound of his impact was loud in Baird’s ears inside the suit. There was a slightly different sound when his armor struck Taine’s, and when it struck the heavier metal of the two ships. He fought. But the suits were intended to be defense against greater stresses than human blows could offer. In the darkness, it was like two blindfolded men fighting each other while encased in pillows.


  Then the sun returned, floating sedately above the valley, and Baird could see his enemy. He saw, too, that the Plumie air lock was now open and that a small, erect, and somehow jaunty figure in golden space armor stood in the opening and watched gravely as the two men fought.


  Taine cursed, panting with hysterical hate. He flung himself at Baird, and Baird toppled because he’d put one foot past the welded boundary between the Niccola‘s cobalt steel and the Plumie ship’s bronze. One foot held to nothing. And that was a ghastly sensation, because if Taine only tugged his other foot free and heaved—why—then Baird would go floating away from the rotating, now-twinned ships, floating farther and farther away forever.


  But darkness fell, and he scrambled back to the Niccola‘s hull as a disorderly parade of stars went by above him. He pantingly waited fresh attack. He felt something—and it was the object Taine had meant to offer as a return present to the Plumies. It was unquestionably explosive, either booby-trapped or timed to explode inside the Plumie ship. Now it rocked gently, gripped by the magnetism of the steel.


  The sun appeared again, and Taine was yards away, crawling and fumbling for Baird. Then he saw him, and rose and rushed, and the clankings of his shoe-soles were loud. Baird flung himself at Taine in a savage tackle.


  He struck Taine’s legs a glancing blow, and the cobalt steel held his armor fast, but Taine careened and bounced against the round bronze wall of the Plumie, and bounced again. Then he screamed, because he went floating slowly out to emptiness, his arms and legs jerking spasmodically, while he shrieked . . .


  The Plumie in the air lock stepped out. He trailed a cord behind him. He leaped briskly toward nothingness.


  There came quick darkness once more, and Baird struggled erect despite the adhesiveness of the Niccola‘s hull. When he was fully upright, sick with horror at what had come about, there was sunlight yet again, and men were coming out of the Niccola‘s air lock, and the Plumie who’d leaped for space was pulling himself back to his own ship again. He had a loop of the cord twisted around Taine’s leg. But Taine screamed and screamed inside his spacesuit.


  It was odd that one could recognize the skipper even inside space armor. But Baird felt sick. He saw Taine received, still screaming, and carried into the lock. The skipper growled an infuriated demand for details. His space phone had come on, too, when its air supply began. Baird explained, his teeth chattering.


  “Hah!” grunted the skipper. “Taine was a mistake. He shouldn’t ever have left ground. When a man’s potty in one fashion, there’ll be cracks in him all over. What’s this?”


  The Plumie in the golden armor very soberly offered the skipper the object Taine had meant to introduce into the Plumie’s ship. Baird said desperately that he’d fought against it, because he believed it a booby trap to kill the Plumies so men could take their ship and fill it with air and cut it free, and then make a landing somewhere.


  “Damned foolishness!” rumbled the skipper. “Their ship’d begin to crumble with our air in it. If it held to a landing—”


  Then he considered the object he’d accepted from the Plumie. It could have been a rocket war head, enclosed in some container that would detonate it if opened. Or there might be a timing device. The skipper grunted. He heaved it skyward.


  The misshapen object went floating away toward emptiness. Sunlight smote harshly upon it.


  “Don’t want it back in the Niccola,” growled the skipper, “but just to make sure—”


  He fumbled a hand weapon out of his belt. He raised it, and it spurted flame—very tiny blue-white sparks, each one indicating a pellet of metal flung away at high velocity.


  One of them struck the shining, retreating container. It exploded with a monstrous, soundless violence. It had been a rocket’s war head. There could have been only one reason for it to be introduced into a Plumie ship. Baird ceased to be shaky. Instead, he was ashamed.


  The skipper growled inarticulately. He looked at the Plumie, again standing in the golden ship’s air lock.


  “We’ll go back, Mr. Baird. What you’ve done won’t save our lives, and nobody will ever know you did it. But I think well of you. Come along!”


  This was at 11 hours 5 minutes ship time.


  A good half hour later the skipper’s voice bellowed from the speakers all over the Niccola. His heavy-jowled features stared doggedly out of screens wherever men were on duty or at ease.


  “Hear this!” he said forbiddingly. “We have checked our course and speed. We have verified that there is no possible jury-rig for our engines that could get us into any sort of orbit, let alone land us on the only planet in this system with air we could breathe. It is officially certain that in thirteen days nine hours from now, the Niccola will be so close to the sun that her hull will melt down. Which will be no loss to us because we’ll be dead then, still going on into the sun to be vaporized with the ship. There is nothing to be done about it. We can do nothing to save our own lives.”


  He glared out of each and every one of the screens, wherever there were men to see him.


  “But,” he rumbled, “the Plumies can get away if we help them. They have no cutting torches. We have. We can cut their ship free. They can repair their drive—but it’s most likely that it’ll operate perfectly when they’re a mile from the Niccola’s magnetic field. They can’t help us. But we can help them. And sooner or later some Plumie ship is going to encounter some other human ship. If we cut these Plumies loose, they’ll report what we did. When they meet other men, they’ll be cagey because they’ll remember Taine. But they’ll know they can make friends, because we did them a favor when we’d nothing to gain by it. I can offer no reward. But I ask for volunteers to go outside and cut the Plumie ship loose, so the Plumies can go home in safety instead of on into the sun with us.”


  He glared, and cut off the image.


  Diane held tightly to Baird’s hand, in the radar room. He said evenly:


  “There’ll be volunteers. The Plumies are pretty sporting characters—putting up a fight with an unarmed ship, and so on. If there aren’t enough other volunteers, the skipper and I will cut them free by ourselves.”


  Diane said, dry-throated:


  “I’ll help. So I can be with you. We’ve got—so little time.”


  “I’ll ask the skipper as soon as the Plumie ship’s free.”


  “Y-yes,” said Diane. And she pressed her face against his shoulder, and wept.


  This was at 01 hours, 20 minutes ship time. At 03 hours even, there was peculiar activity in the valley between the welded ships. There were men in space armor working cutting-torches where for twenty feet the two ships were solidly attached. Blue-white flames bored savagely into solid metal, and melted copper gave off strangely colored clouds of vapor—which emptiness whisked away to nothing—and molten iron and cobalt made equally lurid clouds of other colors.


  There were Plumies in the air lock, watching.


  At 03 hours 40 minutes ship time, all the men but one drew back. They went inside the Niccola. Only one man remained, cutting at the last sliver of metal that held the two ships together.


  It parted. The Plumie ship swept swiftly away, moved by the centrifugal force of the rotary motion the joined vessels had possessed. It dwindled and dwindled. It was a half mile away. A mile. The last man on the outside of the Niccola‘s hull thriftily brought his torch to the air lock and came in.


  Suddenly, the distant golden hull came to life. It steadied. It ceased to spin, however slowly. It darted ahead. It checked. It swung to the right and left and up and down. It was alive again.


  In the radar room, Diane walked into Baird’s arms and said shakily:


  “Now we . . . we have almost fourteen days.”


  “Wait,” he commanded. “When the Plumies understood what we were doing, and why, they drew diagrams. They hadn’t thought of cutting free, out in space, without the spinning saws they used to cut bronze with. But they asked for a scanner and a screen. They checked on its use. I want to see—”


  He flipped on the screen. And there was instantly a Plumie looking eagerly out of it, for some sign of communication established. There were soprano sounds, and he waved a hand for attention. Then he zestfully held up one diagram after another.


  Baird drew a deep breath. A very deep breath. He pressed the navigation-room call. The skipper looked dourly at him.


  “Well?” said the skipper forbiddingly.


  “Sir,” said Baird, very quietly indeed, “the Plumies are talking by diagram over the communicator set we gave them. Their drive works. They’re as well off as they ever were. And they’ve been modifying their tractor beams—stepping them up to higher power.”


  “What of it?” demanded the skipper, rumbling.


  “They believe,” said Baird, “that they can handle the Niccola with their beefed-up tractor beams.” He wetted his lips. “They’re going to tow us to the oxygen planet ahead, sir. They’re going to set us down on it. They’ll help us find the metals we need to build the tools to repair the Niccola, sir. You see the reasoning, sir. We turned them loose to improve the chance of friendly contact when another human ship runs into them. They want us to carry back—to be proof that Plumies and men can be friends. It seems that—they like us, sir.”


  He stopped for a moment. Then he went on reasonably:


  “And besides that, it’ll be one hell of a fine business proposition. We never bother with hydrogen-methane planets. They’ve minerals and chemicals we haven’t got, but even the stones of a methane-hydrogen planet are ready to combine with the oxygen we need to breathe! We can’t carry or keep enough oxygen for real work. The same thing’s true with them on an oxygen planet. We can’t work on each other’s planets, but we can do fine business in each other’s minerals and chemicals from those planets. I’ve got a feeling, sir, that the Plumie cairns are location-notices; markers set up over ore deposits they can find but can’t hope to work, yet they claim against the day when their scientists find a way to make them worth owning. I’d be willing to bet, sir, that if we explored hydrogen planets as thoroughly as oxygen ones, we’d find cairns on their-type planets that they haven’t colonized yet.”


  The skipper stared. His mouth dropped open.


  “And I think, sir,” said Baird, “that until they detected us they thought they were the only intelligent race in the galaxy. They were upset to discover suddenly that they were not, and at first they’d no idea what we’d be like. But I’m guessing now, sir, that they’re figuring on what chemicals and ores to start swapping with us.” Then he added, “When you think of it, sir, probably the first metal they ever used was aluminum—where our ancestors used copper—and they had a beryllium age next, instead of iron. And right now, sir, it’s probably as expensive for them to refine iron as it is for us to handle titanium and beryllium and osmium—which are duck soup for them! Our two cultures ought to thrive as long as we’re friends, sir. They know it already—and we’ll find it out in a hurry!”


  The skipper’s mouth moved. It closed, and then dropped open again. The search for the Plumies had been made because it looked like they had to be fought. But Baird had just pointed out some extremely commonsense items which changed the situation entirely. And there was evidence that the Plumies saw the situation the new way. The skipper felt such enormous relief that his manner changed. He displayed what was almost effusive cordiality—for the skipper. He cleared his throat.


  “Hm-m-m. Hah! Very good, Mr. Baird,” he said formidably. “And of course with time and air and metals we can rebuild our drive. For that matter, we could rebuild the Niccola! I’ll notify the ship’s company, Mr. Baird. Very good!” He moved to use another microphone. Then he checked himself. “Your expression is odd, Mr. Baird. Did you wish to say something more?”


  “Y-yes, sir,” said Baird. He held Diane’s hand fast. “It’ll be months before we get back to port, sir. And it’s normally against regulations, but under the circumstances . . . would you mind . . . as skipper . . . marrying Lieutenant Holt and me?”


  The skipper snorted. Then he said almost—almost—amiably?


  “Hm-m-m. You’ve both done very well, Mr. Baird. Yes. Come to the navigation room and we’ll get it over with. Say—ten minutes from now.”


  Baird grinned at Diane. Her eyes shone a little.


  This was at 04 hours 10 minutes ship time. It was exactly twelve hours since the alarm-bell rang.


  ALL THE WAY BACK


  Michael Shaara


  Great were the Antha, so reads the One Book of history, greater perhaps than any of the Galactic Peoples, and they were brilliant and fair, and their reign was long, and in all things they were great and proud, even in the manner of their dying—


  Preface to Loab: History of The Master Race


  The huge red ball of a sun hung glowing upon the screen.


  Jansen adjusted the traversing knob, his face tensed and weary. The sun swung off the screen to the right, was replaced by the live black of space and the million speckled lights of the farther stars. A moment later the sun glided silently back across the screen and went off at the left. Again there was nothing but space and the stars.


  “Try it again?” Cohn asked.


  Jansen mumbled: “No. No use,” and he swore heavily. “Nothing. Always nothing. Never a blessed thing.”


  Cohn repressed a sigh, began to adjust the controls.


  In both of their minds was the single, bitter thought that there would be only one more time, and then they would go home. And it was a long way to come to go home with nothing.


  When the controls were set there was nothing left to do. The two men walked slowly aft to the freeze room. Climbing up painfully on to the flat steel of the beds, they lay back and waited for the mechanism to function, for the freeze to begin.


  Turned in her course, the spaceship bore off into the open emptiness. Her ports were thrown open, she was gathering speed as she moved away from the huge red star.


  The object was sighted upon the last leg of the patrol, as the huge ship of the Galactic Scouts came across the edge of the Great Desert of the Rim, swinging wide in a long slow curve. It was there on the massometer as a faint blip, and, of course, the word went directly to Roymer.


  “Report,” he said briefly, and Lieutenant Goladan—a young and somewhat pompous Higiandrian—gave the Higiandrian equivalent of a cough and then reported.


  “Observe,” said Lieutenant Goladan, “that it is not a meteor, for the speed of it is much too great.”


  Roymer nodded patiently.


  “And again, the speed is decreasing”—Goladan consulted his figures—“at a rate of twenty-four dines per segment. Since the orbit appears to bear directly upon the star Mina, and the decrease in speed is of a certain arbitrary origin, we must conclude that the object is a spaceship.”


  Roymer smiled.


  “Very good, lieutenant.” Like a tiny nova, Goladan began to glow and expand.


  A good man, thought Roymer tolerantly, his is a race of good men. They have been two million years in achieving space flight; a certain adolescence is to be expected.


  “Would you call Mind-Search, please?” Roymer asked.


  Goladan sped away, to return almost immediately with the heavy-headed non-human Trian, chief of the Mind-Search Section.


  Trian cocked an eyelike thing at Roymer, with grave inquiry.


  “Yes, commander?”


  The abrupt change in course was noticeable only on the viewplate, as the stars slid silently by. The patrol vessel veered off, swinging around and into the desert, settled into a parallel course with the strange new craft, keeping a discreet distance of—approximately—a light-year.


  The scanners brought the object into immediate focus, and Goladan grinned with pleasure. A spaceship, yes, Alien, too. Undoubtedly a primitive race. He voiced these thoughts to Roymer.


  “Yes,” the commander said, staring at the strange, small, projectilelike craft. “Primitive type. It is to be wondered what they are doing in the desert.”


  Goladan assumed an expression of intense curiosity.


  “Trian,” said Roymer pleasantly, “would you contact?”


  The huge head bobbed up and down once and then stared into the screen. There was a moment of profound silence. Then Trian turned back to stare at Roymer, and there was a distinctly human expression of surprise in his eyelike things.


  “Nothing,” came the thought. “I can detect no presence at all.”


  Roymer raised an eyebrow.


  “Is there a barrier?”


  “No”—Trian had turned to gaze back into the screen—“a barrier I could detect. But there is nothing at all. There is no sentient activity on board that vessel.”


  Trian’s word had to be taken, of course, and Roymer was disappointed. A spaceship empty of life—Roymer shrugged. A derelict, then. But why the decreasing speed? Pre-set controls would account for that, of course, but why? Certainly, if one abandoned a ship, one would not arrange for it to—


  He was interrupted by Trian’s thought:


  “Excuse me, but there is nothing. May I return to my quarters?”


  Roymer nodded and thanked him, and Trian went ponderously away. Goladan said:


  “Shall we prepare to board it, sir?”


  “Yes.”


  And then Goladan was gone to give his proud orders.


  Roymer continued to stare at the primitive vessel which hung on the plate. Curious. It was very interesting, always, to come upon derelict ships. The stories that were old, the silent tombs that had been drifting perhaps, for millions of years in the deep sea of space. In the beginning Roymer had hoped that the ship would be manned, and alien, but—nowadays, contact with an isolated race was rare, extremely rare. It was not to be hoped for, and he would be content with this, this undoubtedly empty, ancient ship.


  And then, to Roymer’s complete surprise, the ship at which he was staring shifted abruptly, turned on its axis, and flashed off like a live thing upon a new course.


  When the defrosters activated and woke him up, Jansen lay for a while upon the steel table, blinking. As always with the freeze, it was difficult to tell at first whether anything had actually happened. It was like a quick blink and no more, and then you were lying, feeling exactly the same, thinking the same thoughts even, and if there was anything at all different it was maybe that you were a little numb. And yet in the blink time took a great leap, and the months went by like—Jansen smiled—fenceposts.


  He raised a languid eye to the red bulb in the ceiling. Out. He sighed. The freeze had come and gone. He felt vaguely cheated, reflected that this time, before the freeze, he would take a little nap.


  He climbed down from the table, noted that Cohn had already gone to the control room. He adjusted himself to the thought that they were approaching a new sun, and it came back to him suddenly that this would be the last one, now they would go home.


  Well then, let this one have planets. To have come all this way, to have been gone from home eleven years, and yet to find nothing—


  He was jerked out of the old feeling of despair by a lurch of the ship. That would be Cohn taking her off the auto. And now, he thought, we will go in and run out the telescope and have a look, and there won’t be a thing.


  Wearily, he clumped off over the iron deck, going up to the control room. He had no hope left now, and he had been so hopeful at the beginning. As they are all hopeful, he thought, as they have been hoping now for three hundred years. And they will go on hoping, for a little while, and then men will become hard to get, even with the freeze, and then the starships won’t go out any more. And Man will be doomed to the System for the rest of his days.


  Therefore, he asked humbly, silently, let this one have planets.


  Up in the dome of the control cabin, Cohn was bent over the panel, pouring power into the board. He looked up, nodded briefly as Jansen came in. It seemed to both of them that they had been apart for five minutes.


  “Are they all hot yet?” asked Jansen.


  “No, not yet.”


  The ship had been in deep space with her ports thrown open. Absolute cold had come in and gone to the core of her, and it was always a while before the ship was reclaimed and her instruments warmed. Even now there was a sharp chill in the air of the cabin.


  Jansen sat down idly, rubbing his arms.


  “Last time around, I guess.”


  “Yes,” said Cohn, and added laconically, “I wish Weizsäcker was here.”


  Jansen grinned. Weizsäcker, poor old Weizsäcker. He was long dead and it was a good thing, for he was the most maligned human being in the System.


  For a hundred years his theory on the birth of planets, that every sun necessarily gave birth to a satellite family, had been an accepted part of the knowledge of Man. And then, of course, there had come space flight.


  Jansen chuckled wryly. Lucky man, Weizsäcker. Now, two hundred years and a thousand stars later, there had been discovered just four planets. Alpha Centauri had one: a barren, ice-crusted mote no larger than the Moon; and Pollux had three, all dead lumps of cold rock and iron. None of the other stars had any at all. Yes, it would have been a great blow to Weizsäcker.


  A hum of current broke into Jansen’s thought as the telescope was run out. There was a sudden beginning of light upon the screen.


  In spite of himself and the wry, hopeless feeling that had been in him, Jansen arose quickly, with a thin trickle of nervousness in his arms. There is always a chance, he thought, after all, there is always a chance. We have only been to a thousand suns, and in the Galaxy a thousand suns are not anything at all. So there is always a chance.


  Cohn, calm and methodical, was manning the radar.


  Gradually, condensing upon the center of the screen, the image of the star took shape. It hung at last, huge and yellow and flaming with an awful brilliance, and the prominences of the rim made the vast circle uneven. Because the ship was close and the filter was in, the stars of the background were invisible, and there was nothing but the one great sun.


  Jansen began to adjust for observation.


  The observation was brief.


  They paused for a moment before beginning the tests, gazing upon the face of the alien sun. The first of their race to be here and to see, they were caught up for a time in the ancient, deep thrill of space and the unknown Universe.


  They watched, and into the field of their vision, breaking in slowly upon the glaring edge of the sun’s disk, there came a small black ball. It moved steadily away from the edge, in toward the center of the sun. It was unquestionably a planet in transit.


  When the alien ship moved, Roymer was considerably rattled.


  One does not question Mind-Search, he knew, and so there could not be any living thing aboard that ship. Therefore, the ship’s movement could be regarded only as a peculiar aberration in the still-functioning drive. Certainly, he thought, and peace returned to his mind.


  But it did pose an uncomfortable problem. Boarding that ship would be no easy matter, not if the thing was inclined to go hopping away like that, with no warning. There were two hundred years of conditioning in Roymer, it would be impossible for him to put either his ship or his crew into an unnecessarily dangerous position. And wavery, erratic spaceships could undoubtedly be classified as dangerous.


  Therefore, the ship would have to be disabled.


  Regretfully, he connected with Fire control, put the operation into the hands of the Firecon officer, and settled back to observe the results of the actions against the strange craft.


  And the alien moved again.


  Not suddenly, as before, but deliberately now, the thing turned once more from its course, and its speed decreased even more rapidly. It was still moving in upon Mina, but now its orbit was tangential and no longer direct. As Roymer watched the ship come about, he turned up the magnification for a larger view, checked the automatic readings on the board below the screen. And his eyes were suddenly directed to a small, conical projection which had begun to rise up out of the ship, which rose for a short distance and stopped, pointed in on the orbit towards Mina at the center.


  Roymer was bewildered, but he acted immediately. Firecon was halted, all protective screens were re-established, and the patrol ship back-tracked quickly into the protection of deep space.


  There was no question in Roymer’s mind that the movements of the alien had been directed by a living intelligence, and not by any mechanical means. There was also no doubt in Roymer’s mind that there was no living being on board that ship. The problem was acute.


  Roymer felt the scalp of his hairless head beginning to crawl. In the history of the galaxy, there had been discovered but five nonhuman races, yet never a race which did not betray its existence by the telepathic nature of its thinking. Roymer could not conceive of a people so alien that even the fundamental structure of their thought process was entirely different from the Galactics.


  Extra-Galactics? He observed the ship closely and shook his head. No. Not an extra-Galactic ship certainly, much too primitive a type.


  Extraspatial? His scalp crawled again.


  Completely at a loss as to what to do, Roymer again contacted Mind-Search and requested that Trian be sent to him immediately.


  Trian was preceded by a puzzled Goladan. The orders to alien contact, then to Firecon, and finally for a quick retreat, had affected the lieutenant deeply. He was a man accustomed to a strictly logical and somewhat ponderous course of events. He waited expectantly for some explanation to come from his usually serene commander.


  Roymer, however, was busily occupied in tracking the alien’s new course. An orbit about Mina, Roymer observed, with that conical projection laid on the star; a device of war; or some measuring instrument?


  The stolid Trian appeared—walking would not quite describe how—and was requested to make another attempt at contact with the alien. He replied with his usual eerie silence and in a moment, when he turned back to Roymer, there was surprise in the transmitted thought.


  “I cannot understand. There is life there now.”


  Roymer was relieved, but Goladan was blinking.


  Trian went on, turning again to gaze at the screen.


  “It is very remarkable. There are two life-beings. Human-type race. Their presence is very clear, they are”—he paused briefly—“explorers, it appears. But they were not there before. It is extremely unnerving.”


  So it is, Roymer agreed. He asked quickly: “Are they aware of us?”


  “No. They are directing their attention on the star. Shall I contact?”


  “No. Not yet. We will observe them first.”


  The alien ship floated upon the screen before them, moving in slow orbit about the star Mina.


  Seven. There were seven of them. Seven planets, and three at least had atmospheres, and two might even be inhabitable. Jansen was so excited he was hopping around the control room. Cohn did nothing, but grin widely with a wondrous joy, and the two of them repeatedly shook hands and gloated.


  “Seven!” roared Jansen. “Old lucky seven!”


  Quickly then, and with extreme nervousness, they ran spectrograph analyses of each of those seven fascinating worlds. They began with the central planets, in the favorable temperature belt where life conditions would be most likely to exist, and they worked outwards.


  For reasons which were as much sentimental as they were practical, they started with the third planet of this fruitful sun. There was a thin atmosphere, fainter even than that of Mars, and no oxygen. Silently they went on to the fourth. It was cold and heavy, perhaps twice as large as Earth, had a thick envelope of noxious gases. They saw with growing fear that there was no hope there, and they turned quickly inwards toward the warmer area nearer the sun.


  On the second planet—as Jansen put it—they hit the jackpot.


  A warm, green world it was, of an Earthlike size and atmosphere; oxygen and water vapor lines showed strong and clear in the analysis.


  “This looks like it,” said Jansen, grinning again.


  Cohn nodded, left the screen and went over to man the navigating instruments.


  “Let’s go down and take a look.”


  “Radio check first.” It was the proper procedure. Jansen had gone over it in his mind a thousand times. He clicked on the receiver, waited for the tubes to function, and then scanned for contact. As they moved in toward the new planet he listened intently, trying all lengths, waiting for any sound at all. There was nothing but the rasping static of open space.


  “Well,” he said finally, as the green planet grew large upon the screen, “if there’s any race there, it doesn’t have radio.”


  Cohn showed his relief.


  “Could be a young civilization.”


  “Or one so ancient and advanced that it doesn’t need radio.”


  Jansen refused to let his deep joy be dampened. It was impossible to know what would be there. Now it was just as it had been three hundred years ago, when the first Earth ship was approaching Mars. And it will be like this—Jansen thought—in every other system to which we go. How can you picture what there will be? There is nothing at all in your past to give you a clue. You can only hope.


  The planet was a beautiful green ball on the screen.


  The thought which came out of Trian’s mind was tinged with relief.


  “I see how it was done. They have achieved a complete stasis, a perfect state of suspended animation which they produce by an ingenious usage of the absolute zero of outer space. Thus, when they are—frozen, is the way they regard it—their minds do not function, and their lives are not detectable. They have just recently revived and are directing their ship.”


  Roymer digested the new information slowly. What kind of a race was this? A race which flew in primitive star ships, yet it had already conquered one of the greatest problems in Galactic history, a problem which had baffled the Galactics for millions of years. Roymer was uneasy.


  “A very ingenious device,” Trian was thinking, “they use it to alter the amount of subjective time consumed in their explorations. Their star ship has a very low maximum speed. Hence, without this—freeze—their voyage would take up a good portion of their lives.”


  “Can you classify the mind-type?” Roymer asked with growing concern.


  Trian reflected silently for a moment.


  “Yes,” he said, “although the type is extremely unusual. I have never observed it before. General classification would be Human-Four. More specifically, I would place them at the Ninth level.”


  Roymer started. “The Ninth level?”


  “Yes. As I say, they are extremely unusual.”


  Roymer was now clearly worried. He turned away and paced the deck for several moments. Abruptly, he left the room and went to the files of alien classification. He was gone for a long time, while Goladan fidgeted and Trian continued to gather information plucked across space from the alien minds. Roymer came back at last.


  “What are they doing?”


  “They are moving in on the second planet. They are about to determine whether the conditions are suitable there for an establishment of a colony of their kind.”


  Gravely, Roymer gave his orders to navigation. The patrol ship swung into motion, sped off swiftly in the direction of the second planet.


  There was a single, huge blue ocean which covered an entire hemisphere of the new world. And the rest of the surface was a young jungle, wet and green and empty of any kind of people, choked with queer growths of green and orange. They circled the globe at a height of several thousand feet, and to their amazement and joy, they never saw a living thing; not a bird or a rabbit or the alien equivalent, in fact nothing alive at all. And so they stared in happy fascination.


  “This is it,” Jansen said again, his voice uneven.


  “What do you think we ought to call it?” Cohn was speaking absently. “New Earth? Utopia?”


  Together they watched the broken terrain slide by beneath them.


  “No people at all. It’s ours.” And after a while Jansen said: “New Earth. That’s a good name.”


  Cohn was observing the features of the ground intently.


  “Do you notice the kind of . . . circular appearance of most of those mountain ranges? Like on the Moon, but grown over and eroded. They’re all almost perfect circles.”


  Pulling his mind away from the tremendous visions he had of the colony which would be here, Jansen tried to look at the mountains with an objective eye. Yes, he realized with faint surprise, they were round, like Moon craters.


  “Peculiar,” Cohn muttered. “Not natural, I don’t think. Couldn’t be. Meteors not likely in this atmosphere. “What in—?”


  Jansen jumped. “Look there,” he cried suddenly, “a round lake!”


  Off toward the northern pole of the planet, a lake which was a perfect circle came slowly into view. There was no break in the rim other than that of a small stream which flowed in from the north.


  “That’s not natural,” Cohn said briefly, “someone built that.”


  They were moving on to the dark side now, and Cohn turned the ship around. The sense of exhilaration was too new for them to be let down, but the strange sight of a huge number of perfect circles, existing haphazardly like the remains of great splashes on the surface of the planet, was unnerving.


  It was the sight of one particular crater, a great barren hole in the midst of a wide red desert, which rang a bell in Jansen’s memory, and he blurted:


  “A war! There was a war here. That one there looks just like a fusion bomb crater.”


  Cohn stared, then raised his eyebrows.


  “I’ll bet you’re right.”


  “A bomb crater, do you see? Pushes up hills on all sides in a circle, and kills—” A sudden, terrible thought hit Jansen. Radioactivity. Would there be radioactivity here?


  While Cohn brought the ship in low over the desert, he tried to calm Jansen’s fears.


  “There couldn’t be much. Too much plant life. Jungles all over the place. Take it easy, man.”


  “But there’s not a living thing on the planet. I’ll bet that’s why there was a war. It got out of hand, the radioactivity got everything. We might have done this to Earth!”


  They glided in over the flat emptiness of the desert, and the counters began to click madly.


  “That’s it,” Jansen said conclusively, “still radioactive. It might not have been too long ago.”


  “Could have been a million years, for all we know.”


  “Well, most places are safe, apparently. We’ll check before we go down.”


  As he pulled the ship up and away, Cohn whistled.


  “Do you suppose there’s really not a living thing? I mean, not a bug or a germ or even a virus? Why, it’s like a clean new world, a nursery!” He could not take his eyes from the screen.


  They were going down now. In a very little while they would be out and walking in the sun. The lust of the feeling was indescribable. They were Earthmen freed forever from the choked home of the System, Earthmen gone out to the stars, landing now upon the next world of their empire.


  Cohn could not control himself.


  “Do we need a flag?” he said grinning. “How do we claim this place?”


  “Just set her down, man,” Jansen roared.


  Cohn began to chuckle.


  “Oh, brave new world,” he laughed, “that has no people in it.”


  “But why do we have to contact them?” Goladan asked impatiently. “Could we not just—”


  Roymer interrupted without looking at him.


  “The law requires that contact be made and the situation explained before action is taken. Otherwise it would be a barbarous act.”


  Goladan brooded.


  The patrol ship hung in the shadow of the dark side, tracing the alien by its radioactive trail. The alien was going down for a landing on the daylight side.


  Trian came forward with the other members of the Alien Contact Crew, reported to Roymer, “The aliens have landed.”


  “Yes,” said Roymer, “we will let them have a little time. Trian, do you think you will have any difficulty in the transmission?”


  “No. Conversation will not be difficult. Although the confused and complex nature of their thought-patterns does make their inner reactions somewhat obscure. But I do not think there will be any problem.”


  “Very well. You will remain here and relay the messages.”


  “Yes.”


  The patrol ship flashed quickly up over the north pole, then swung inward toward the equator, circling the spot where the alien had gone down. Roymer brought his ship in low and with the silence characteristic of a Galactic, landed her in a wooded spot a mile east of the alien. The Galactics remained in their ship for a short while as Trian continued his probe for information. When at last the Alien Contact Crew stepped out, Roymer and Goladan were in the lead. The rest of the crew faded quietly into the jungle.


  As he walked through the young orange brush, Roymer regarded the world around him. Almost ready for repopulation, he thought, in another hundred years the radiation will be gone, and we will come back. One by one the worlds of that war will be reclaimed.


  He felt Trian’s directions pop into his mind.


  “You are approaching them. Proceed with caution. They are just beyond the next small rise. I think you had better wait, since they are remaining close to their ship.”


  Roymer sent back a silent yes. Motioning Goladan to be quiet, Roymer led the way up the last rise. In the jungle around him the Galactic crew moved silently.


  The air was perfect; there was no radiation. Except for the wild orange color of the vegetation, the spot was a Garden of Eden. Jansen felt instinctively that there was no danger here, no terrible blight or virus or any harmful thing. He felt a violent urge to get out of his spacesuit and run and breathe, but it was forbidden. Not on the first trip. That would come later, after all the tests and experiments had been made and the world pronounced safe.


  One of the first things Jansen did was get out the recorder and solemnly claim this world for the Solar Federation, recording the historic words for the archives of Earth. And he and Cohn remained for a while by the air lock of their ship, gazing around at the strange yet familiar world into which they had come.


  “Later on we’ll search for ruins,” Cohn said. “Keep an eye out for anything that moves. It’s possible that there are some of them left and who knows what they’ll look like. Mutants, probably, with five heads. So keep an eye open.”


  “Right.”


  Jansen began collecting samples of the ground, of the air, of the nearer foliage. The dirt was Earth-dirt, there was no difference. He reached down and crumbled the soft moist sod with his fingers. The flowers may be a little peculiar—probably mutated, he thought—but the dirt is honest to goodness dirt, and I’ll bet the air is Earth-air.


  He rose and stared into the clear open blue of the sky, feeling again an almost overpowering urge to throw open his helmet and breathe, and as he stared at the sky and at the green and orange hills, suddenly, a short distance from where he stood, a little old man came walking over the hill.


  They stood facing each other across the silent space of a foreign glade. Roymer’s face was old and smiling; Jansen looked back at him with absolute astonishment.


  After a short pause, Roymer began to walk out into the open soil, with Goladan following, and Jansen went for his heat gun.


  “Cohn!” he yelled, in a raw brittle voice, “Cohn!”


  And as Cohn turned and saw and froze, Jansen heard words being spoken in his brain. They were words coming from the little old man.


  “Please do not shoot,” the old man said, his lips unmoving.


  “No, don’t shoot,” Cohn said quickly. “Wait. Let him alone.” The hand of Cohn, too, was at his heat gun.


  Roymer smiled. To the two Earthmen his face was incredibly old and wise and gentle. He was thinking: Had I been a nonhuman they would have killed me.


  He sent a thought back to Trian. The Mind-Searcher picked it up and relayed it into the brains of the Earthmen, sending it through their cortical centers and then up into their conscious minds, so that the words were heard in the language of Earth. “Thank you,” Roymer said gently. Jansen’s hand held the heat gun leveled on Roymer’s chest. He stared, not knowing what to say.


  “Please remain where you are,” Cohn’s voice was hard and steady.


  Roymer halted obligingly. Goladan stopped at his elbow, peering at the Earthmen with mingled fear and curiosity. The sight of fear helped Jansen very much.


  “Who are you?” Cohn said clearly, separating the words.


  Roymer folded his hands comfortably across his chest, he was still smiling.


  “With your leave, I will explain our presence.”


  Cohn just stared.


  “There will be a great deal to explain. May we sit down and talk?”


  Trian helped with the suggestion. They sat down.


  The sun of the new world was setting, and the conference went on. Roymer was doing most of the talking. The Earthmen sat transfixed.


  It was like growing up suddenly, in the space of a second.


  The history of Earth and of all Mankind just faded and dropped away. They heard of great races and worlds beyond number, the illimitable government which was the Galactic Federation. The fiction, the legends, the dreams of a thousand years had come true in a moment, in the figure of a square little old man who was not from Earth. There was a great deal for them to learn and accept in the time of a single afternoon, on an alien planet.


  But it was just as new and real to them that they had discovered an uninhabited, fertile planet, the first to be found by Man. And they could not help but revolt from the sudden realization that the planet might well be someone else’s property—that the Galactics owned everything worth owning.


  It was an intolerable thought.


  “How far,” asked Cohn, as his heart pushed up in his throat, “does the Galactic League extend?”


  Roymer’s voice was calm and direct in their minds.


  “Only throughout the central regions of the galaxy. There are millions of stars along the rim which have not yet been explored.”


  Cohn relaxed, bowed down with relief. There was room then, for Earthmen.


  “This planet. Is it part of the Federation?”


  “Yes,” said Roymer, and Cohn tried to mask his thought. Cohn was angry, and he hoped that the alien could not read his mind as well as he could talk to it. To have come this far—


  “There was a race here once,” Roymer was saying, “a humanoid race which was almost totally destroyed by war. This planet has been uninhabitable for a very long time. A few of its people who were in space at the time of the last attack were spared. The Federation established them elsewhere. When the planet is ready, the descendants of those survivors will be brought back. It is their home.”


  Neither of the Earthmen spoke.


  “It is surprising,” Roymer went on, “that your home world is in the desert. We had thought that there were no habitable worlds—”


  “The desert?”


  “Yes. The region of the galaxy from which you have come is that which we call the desert. It is an area almost entirely devoid of planets. Would you mind telling me which star is your home?”


  Cohn stiffened.


  “I’m afraid our government would not permit us to disclose any information concerning our race.”


  “As you wish. I am sorry you are disturbed. I was curious to know—” He waved a negligent hand to show that the information was unimportant. We will get it later, he thought, when we decipher their charts. He was coming to the end of the conference, he was about to say what he had come to say.


  “No doubt you have been exploring the stars about your world?”


  The Earthmen both nodded. But for the question concerning Sol, they long ago would have lost all fear of this placid old man and his wide-eyed, silent companion.


  “Perhaps you would like to know,” said Roymer, “why your area is a desert.”


  Instantly, both Jansen and Cohn were completely absorbed. This was it, the end of three hundred years of searching. They would go home with the answer.


  Roymer never relaxed.


  “Not too long ago,” he said, “approximately thirty thousand years by your reckoning, a great race ruled the desert, a race which was known as the Antha, and it was not a desert then. The Antha ruled hundreds of worlds. They were perhaps the greatest of all the Galactic peoples; certainly they were as brilliant a race as the galaxy has ever known.


  “But they were not a good race. For hundreds of years, while they were still young, we tried to bring them into the Federation. They refused, and of course we did not force them. But as the years went by the scope of their knowledge increased amazingly; shortly they were the technological equals of any other race in the galaxy. And then the Antha embarked upon an era of imperialistic expansion.


  “They were superior, they knew it and were proud. And so they pushed out and enveloped the races and worlds of the area now known as the desert. Their rule was a tyranny unequaled in Galactic history.”


  The Earthmen never moved, and Roymer went on.


  “But the Antha were not members of the Federation, and, therefore, they were not answerable for their acts. We could only stand by and watch as they spread their vicious rule from world to world. They were absolutely ruthless.


  “As an example of their kind of rule, I will tell you of their crime against the Apectans.


  “The planet of Apectus not only resisted the Antha, but somehow managed to hold out against their approach for several years. The Antha finally conquered and then, in retaliation for the Apectans’ valor, they conducted the most brutal of their mass experiments.


  “They were a brilliant people. They had been experimenting with the genes of heredity. Somehow they found a way to alter the genes of the Apectans, who were humanoids like themselves, and they did it on a mass scale. They did not choose to exterminate the race, their revenge was much greater. Every Apectan born since the Antha invasion, has been born without one arm.”


  Jansen sucked in his breath. It was a very horrible thing to hear, and a sudden memory came into his brain. Caesar did that, he thought. He cut off the right hands of the Gauls. Peculiar coincidence. Jansen felt uneasy.


  Roymer paused for a moment.


  “The news of what happened to the Apectans set the Galactic peoples up in arms, but it was not until the Antha attacked a Federation world that we finally moved against them. It was the greatest war in the history of Life.


  “You will perhaps understand how great a people the Antha were when I tell you that they alone, unaided, dependent entirely upon their own resources, fought the rest of the Galactics, and fought them to a standstill. As the terrible years went by we lost whole races and planets—like this one, which was one the Antha destroyed—and yet we could not defeat them.


  “It was only after many years, when a Galactic invented the most dangerous weapon of all, that we won. The invention—of which only the Galactic Council has knowledge—enabled us to turn the suns of the Antha into novae, at long range. One by one we destroyed the Antha worlds. We hunted them through all the planets of the desert; for the first time in history the edict of the Federation was death, death for an entire race. At last there were no longer any habitable worlds where the Antha had been. We burned their worlds, and ran them down in space. Thirty thousand years ago, the civilization of the Antha perished.”


  Roymer had finished. He looked at the Earthmen out of grave, tired old eyes.


  Cohn was staring in open-mouth fascination, but Jansen—unaccountably felt a chill. The story of Caesar remained uncomfortably in his mind. And he had a quick, awful suspicion.


  “Are you sure you got all of them?”


  “No. Some surely must have escaped. There were too many in space, and space is without limits.”


  Jansen wanted to know: “Have any of them been heard of since?”


  Roymer’s smile left him as the truth came out. “No. Not until now.”


  There were only a few more seconds. He gave them time to understand. He could not help telling them that he was sorry, he even apologized. And then he sent the order with his mind.


  The Antha died quickly and silently, without pain.


  Only thirty thousand years, Roymer was thinking, but thirty thousand years, and they came back out to the stars. They have no memory now of what they were or what they have done. They started all over again, the old history of the race has been lost, and in thirty thousand years they came all the way back.


  Roymer shook his head with sad wonder and awe. The most brilliant people of all.


  Goladan came in quietly with the final reports.


  “There are no charts,” he grumbled, “no maps at all. We will not be able to trace them to their home star.”


  Roymer did not know, really, what was right, to be disappointed or relieved. We cannot destroy them now, he thought, not right away. He could not help being relieved. Maybe this time there will be a way, and they will not have to be destroyed. They could be—


  He remembered the edict—the edict of death. The Antha had forged it for themselves and it was just. He realized that there wasn’t much hope.


  The reports were on his desk and he regarded them with a wry smile. There was indeed no way to trace them back. They had no charts, only a regular series of course-check coordinates which were preset on their home planet and which were not decipherable. Even at this stage of their civilization they had already anticipated the consequences of having their ship fall into alien hands. And this although they lived in the desert.


  Goladan startled him with an anxious question:


  “What can we do?”


  Roymer was silent.


  We can wait, he thought. Gradually, one by one, they will come out of the desert, and when they come we will be waiting. Perhaps one day we will follow one back and destroy their world, and perhaps before then we will find a way to save them.


  Suddenly, as his eyes wandered over the report before him and he recalled the ingenious mechanism of the freeze, a chilling, unbidden thought came into his brain.


  And perhaps, he thought calmly, for he was a philosophical man, they will come out already equipped to rule the galaxy.


  THE LAST COMMAND


  Keith Laumer
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  I come to awareness, sensing a residual oscillation traversing me from an arbitrarily designated heading of 035. From the damping rate I compute that the shock was of intensity 8.7, emanating from a source within the limits 72 meters/46 meters. I activate my primary screens, trigger a return salvo. There is no response. I engage reserve energy cells, bring my secondary battery to bear—futilely. It is apparent that I have been ranged by the Enemy and severely damaged.


  My positional sensors indicate that I am resting at an angle of 13 degrees 14 seconds, deflected from a baseline at 21 points from median. I attempt to right myself, but encounter massive resistance. I activate my forward scanners, shunt power to my I-R microstrobes. Not a flicker illuminates my surroundings. I am encased in utter blackness.


  Now a secondary shock wave approaches, rocks me with an intensity of 8.2. It is apparent that I must withdraw from my position—but my drive trains remain inert under full thrust. I shift to base emergency power, try again. Pressure mounts; I sense my awareness fading under the intolerable strain; then, abruptly, resistance falls off and I am in motion.


  It is not the swift maneuvering of full drive, however; I inch forward, as if restrained by massive barriers. Again I attempt to penetrate the surrounding darkness and this time perceive great irregular outlines shot through with fracture planes. I probe cautiously, then more vigorously, encountering incredible densities.


  I channel all available power to a single ranging pulse, direct it upward. The indication is so at variance with all experience that I repeat the test at a new angle. Now I must accept the fact: I am buried under 207.6 meters of solid rock!


  I direct my attention to an effort to orient myself to my uniquely desperate situation. I run through an action-status checklist of thirty thousand items, feel dismay at the extent of power loss. My main cells are almost completely drained, my reserve units at no more than .4 charge. Thus my sluggishness is explained. I review the tactical situation, recall the triumphant announcement from my commander that the Enemy forces were annihilated, that all resistance had ceased. In memory, I review the formal procession; in company with my comrades of the Dinochrome Brigade, many of us deeply scarred by Enemy action, we parade before the Grand Commandant, then assemble on the depot ramp. At command, we bring our music storage cells into phase and display our Battle Anthem. The nearby star radiates over a full spectrum unfiltered by atmospheric haze. It is a moment of glorious triumph. Then the final command is given—


  The rest is darkness. But it is apparent that the victory celebration was premature. The Enemy has counterattacked with a force that has come near to immobilizing me. The realization is shocking, but the .1 second of leisurely introspection has clarified my position. At once, I broadcast a call on Brigade Action wave length:


  “Unit LNE to Command, requesting permission to file VSR.”


  I wait, sense no response, call again, using full power. I sweep the enclosing volume of rock with an emergency alert warning. I tune to the all-units band, await the replies of my comrades of the Brigade. None answer. Now I must face the reality: I alone have survived the assault.


  I channel my remaining power to my drive and detect a channel of reduced density. I press for it and the broken rock around me yields reluctantly. Slowly, I move forward and upward. My pain circuitry shocks my awareness center with emergency signals; I am doing irreparable damage to my overloaded neural systems, but my duty is clear: I must seek out and engage the Enemy.
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  Emerging from behind the blast barrier, Chief Engineer Pete Reynolds of the New Devonshire Port Authority pulled off his rock mask and spat grit from his mouth.


  “That’s the last one; we’ve bottomed out at just over two hundred yards. Must have hit a hard stratum down there.”


  “It’s almost sundown,” the paunchy man beside him said shortly. “You’re a day and a half behind schedule.”


  “We’ll start backfilling now, Mr. Mayor. I’ll have pilings poured by oh-nine hundred tomorrow, and with any luck the first section of pad will be in place in time for the rally.”


  “I’m—” The mayor broke off, looked startled. “I thought you told me that was the last charge to be fired . . .”


  Reynolds frowned. A small but distinct tremor had shaken the ground underfoot. A few feet away, a small pebble balanced atop another toppled and fell with a faint clatter.


  “Probably a big rock fragment falling,” he said. At that moment, a second vibration shook the earth, stronger this time. Reynolds heard a rumble and a distant impact as rock fell from the side of the newly blasted excavation. He whirled to the control shed as the door swung back and Second Engineer Mayfield appeared.


  “Take a look at this, Pete!”


  Reynolds went across to the hut, stepped inside. Mayfield was bending over the profiling table.


  “What do you make of it?” he pointed. Superimposed on the heavy red contour representing the detonation of the shaped charge that had completed the drilling of the final pile core were two other traces, weak but distinct.


  “About .1 intensity.” Mayfield looked puzzled. “What—”


  The tracking needle dipped suddenly, swept up the screen to peak at .21, dropped back. The hut trembled. A stylus fell from the edge of the table. The red face of Mayor Dougherty burst through the door.


  “Reynolds, have you lost your mind? What’s the idea of blasting while I’m standing out in the open? I might have been killed!”


  “I’m not blasting,” Reynolds snapped. “Jim, get Eaton on the line, see if they know anything.” He stepped to the door, shouted. A heavyset man in sweat-darkened coveralls swung down from the seat of a cable-lift rig.


  “Boss, what goes on?” he called as he came up. “Damn near shook me out of my seat!”


  “I don’t know. You haven’t set any trim charges?”


  “Jesus, no, boss. I wouldn’t set no charges without your say-so.”


  “Come on.” Reynolds started out across the rubble-littered stretch of barren ground selected by the Authority as the site of the new spaceport. Halfway to the open mouth of the newly-blasted pit, the ground under his feet rocked violently enough to make him stumble. A gout of dust rose from the excavation ahead. Loose rock danced on the ground. Beside him the drilling chief grabbed his arm.


  “Boss, we better get back!”


  Reynolds shook him off, kept going. The drill chief swore and followed. The shaking of the ground went on, a sharp series of thumps interrupting a steady trembling.


  “It’s a quake!” Reynolds yelled over the low rumbling sound.


  He and the chief were at the rim of the core now.


  “It can’t be a quake, boss,” the latter shouted. “Not in these formations!”


  “Tell it to the geologists—” The rock slab they were standing on rose a foot, dropped back. Both men fell. The slab bucked like a small boat in choppy water.


  “Let’s get out of here!” Reynolds was up and running. Ahead, a fissure opened, gaped a foot wide. He jumped it, caught a glimpse of black depths, a glint of wet clay twenty feet below—


  A hoarse scream stopped him in his tracks. He spun, saw the drill chief down, a heavy splinter of rock across his legs. He jumped to him, heaved at the rock. There was blood on the man’s shirt. The chief’s hands beat the dusty rock before him. Then other men were there, grunting, sweaty hands gripping beside Reynolds. The ground rocked. The roar from under the earth had risen to a deep, steady rumble. They lifted the rock aside, picked up the injured man, and stumbled with him to the aid shack.


  The mayor was there, white-faced.


  “What is it, Reynolds? By God, if you’re responsible—”


  “Shut up!” Reynolds brushed him aside, grabbed the phone, punched keys.


  “Eaton! What have you got on this temblor?”


  “Temblor, hell.” The small face on the four-inch screen looked like a ruffled hen. “What in the name of Order are you doing out there? I’m reading a whole series of displacements originating from that last core of yours! What did you do, leave a pile of trim charges lying around?”


  “It’s a quake. Trim charges, hell! This thing’s broken up two hundred yards of surface rock. It seems to be traveling north-northeast—”


  “I see that; a traveling earthquake!” Eaton flapped his arms, a tiny and ridiculous figure against a background of wall charts and framed diplomas. “Well—do something, Reynolds! Where’s Mayor Dougherty?”


  “Underfoot!” Reynolds snapped, and cut off.


  Outside, a layer of sunset-stained dust obscured the sweep of level plain. A rock-dozer rumbled up, ground to a halt by Reynolds. A man jumped down.


  “I got the boys moving equipment out,” he panted. “The thing’s cutting a trail straight as a rule for the highway!” He pointed to a raised roadbed a quarter mile away.


  “How fast is it moving?”


  “She’s done a hundred yards; it hasn’t been ten minutes yet!”


  “If it keeps up another twenty minutes, it’ll be into the Intermix!”


  “Scratch a few million cees and six months’ work then, Pete!”


  “And Southside Mall’s a couple miles farther.”


  “Hell, it’ll damp out before then!”


  “Maybe. Grab a field car, Dan.”


  “Pete!” Mayfield came up at a trot. “This thing’s building! The centroid’s moving on a heading of oh-two-two—”


  “How far subsurface?”


  “It’s rising; started at two-twenty yards, and it’s up to one-eighty!”


  “What the hell have we stirred up?” Reynolds stared at Mayfield as the field car skidded to a stop beside them.


  “Stay with it, Jim. Give me anything new. We’re taking a closer look.” He climbed into the rugged vehicle.


  “Take a blast truck—”


  “No time!” He waved and the car gunned away into the pall of dust.
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  The rock car pulled to a stop at the crest of the three-level Intermix on a lay-by designed to permit tourists to enjoy the view of the site of the proposed port, a hundred feet below. Reynolds studied the progress of the quake through field glasses. From this vantage point, the path of the phenomenon was a clearly defined trail of tilted and broken rock, some of the slabs twenty feet across. As he watched, the fissures lengthened.


  “It looks like a mole’s trail.” Reynolds handed the glasses to his companion, thumbed the send key on the car radio.


  “Jim, get Eaton and tell him to divert all traffic from the Circular south of Zone Nine. Cars are already clogging the right-of-way. The dust is visible from a mile away, and when the word gets out there’s something going on, we’ll be swamped.”


  “I’ll tell him, but he won’t like it!”


  “This isn’t politics! This thing will be into the outer pad area in another twenty minutes!”


  “It won’t last—”


  “How deep does it read now?”


  “One-five!” There was a moment’s silence. “Pete, if it stays on course, it’ll surface about where you’re parked!”


  “Uh-huh. It looks like you can scratch one Intermix. Better tell Eaton to get a story ready for the press.”


  “Pete, talking about news hounds—” Dan said beside him. Reynolds switched off, turned to see a man in a gay-colored driving outfit coming across from a battered Monojag sportster which had pulled up behind the rock car. A big camera case was slung across his shoulder.


  “Say, what’s going on down there?” he called.


  “Rock slide,” Reynolds said shortly. “I’ll have to ask you to drive on. The road’s closed to all traffic—”


  “Who’re you?” The man looked belligerent.


  “I’m the engineer in charge. Now pull out, brother.” He turned back to the radio. “Jim, get every piece of heavy equipment we own over here, on the double.” He paused, feeling a minute trembling in the car. “The Intermix is beginning to feel it,” he went on. “I’m afraid we’re in for it. Whatever that thing is, it acts like a solid body boring its way through the ground. Maybe we can barricade it.”


  “Barricade an earthquake?”


  “Yeah, I know how it sounds—but it’s the only idea I’ve got.”


  “Hey—what’s that about an earthquake?” The man in the colored suit was still there. “By gosh, I can feel it—the whole damned bridge is shaking!”


  “Off, mister—now!” Reynolds jerked a thumb at the traffic lanes where a steady stream of cars were hurtling past. “Dan, take us over to the main track. We’ll have to warn this traffic off—”


  “Hold on, fellow.” The man unlimbered his camera. “I represent the New Devon Scope. I have a few questions—”


  “I don’t have the answers.” Pete cut him off as the car pulled away.


  “Hah!” The man who had questioned Reynolds yelled after him. “Big shot! Think you can . . .” His voice was lost behind them.
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  In a modest retirees’ apartment block in the coast town of Idlebreeze, forty miles from the scene of the freak quake, an old man sat in a reclining chair, half dozing before a yammering Tri-D tank.


  “. . . Grandpa,” a sharp-voice young woman was saying. “It’s time for you to go in to bed.”


  “Bed? Why do I want to go to bed? Can’t sleep anyway . . .” He stirred, made a pretense of sitting up, showing an interest in the Tri-D. “I’m watching this show. Don’t bother me.”


  “It’s not a show, it’s the news,” a fattish boy said disgustedly. “Ma, can I switch channels—”


  “Leave it alone, Bennie,” the old man said. On the screen a panoramic scene spread out, a stretch of barren ground across which a furrow showed. As he watched, it lengthened.


  “. . . up here at the Intermix we have a fine view of the whole curious business, lazangemmun,” the announcer chattered. “And in our opinion it’s some sort of publicity stunt staged by the Port Authority to publicize their controversial port project—”


  “Ma, can I change channels?”


  “Go ahead, Bennie—”


  “Don’t touch it,” the old man said. The fattish boy reached for the control, but something in the old man’s eye stopped him . . .
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  “The traffic’s still piling in here,” Reynolds said into the phone. “Damn it, Jim, we’ll have a major jam on our hands—”


  “He won’t do it, Pete! You know the Circular was his baby—the super all-weather pike that nothing could shut down. He says you’ll have to handle this in the field—”


  “Handle, hell! I’m talking about preventing a major disaster! And in a matter of minutes, at that!”


  “I’ll try again—”


  “If he says no, divert a couple of the big ten-yard graders and block it off yourself. Set up field arcs, and keep any cars from getting in from either direction.”


  “Pete, that’s outside your authority!”


  “You heard me!”


  Ten minutes later, back at ground level, Reynolds watched the boom-mounted polyarcs swinging into position at the two roadblocks a quarter of a mile apart, cutting off the threatened section of the raised expressway. A hundred yards from where he stood on the rear cargo deck of a light grader rig, a section of rock fifty feet wide rose slowly, split, fell back with a ponderous impact. One corner of it struck the massive pier supporting the extended shelf of the lay-by above. A twenty-foot splinter fell away, exposing the reinforcing-rod core.


  “How deep, Jim?” Reynolds spoke over the roaring sound coming from the disturbed area.


  “Just subsurface now, Pete! It ought to break through—” His voice was drowned in a rumble as the damaged pier shivered, rose up, buckled at its midpoint, and collapsed, bringing down with it a large chunk of pavement and guard rail, and a single still-glowing light pole. A small car that had been parked on the doomed section was visible for an instant just before the immense slab struck. Reynolds saw it bounce aside, then disappear under an avalanche of broken concrete.


  “My God, Pete—” Dan started. “That damned fool news hound . . .!”


  “Look!” As the two men watched, a second pier swayed, fell backward into the shadow of the span above. The roadway sagged, and two more piers snapped. With a bellow like a burst dam, a hundred-foot stretch of the road fell into the roiling dust cloud.


  “Pete!” Mayfield’s voice burst from the car radio. “Get out of there! I threw a reader on that thing and it’s chattering off the scale . . .!”


  Among the piled fragments something stirred, heaved, rising up, lifting multi-ton pieces of the broken road, thrusting them aside like so many potato chips. A dull blue radiance broke through from the broached earth, threw an eerie light on the shattered structure above. A massive, ponderously irresistible shape thrust forward through the ruins. Reynolds saw a great blue-glowing profile emerge from the rubble like a surfacing submarine, shedding a burden of broken stone, saw immense treads ten feet wide claw for purchase, saw the mighty flank brush a still-standing pier, send it crashing aside.


  “Pete, what—what is it . . .?”


  “I don’t know.” Reynolds broke the paralysis that had gripped him. “Get us out of here, Dan, fast! Whatever it is, it’s headed straight for the city!”
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  I emerge at last from the trap into which I had fallen, and at once encounter defensive works of considerable strength. My scanners are dulled from lack of power, but I am able to perceive open ground beyond the barrier, and farther still, at a distance of 5.7 kilometers, massive walls. Once more I transmit the Brigade Rally signal; but as before, there is no reply. I am truly alone.


  I scan the surrounding area for the emanations of Enemy drive units, monitor the EM spectrum for their communications. I detect nothing; either my circuitry is badly damaged, or their shielding is superb.


  I must now make a decision as to possible courses of action. Since all my comrades of the Brigade have fallen, I compute that the fortress before me must be held by Enemy forces. I direct probing signals at them, discover them to be of unfamiliar construction, and less formidable than they appear. I am aware of the possibility that this may be a trick of the Enemy; but my course is clear.


  I reengage my driving engines and advance on the Enemy fortress.


  7


  “You’re out of your mind, father,” the stout man said. “At your age—”


  “At your age, I got my nose smashed in a brawl in a bar on Aldo,” the old man cut him off. “But I won the fight.”


  “James, you can’t go out at this time of night . . .” an elderly woman wailed.


  “Tell them to go home.” The old man walked painfully toward his bedroom door. “I’ve seen enough of them for today.” He passed out of sight.


  “Mother, you won’t let him do anything foolish?”


  “He’ll forget about it in a few minutes; but maybe you’d better go now and let him settle down.”


  “Mother—I really think a home is the best solution.”


  “Yes,” the young woman nodded agreement. “After all, he’s past ninety—and he has his veteran’s retirement . . .”


  Inside his room, the old man listened as they departed. He went to the closet, took out clothes, began dressing . . .


  8


  City Engineer Eaton’s face was chalk-white on the screen.


  “No one can blame me,” he said. “How could I have known—”


  “Your office ran the surveys and gave the PA the green light,” Mayor Dougherty yelled.


  “All the old survey charts showed was ‘Disposal Area,’ ” Eaton threw out his hands. “I assumed—”


  “As City Engineer, you’re not paid to make assumptions! Ten minutes’ research would have told you that was a ‘Y’ category area!”


  “What’s ‘Y’ category mean?” Mayfield asked Reynolds. They were standing by the field comm center, listening to the dispute. Nearby, boom-mounted Tri-D cameras hummed, recording the progress of the immense machine, its upper turret rearing forty-five feet into the air, as it ground slowly forward across smooth ground toward the city, dragging behind it a trailing festoon of twisted reinforcing iron crusted with broken concrete.


  “Half-life over one hundred years,” Reynolds answered shortly. “The last skirmish of the war was fought near here. Apparently this is where they buried the radioactive equipment left over from the battle.”


  “But what the hell, that was seventy years ago—”


  “There’s still enough residual radiation to contaminate anything inside a quarter-mile radius.”


  “They must have used some hellish stuff.” Mayfield stared at the dull shine half a mile distant.


  “Reynolds, how are you going to stop this thing?” The mayor had turned on the PA engineer.


  “Me stop it? You saw what it did to my heaviest rigs: flattened them like pancakes. You’ll have to call out the military on this one, Mr. Mayor.”


  “Call in Federation forces? Have them meddling in civic affairs?”


  “The station’s only sixty-five miles from here. I think you’d better call them fast. It’s only moving at about three miles per hour but it will reach the south edge of the Mall in another forty-five minutes.”


  “Can’t you mine it? Blast a trap in its path?”


  “You saw it claw its way up from six hundred feet down. I checked the specs; it followed the old excavation tunnel out. It was rubble-filled and capped with twenty-inch compressed concrete.”


  “It’s incredible,” Eaton said from the screen. “The entire machine was encased in a ten-foot shell of reinforced armocrete. It had to break out of that before it could move a foot!”


  “That was just a radiation shield; it wasn’t intended to restrain a Bolo Combat Unit.”


  “What was, may I inquire?” The mayor glared from one face to another.


  “The units were deactivated before being buried,” Eaton spoke up, as if he were eager to talk. “Their circuits were fused. It’s all in the report—”


  “The report you should have read somewhat sooner,” the mayor snapped.


  “What—what started it up?” Mayfield looked bewildered. “For seventy years it was down there, and nothing happened!”


  “Our blasting must have jarred something,” Reynolds said shortly. “Maybe closed a relay that started up the old battle reflex circuit.”


  “You know something about these machines?” The mayor beetled his brows at him.


  “I’ve read a little.”


  “Then speak up, man. I’ll call the station, if you feel I must. What measures should I request?”


  “I don’t know, Mr. Mayor. As far as I know, nothing on New Devon can stop that machine now.”


  The mayor’s mouth opened and closed. He whirled to the screen, blanked Eaton’s agonized face, punched in the code for the Federation station.


  “Colonel Blane!” he blurted as a stern face came onto the screen. “We have a major emergency on our hands! I’ll need everything you’ve got! This is the situation . . .”


  9


  I encounter no resistance other than the flimsy barrier, but my progress is slow. Grievous damage has been done to my main drive sector due to overload during my escape from the trap; and the failure of my sensing circuitry has deprived me of a major portion of my external receptivity. Now my pain circuits project a continuous signal to my awareness center, but it is my duty to my Commander and to my fallen comrades of the Brigade to press forward at my best speed; but my performance is a poor shadow of my former ability.


  And now at last the Enemy comes into action! I sense aerial units closing at supersonic velocities; I lock my lateral batteries to them and direct salvo fire, but I sense that the arming mechanisms clatter harmlessly. The craft sweep over me, and my impotent guns elevate, track them as they release detonants that spread out in an envelopmental pattern which I, with my reduced capabilities, am powerless to avoid. The missiles strike; I sense their detonations all about me; but I suffer only trivial damage. The Enemy has blundered if he thought to neutralize a Mark XXVIII Combat Unit with mere chemical explosives! But I weaken with each meter gained.


  Now there is no doubt as to my course. I must press the charge and carry the walls before my reserve cells are exhausted.
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  From a vantage point atop a bucket rig four hundred yards from the position the great fighting machine had now reached, Pete Reynolds studied it through night glasses. A battery of beamed polyarcs pinned the giant hulk, scarred and rust-scaled, in a pool of blue-white light. A mile and a half beyond it, the walls of the Mall rose sheer from the garden setting.


  “The bombers slowed it some,” he reported to Eaton via scope. “But it’s still making better than two miles per hour. I’d say another twenty-five minutes before it hits the main ringwall. How’s the evacuation going?”


  “Badly! I get no cooperation! You’ll be my witness, Reynolds, I did all I could—”


  “How about the mobile batteries; how long before they’ll be in position?” Reynolds cut him off.


  “I’ve heard nothing from Federation Central—typical militaristic arrogance, not keeping me informed—but I have them on my screens. They’re two miles out—say three minutes.”


  “I hope you made your point about N-heads.”


  “That’s outside my province!” Eaton said sharply. “It’s up to Brand to carry out this portion of the operation!”


  “The HE Missiles didn’t do much more than clear away the junk it was dragging.” Reynolds’ voice was sharp.


  “I wash my hands of responsibility for civilian lives,” Eaton was saying when Reynolds shut him off, changed channels.


  “Jim, I’m going to try to divert it,” he said crisply. “Eaton’s sitting on his political fence; the Feds are bringing artillery up, but I don’t expect much from it. Technically, Brand needs Sector okay to use nuclear stuff, and he’s not the boy to stick his neck out—”


  “Divert it how? Pete, don’t take any chances—”


  Reynolds laughed shortly. “I’m going to get around it and drop a shaped drilling charge in its path. Maybe I can knock a tread off. With luck, I might get its attention on me and draw it away from the Mall. There are still a few thousand people over there, glued to their Tri-D’s. They think it’s all a swell show.”


  “Pete, you can’t walk up on that thing! It’s hot—” He broke off. “Pete, there’s some kind of nut here—he claims he has to talk to you; says he knows something about that damned juggernaut. Shall I . . .?”


  Reynolds paused with his hand on the cut-off switch. “Put him on,” he snapped. Mayfield’s face moved aside and an ancient, bleary-eyed visage stared out at him. The tip of the old man’s tongue touched his dry lips.


  “Son, I tried to tell this boy here, but he wouldn’t listen—”


  “What have you got, old timer?” Pete cut in. “Make it fast.”


  “My name’s Sanders. James Sanders. I’m . . . I was with the Planetary Volunteer Scouts, back in ‘71—”


  “Sure, dad,” Pete said gently. “I’m sorry, I’ve got a little errand to run—”


  “Wait . . .” The old man’s face worked. “I’m old, son—too damned old. I know. But bear with me. I’ll try to say it straight. I was with Hayle’s squadron at Toledo. Then afterwards, they shipped us—but hell, you don’t care about that! I keep wandering, son; can’t help it. What I mean to say is—I was in on that last scrap, right here at New Devon—only we didn’t call it New Devon then. Called it Hellport. Nothing but bare rock and Enemy emplacement—”


  “You were talking about the battle, Mr. Sanders,” Pete said tensely. “Go on with that part.”


  “Lieutenant Sanders,” the oldster said. “Sure, I was Acting Brigade Commander. See, our major was hit at Toledo—and after Tommy Chee stopped a sidewinder at Belgrave—”


  “Stick to the point, Lieutenant!”


  “Yessir!” The old man pulled himself together with an obvious effort. “I took the Brigade in; put out flankers, and ran the Enemy into the ground. We mopped ‘em up in a thirty-three hour running fight that took us from over by Crater Bay all the way down here to Hellport. When it was over, I’d lost sixteen units, but the Enemy was done. They gave us Brigade Honors for that action. And then . . .”


  “Then what?”


  “Then the triple-dyed yellow-bottoms at Headquarters put out the order the Brigade was to be scrapped; said they were too hot to make decon practical. Cost too much, they said! So after the final review”—he gulped, blinked—“they planted ‘em deep, two hundred meters, and poured in special high-R concrete.”


  “And packed rubble in behind them,” Reynolds finished for him. “All right, Lieutenant, I believe you! Now for the big one: what started that machine on a rampage?”


  “Should have known they couldn’t hold down a Bolo Mark XXVIII!” The old man’s eyes lit up. “Take more than a few million tons of rock to stop Lenny when his battle board was lit!”


  “Lenny?”


  “That’s my old command unit out there, son. I saw the markings on the Tri-D. Unit LNE of the Dinochrome Brigade!”


  “Listen!” Reynolds snapped out. “Here’s what I intend to try . . .” He outlined his plan.


  “Ha!” Sanders snorted. “It’s a gutsy notion, mister, but Lenny won’t give it a sneeze.”


  “You didn’t come here to tell me we were licked,” Reynolds cut in. “How about Brand’s batteries?”


  “Hell, son, Lenny stood up to point-blank Hellbore fire on Toledo, and—”


  “Are you telling me there’s nothing we can do?”


  “What’s that? No, son, that’s not what I’m saying . . .”


  “Then what!”


  “Just tell these johnnies to get out of the way, mister. I think I can handle him.”
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  At the field comm hut, Pete Reynolds watched as the man who had been Lieutenant Sanders of the Volunteer Scouts pulled shiny black boots over his thin ankles and stood. The blouse and trousers of royal blue polyon hung on his spare frame like wash on a line. He grinned, a skull’s grin.


  “It doesn’t fit like it used to; but Lenny will recognize it. It’ll help. Now, if you’ve got that power pack ready . . .”


  Mayfield handed over the old-fashioned field instrument Sanders had brought in with him.


  “It’s operating, sir—but I’ve already tried everything I’ve got on that infernal machine; I didn’t get a peep out of it.”


  Sanders winked at him. “Maybe I know a couple of tricks you boys haven’t heard about.” He slung the strap over his bony shoulder and turned to Reynolds.


  “Guess we better get going, mister. He’s getting close.”


  In the rock car, Sanders leaned close to Reynolds’ ear. “Told you those Federal guns wouldn’t scratch Lenny. They’re wasting their time.”


  Reynolds pulled the car to a stop at the crest of the road, from which point he had a view of the sweep of ground leading across to the city’s edge. Lights sparkled all across the towers of New Devon. Close to the walls, the converging fire of the ranked batteries of infinite repeaters drove into the glowing bulk of the machine, which plowed on, undeterred. As he watched, the firing ceased.


  “Now, let’s get in there, before they get some other damn-fool scheme going,” Sanders said.


  The rock car crossed the rough ground, swung wide to come up on the Bolo from the left side. Behind the hastily rigged radiation cover, Reynolds watched the immense silhouette grow before him.


  “I knew they were big,” he said. “But to see one up close like this—” He pulled to a stop a hundred feet from the Bolo.


  “Look at the side ports,” Sanders said, his voice crisper now. “He’s firing antipersonnel charges—only his plates are flat. If they weren’t, we wouldn’t have gotten within half a mile.” He unclipped the microphone and spoke into it:


  “Unit LNE, break off action and retire to ten-mile line!”


  Reynolds’ head jerked around to stare at the old man. His voice had rung with vigor and authority as he spoke the command.


  The Bolo ground slowly ahead. Sanders shook his head, tried again.


  “No answer, like that fella said. He must be running on nothing but memories now . . .” He reattached the microphone, and before Reynolds could put out a hand, had lifted the anti-R cover and stepped off on the ground.


  “Sanders—get back in here!” Reynolds yelled.


  “Never mind, son. I’ve got to get in close. Contact induction.” He started toward the giant machine. Frantically, Reynolds started the car, slammed it into gear, pulled forward.


  “Better stay back.” Sanders’ voice came from his field radio. “This close, that screening won’t do you much good.”


  “Get in the car!” Reynolds roared. “That’s hard radiation!”


  “Sure; feels funny, like a sunburn, about an hour after you come in from the beach and start to think maybe you got a little too much.” He laughed. “But I’ll get to him . . .”


  Reynolds braked to a stop, watched the shrunken figure in the baggy uniform as it slogged forward, leaning as against a sleet storm.
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  “I’m up beside him.” Sander’s voice came through faintly on the field radio. “I’m going to try to swing up on his side. Don’t feel like trying to chase him any farther.”


  Through the glasses, Reynolds watched the small figure, dwarfed by the immense bulk of the fighting machine, as he tried, stumbled, tried again, swung up on the flange running across the rear quarter inside the churning bogie wheel.


  “He’s up,” he reported. “Damned wonder the track didn’t get him . . .”


  Clinging to the side of the machine, Sanders lay for a moment, bent forward across the flange. Then he pulled himself up, wormed his way forward to the base of the rear quarter turret, wedged himself against it. He unslung the communicator, removed a small black unit, clipped it to the armor; it clung, held by a magnet. He brought the microphone up to his face.


  In the comm shack, Mayfield leaned toward the screen, his eyes squinted in tension. Across the field, Reynolds held the glasses fixed on the man lying across the flank of the Bolo. They waited . . .
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  The walls are before me, and I ready myself for a final effort, but suddenly I am aware of trickle currents flowing over my outer surface. Is this some new trick of the Enemy? I tune to the wave energies, trace the source. They originate at a point in contact with my aft port armor. I sense modulation, match receptivity to a computed pattern. And I hear a voice:


  “Unit LNE, break it off, Lenny. We’re pulling back now, boy. This is Command to LNE; pull back to ten miles. If you read me, Lenny, swing to port and halt.”


  I am not fooled by the deception. The order appears correct, but the voice is not that of my Commander. Briefly I regret that I cannot spare energy to direct a neutralizing power flow at the device the Enemy has attached to me. I continue my charge.


  “Unit LNE! Listen to me, boy; maybe you don’t recognize my voice, but it’s me. You see, boy—some time has passed. I’ve gotten old. My voice has changed some, maybe. But it’s me! Make a port turn, Lenny. Make it now!”


  I am tempted to respond to the trick, for something in the false command seems to awaken secondary circuits which I sense have been long stilled. But I must not be swayed by the cleverness of the Enemy. My sensing circuitry has faded further as my energy cells drain; but I know where the Enemy lies. I move forward, but I am filled with agony, and only the memory of my comrades drives me on.


  “Lenny, answer me. Transmit on the old private band—the one we agreed on. Nobody but me knows it, remember?


  Thus the Enemy seeks to beguile me into diverting precious power. But I will not listen.


  “Lenny—not much time left. Another minute and you’ll be into the walls. People are going to die. Got to stop you, Lenny. Hot here. My God, I’m hot. Not breathing too well, now. I can feel it; cutting through me like knives. You took a load of Enemy power, Lenny; and now I’m getting my share. Answer me, Lenny. Over to you . . .”


  It will require only a tiny allocation of power to activate a communication circuit. I realize that it is only an Enemy trick, but I compute that by pretending to be deceived, I may achieve some trivial advantage. I adjust circuitry accordingly and transmit:


  “Unit LNE to Command. Contact with Enemy defensive line imminent. Request support fire!”


  “Lenny . . . you can hear me! Good boy, Lenny! Now make a turn, to port. Walls . . . close . . .”


  “Unit LNE to Command. Request positive identification; transmit code 685749.”


  “Lenny—I can’t . . . don’t have code blanks. But it’s me . . .”


  “In absence of recognition code, your transmission disregarded,” I send. And now the walls loom high above me. There are many lights, but I see them only vaguely. I am nearly blind now.


  “Lenny—less’n two hundred feet to go. Listen, Lenny. I’m climbing down. I’m going to jump down, Lenny, and get around under your fore scanner pickup. You’ll see me, Lenny. You’ll know me then.”


  The false transmission ceases. I sense a body moving across my side. The gap closes. I detect movement before me, and in automatic reflex fire anti-P charges before I recall that I am unarmed.


  A small object has moved out before me, and taken up a position between me and the wall behind which the Enemy conceal themselves. It is dim, but appears to have the shape of a man . . .


  I am uncertain. My alert center attempts to engage inhibitory circuitry which will force me to halt, but it lacks power. I can override it. But still I am unsure. Now I must take a last risk; I must shunt power to my forward scanner to examine this obstacle more closely. I do so, and it leaps into greater clarity. It is indeed a man—and it is enclothed in regulation blues of the Volunteers. Now, closer, I see the face and through the pain of my great effort, I study it . . .
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  “He’s backed against the wall,” Reynolds said hoarsely. “It’s still coming. A hundred feet to go—”


  “You were a fool, Reynolds!” the mayor barked. “A fool to stake everything on that old dotard’s crazy ideas!”


  “Hold it!” As Reynolds watched, the mighty machine slowed, halted, ten feet from the sheer wall before it. For a moment, it sat, as though puzzled. Then it backed, halted again, pivoted ponderously to the left, and came about.


  On its side, a small figure crept up, fell across the lower gun deck. The Bolo surged into motion, retracing its route across the artillery-scarred gardens.


  “He’s turned it.” Reynolds let his breath out with a shuddering sigh. “It’s headed out for open desert. It might get twenty miles before it finally runs out of steam.”


  The strange voice that was the Bolo’s came from the big panel before Mayfield:


  “Command . . . Unit LNE reports main power cells drained, secondary cells drained; now operating at .037 per cent efficiency, using Final Emergency Power. Request advice as to range to be covered before relief maintenance available.”


  “It’s a long way, Lenny . . .” Sanders’ voice was a bare whisper. “But I’m coming with you . . .”


  Then there was only the crackle of static. Ponderously, like a great mortally stricken animal, the Bolo moved through the ruins of the fallen roadway, heading for the open desert.


  “That damned machine,” the mayor said in a hoarse voice. “You’d almost think it was alive.”


  “You would at that,” Pete Reynolds said.


  QUIETUS


  Ross Rocklynne


  The creatures from Alcon saw from the first that Earth, as a planet, was practically dead; dead in the sense that it had given birth to life, and was responsible, indirectly, for its almost complete extinction.


  “This type of planet is the most distressing,” said Tark, absently smoothing down the brilliantly colored feathers of his left wing. “I can stand the dark, barren worlds which never have, and probably never will, hold life. But these that have been killed by some celestial catastrophe! Think of what great things might have come from their inhabitants.”


  As he spoke thus to his mate, Vascar, he was marking down in a book the position of this planet, its general appearance from space, and the number and kind of satellites it supported.


  Vascar, sitting at the controls, both her claws and her vestigial hands at work, guided the spherical ship at slowly decreasing speed toward the planet Earth. A thousand miles above it, she set the craft into an orbital motion, and then proceeded to study the planet, Tark setting the account into his book, for later insertion into the Astronomical Archives of Alcon.


  “Evidently,” mused Vascar, her brilliant, unblinking eyes looking at the planet through a transparent section above the control board, “some large meteor, or an errant asteroid—that seems most likely—must have struck this specimen a terrible blow. Look at those great, gaping cracks that run from pole to pole, Tark. It looks as if volcanic eruptions are still taking place, too. At any rate, the whole planet seems entirely denuded—except for that single, short strip of green we saw as we came in.”


  Tark nodded. He was truly a bird, for in the evolutionary race on his planet, distant uncounted light-years away, his stock had won out over the others. His wings were short, true, and in another thousand years would be too short for flight, save in a dense atmosphere; but his head was large, and his eyes, red, small, set close together, showed intelligence and a kind benevolence. He and Vascar had left Alcon, their planet, a good many years ago; but they were on their way back now. Their outward-bound trip had taken them many light-years north of the Solar System; but on the way back, they had decided to make it one of the stop-off points in their zigzag course. Probably their greatest interest in all this long cruise was in the discovery of planets—they were indeed few. And that pleasure might even be secondary to the discovery of life. To find a planet that had almost entirely died was, conversely, distressing. Their interest in the planet Earth was, because of this, a wistful one.


  The ship made the slow circuit of Earth—the planet was a hodge-podge of tumbled, churned mountains; of abysmal, frightfully long cracks exuding unholy vapors; of volcanoes that threw their fires and hot liquid rocks far into the sky; of vast oceans disturbed from the ocean bed by cataclysmic eruptions. And of life they saw nothing save a single strip of green perhaps a thousand miles long, a hundred wide, in the Western Hemisphere.


  “I don’t think we’ll find intelligent life,” Tark said pessimistically. “This planet was given a terrific blow—I wouldn’t be surprised if her rotation period was cut down considerably in a single instant. Such a charge would be unsupportable. Whole cities would literally be snapped away from their foundations—churned, ground to dust. The intelligent creatures who built them would die by the millions—the billions—in that holocaust; and whatever destruction was left incomplete would be finished up by the appearance of volcanoes and faults in the crust of the planet.”


  Vascar reminded him, “Remember, where there’s vegetation, even as little as evidenced by that single strip down there, there must be some kind of animal life.”


  Tark ruffled his wings in a shrug. “I doubt it. The plants would get all the carbon dioxide they needed from volcanoes—animal life wouldn’t have to exist. Still, let’s take a look. Don’t worry, I’m hoping there’s intelligent life, too. If there is, it will doubtless need some help if it is to survive. Which ties in with our aims, for that is our principal purpose on this expedition—to discover intelligent life, and, wherever possible, to give it what help we can, if it needs help.”


  Vascar’s vestigial hands worked the controls, and the ship dropped leisurely downward toward the green strip.


  A rabbit darted out of the underbrush—Tommy leaped at it with the speed and dexterity of a thoroughly wild animal. His powerful hands wrapped around the creature—its struggles ceased as its vertebra was snapped. Tommy squatted, tore the skin off the creature, and proceeded to eat great mouthfuls of the still warm flesh.


  Blacky cawed harshly, squawked, and his untidy form came flashing down through the air to land precariously on Tommy’s shoulder. Tommy went on eating, while the crow fluttered its wings, smoothed them out, and settled down to a restless somnolence. The quiet of the scrub forest, save for the cries and sounds of movement of birds and small animals moving through the forest, settled down about Tommy as he ate. “Tommy” was what he called himself. A long time ago, he remembered, there used to be a great many people in the world—perhaps a hundred—many of whom, and particularly two people whom he had called Mom and Pop, had called him by that name. They were gone now, and the others with them. Exactly where they went, Tommy did not know. But the world had rocked one night—it was the night Tommy ran away from home, with Blacky riding on his shoulder—and when Tommy came out of the cave where he had been sleeping, all was in flames, and the city on the horizon had fallen so that it was nothing but a huge pile of dust—but in the end it had not mattered to Tommy. Of course, he was lonesome, terrified, at first, but he got over that. He continued to live, eating, drinking, sleeping, walking endlessly; and Blacky, his talking crow, was good company. Blacky was smart. He could speak every word that Tommy knew, and a good many others that he didn’t. Tommy was not Blacky’s first owner.


  But though he had been happy, the last year had brought the recurrence of a strange feeling that had plagued him off and on, but never so strongly as now. A strange, terrible hunger was settling on him. Hunger? He knew this sensation. He had forthwith slain a wild dog, and eaten of the meat. He saw then that it was not a hunger of the belly. It was a hunger of the mind, and it was all the worse because he could not know what it was. He had come to his feet, restless, looking into the tangled depths of the second growth forest.


  “Hungry,” he had said, and his shoulders shook and tears coursed out of his eyes, and he sat down on the ground and sobbed without trying to stop himself, for he had never been told that to weep was unmanly. What was it he wanted?


  He had everything there was all to himself. Southward in winter, northward in summer, eating of berries and small animals as he went, and Blacky to talk to and Blacky to talk the same words back at him. This was the natural life—he had lived it ever since the world went bang. But still he cried, and felt a panic growing in his stomach, and he didn’t know what it was he was afraid of, or longed for, whichever it was. He was twenty-one years old. Tears were natural to him, to be indulged in whenever he felt like it. Before the world went bang—there were some things he remembered—the creature whom he called Mom generally put her arms around him and merely said, “It’s all right, Tommy, it’s all right.”


  So on that occasion, he arose from the ground and said, “It’s all right, Tommy, it’s all right.”


  Blacky, he with the split tongue, said harshly, as was his wont, “It’s all right, Tommy, it’s all right! I tell you, the price of wheat is going down!”


  Blacky, the smartest crow anybody had—why did he say that? There wasn’t anybody else, and there weren’t any more crows—helped a lot. He not only knew all the words and sentences that Tommy knew, but he knew others that Tommy could never understand because he didn’t know where they came from, or what they referred to. And in addition to all that, Blacky had the ability to anticipate what Tommy said, and frequently took whole words and sentences right out of Tommy’s mouth.


  Tommy finished eating the rabbit, and threw the skin aside, and sat quite still, a peculiarly blank look in his eyes. The strange hunger was on him again. He looked off across the lush plain of grasses that stretched away, searching into the distance, toward where the Sun was setting. He looked to left and right. He drew himself softly to his feet, and peered into the shadows of the forest behind him. His heavily bearded lips began to tremble, and the tears started from his eyes again. He turned and stumbled from the forest, blinded.


  Blacky clutched at Tommy’s broad shoulder, and rode him, and a split second before Tommy said, “It’s all right, Tommy, it’s all right.”


  Tommy said the words angrily to himself, and blinked the tears away.


  He was a little bit tired. The Sun was setting, and night would soon come. But it wasn’t that that made him tired. It was a weariness of the mind, a feeling of futility, for, whatever it was he wanted, he could never, never find it, because he would not know where he should look for it.


  His bare foot trampled on something wet—he stopped and looked at the ground. He stooped and picked up the skin of a recently killed rabbit. He turned it over and over in his hands, frowning. This was not an animal he had killed, certainly—the skin had been taken off in a different way. Someone else—no! But his shoulders began to shake with a wild excitement. Someone else? No, it couldn’t be! There was no one—there could be no one—could there? The skin dropped from his nerveless fingers as he saw a single footprint not far ahead of him. He stooped over it, examining, and knew again that he had not done this, either. And certainly it could be no other animal than a man!


  It was a small footprint at which he stared, as if a child, or an under-sized man, might have stepped in the soft humus. Suddenly he raised his head. He had definitely heard the crackling of a twig, not more than forty feet away, certainly. His eyes stared ahead through the gathering dusk. Something looking back at him? Yes! Something there in the bushes that was not an animal!


  “No noise, Blacky,” he whispered, and forgot Blacky’s general response to that command.


  “No noise, Blacky!” the big, ugly bird blasted out. “No noise, Blacky! Well, fer cryin’ out loud!”


  Blacky uttered a scared squawk as Tommy leaped ahead, a snarl contorting his features, and flapping from his master’s shoulder. For several minutes Tommy ran after the vanishing figure, with all the strength and agility of his singularly powerful legs. But whoever—or whatever—it was that fled him, outdistanced him easily, and Tommy had to stop at last, panting. Then he stooped, and picked up a handful of pebbles and hurled them at the squawking bird. A single tail feather fell to earth as Blacky swooped away.


  “Told you not to make noise,” Tommy snarled, and the tears started to run again. The hunger was starting up in his mind again, too! He sat down on a log, and put his chin in his palms, while his tears flowed. Blacky came flapping through the air, almost like a shadow—it was getting dark. The bird tentatively settled on his shoulder, cautiously flapped away again and then came back.


  Tommy turned his head and looked at it bitterly, and then turned away, and groaned.


  “It’s all your fault, Blacky!”


  “It’s all your fault,” the bird said. “Oh, Tommy, I could spank you! I get so exasperated!”


  Sitting there, Tommy tried to learn exactly what he had seen. He had been sure it was a human figure, just like himself, only different. Different! It had been smaller, had seemed to possess a slender grace—it was impossible! Every time he thought of it, the hunger in his mind raged!


  He jumped to his feet, his fists clenched. This hunger had been in him too long! He must find out what caused it—he must find her—why did the word her come to his mind? Suddenly, he was flooded with a host of childhood remembrances.


  “It was a girl!” he gasped. “Oh, Tommy must want a girl!”


  The thought was so utterly new that it left him stunned; but the thought grew. He must find her, if it took him all the rest of his life! His chest deepened, his muscles swelled, and a new light came into his blue eyes. Southward in winter, northward in summer—eating—sleeping—truly, there was nothing in such a life. Now he felt the strength of a purpose swelling up in him. He threw himself to the ground and slept; and Blacky flapped to the limb of a tree, inserted his head beneath a wing, and slept also. Perhaps, in the last ten or fifteen years, he also had wanted a mate, but probably he had long ago given up hope—for, it seemed, there were no more crows left in the world. Anyway, Blacky was very old, perhaps twice as old as Tommy; he was merely content to live.


  Tark and Vascar sent their spherical ship lightly plummeting above the green strip—it proved to be vegetation, just as they had supposed. Either one or the other kept constant watch of the ground below—they discovered nothing that might conceivably be classed as intelligent life. Insects they found, and decided that they worked entirely by instinct; small animals, rabbits, squirrels, rats, raccoons, otters, opossums, and large animals, deer, horses, sheep, cattle, pigs, dogs, they found to be just that—animals, and nothing more.


  “Looks as if it was all killed off, Vascar,” said Tark, “and not so long ago at that, judging by the fact that this forest must have grown entirely in the last few years.”


  Vascar agreed; she suggested they put the ship down for a few days and rest.


  “It would be wonderful if we could find intelligent life after all,” she said wistfully. “Think what a great triumph it would be if we were the ones to start the last members of that race on the upward trail again. Anyway,” she added, “I think this atmosphere is dense enough for us to fly in.”


  He laughed—a trilling sound. “You’ve been looking for such an atmosphere for years. But I think you’re right about this one. Put the ship down there, Vascar—looks like a good spot.”


  For five days Tommy followed the trail of the girl with a grim determination. He knew now that it was a woman; perhaps—indeed, very probably—the only one left alive. He had only the vaguest of ideas of why he wanted her—he thought it was for human companionship, that alone. At any rate, he felt that this terrible hunger in him—he could give it no other word—would be allayed when he caught up with her.


  She was fleeing him, and staying just near enough to him to make him continue the chase, and he knew that with a fierce exultation. And somehow her actions seemed right and proper. Twice he had seen her, once on the crest of a ridge, once as she swam a river. Both times she had easily outdistanced him. But by cross-hatching, he picked up her trail again—a bent twig or weed, a footprint, the skin of a dead rabbit.


  Once, at night, he had the impression that she crept up close, and looked at him curiously, perhaps with the same great longing that he felt. He could not be sure. But he knew that very soon now she would be his—and perhaps she would be glad of it.


  Once he heard a terrible moaning, high up in the air. He looked upward. Blacky uttered a surprised squawk. A large, spherical thing was darting overhead.


  “I wonder what that is,” Blacky squawked.


  “I wonder what that is,” said Tommy, feeling a faint fear. “There ain’t nothin’ like that in the yard.”


  He watched as the spaceship disappeared from sight. Then, with the unquestioning attitude of the savage, he dismissed the matter from his mind, and took up his tantalizing trail again.


  “Better watch out, Tommy,” the bird cawed.


  “Better watch out, Tommy,” Tommy muttered to himself. He only vaguely heard Blacky—Blacky always anticipated what Tommy was going to say, because he had known Tommy so long.


  The river was wide, swirling, muddy, primeval in its surge of resistless strength. Tommy stood on the bank, and looked out over the waters—suddenly his breath soughed from his lungs.


  “It’s her!” he gasped. “It’s her, Blacky! She’s drownin’!”


  No time to waste in thought—a figure truly struggled against the push of the treacherous waters, seemingly went under. Tommy dived cleanly, and Blacky spread his wings at the last instant and escaped a bath. He saw his master disappear beneath the swirling waters, saw him emerge, strike out with singularly powerful arms, slightly upstream, fighting every inch of the way. Blacky hovered over the waters, cawing frantically, and screaming.


  “Tommy, I could spank you! I could spank you! I get so exasperated! You wait till your father comes home!”


  A log was coming downstream. Tommy saw it coming, but knew he’d escape it. He struck out, paid no more attention to it. The log came down with a rush, and would have missed him had it not suddenly swung broadside on. It clipped the swimming man on the side of the head. Tommy went under, threshing feebly, barely conscious, his limbs like leaden bars. That seemed to go on for a very long time. He seemed to be breathing water. Then something grabbed hold of his long black hair—


  When he awoke, he was lying on his back, and he was staring into her eyes. Something in Tommy’s stomach fell out—perhaps the hunger was going. He came to his feet, staring at her, his eyes blazing. She stood only about twenty feet away from him. There was something pleasing about her, the slimness of her arms, the roundness of her hips, the strangeness of her body, her large, startled, timid eyes, the mass of ebon hair that fell below her hips. He started toward her. She gazed at him as if in a trance.


  Blacky came flapping mournfully across the river. He was making no sound, but the girl must have been frightened as he landed on Tommy’s shoulder. She tensed, and was away like a rabbit. Tommy went after her in long, loping bounds, but his foot caught in a tangle of dead grass, and he plummeted head foremost to the ground.


  The other vanished over a rise of ground.


  He arose again, and knew no disappointment that he had again lost her. He knew now that it was only her timidity, the timidity of a wild creature, that made her flee him. He started off again, for now that he knew what the hunger was, it seemed worse than ever.


  The air of this planet was deliciously breathable, and was the nearest thing to their own atmosphere that Tark and Vascar had encountered.


  Vascar ruffled her brilliant plumage, and spread her wings, flapping them. Tark watched her, as she laughed at him in her own way, and then made a few short, running jumps and took off. She spiraled, called down to him.


  “Come on up. The air’s fine, Tark.”


  Tark considered. “All right,” he conceded, “but wait until I get a couple of guns.”


  “I can’t imagine why,” Vascar called down; but nevertheless, as they rose higher and higher above the second growth forest, each had a belt strapped loosely around the neck, carrying a weapon similar to a pistol.


  “I can’t help but hope we run into some kind of intelligent life,” said Vascar. “This is really a lovely planet. In time the volcanoes will die down, and vegetation will spread all over. It’s a shame that the planet has to go to waste.”


  “We could stay and colonize it,” Tark suggested rakishly.


  “Oh, not I. I like Alcon too well for that, and the sooner we get back there, the better—Look! Tark! Down there!”


  Tark looked, caught sight of a medium large animal moving through the underbrush. He dropped a little lower. And then rose again.


  “It’s nothing,” he said. “An animal, somewhat larger than the majority we’ve seen, probably the last of its kind. From the looks of it, I’d say it wasn’t particularly pleasant on the eyes. Its skin shows—Oh, now I see what you mean, Vascar!”


  This time he was really interested as he dropped lower, and a strange excitement throbbed through his veins. Could it be that they were going to discover intelligent life after all—perhaps the last of its kind?


  It was indeed an exciting sight the two bird-creatures from another planet saw. They flapped slowly above and a number of yards behind the unsuspecting upright beast, that moved swiftly through the forest, a black creature not unlike themselves in general structure riding its shoulder.


  “It must mean intelligence!” Vascar whispered excitedly, her brilliant red eyes glowing with interest. “One of the first requisites of intelligent creatures it to put animals lower in the scale of evolution to work as beasts of burden and transportation.”


  “Wait awhile,” cautioned Tark, “before you make any irrational conclusions. After all, there are creatures of different species which live together in friendship. Perhaps the creature which looks so much like us keeps the other’s skin and hair free of vermin. And perhaps the other way around, too.”


  “I don’t think so,” insisted his mate. “Tark, the bird-creature is riding the shoulder of the beast. Perhaps that means its race is so old, and has used this means of transportation so long, that its wings have atrophied. That would almost certainly mean intelligence. It’s talking now—you can hear it. It’s probably telling its beast to stop—there, it has stopped!”


  “Its voice is not so melodious,” said Tark dryly.


  She looked at him reprovingly; the tips of their flapping wings were almost touching.


  “That isn’t like you, Tark. You know very well that one of our rules is not to place intelligence on creatures who seem like ourselves, and neglect others while we do so. Its harsh voice proves nothing—to one of its race, if there are any left, its voice may be pleasing in the extreme. At any rate, it ordered the large beast of burden to stop—you saw that.”


  “Well, perhaps,” conceded Tark.


  They continued to wing their slow way after the perplexing duo, following slightly behind, skimming the tops of trees. They saw the white beast stop, and place its paws on its hips. Vascar, listening very closely, because she was anxious to gain proof of her contention, heard the bird-creature say,


  “Now what, Blacky?” and also the featherless beast repeat the same words: “Now what, Blacky?”


  “There’s your proof,” said Vascar excitedly. “Evidently the white beast is highly imitative. Did you hear it repeat what its master said?”


  Tark said uneasily, “I wouldn’t jump to conclusions, just from a hasty survey like this. I admit that, so far, all the proof points to the bird. It seems truly intelligent; or at least more intelligent than the other. But you must bear in mind that we are naturally prejudiced in favor of the bird—it may not be intelligent at all. As I said, they may merely be friends in the sense that animals of different species are friends.”


  Vascar made a scornful sound.


  “Well, let’s get goin’, Blacky,” she heard the bird say; and heard the white, upright beast repeat the strange, alien words. The white beast started off again, traveling very stealthily, making not the least amount of noise. Again Vascar called this quality to the attention of her skeptical mate—such stealth was the mark of the animal, certainly not of the intelligent creature.


  “We should be certain of it now,” she insisted. “I think we ought to get in touch with the bird. Remember, Tark, that our primary purpose on this expedition is to give what help we can to the intelligent races of the planets we visit. What creature could be more in need of help than the bird-creature down there? It is evidently the last of its kind. At least, we could make the effort of saving it from a life of sheer boredom; it would probably leap at the chance to hold converse with intelligent creatures. Certainly it gets no pleasure from the company of dumb beasts.”


  But Tark shook his handsome, red-plumed head worriedly.


  “I would prefer,” he said uneasily, “first to investigate the creature you are so sure is a beast of burden. There is a chance—though, I admit, a farfetched one—that it is the intelligent creature, and not the other.”


  But Vascar did not hear him. All her feminine instincts had gone out in pity to the seemingly intelligent bird that rode Tommy’s broad shoulder. And so intent were she and Tark on the duo, that they did not see, less than a hundred yards ahead, that another creature, smaller in form, more graceful, but indubitably the same species as the white-skinner, unfeathered beast, was slinking softly through the underbrush, now and anon casting indecisive glances behind her toward him who pursued her. He was out of sight, but she could hear—


  Tommy slunk ahead, his breath coming fast; for the trail was very strong, and his keen ears picked up the sounds of footsteps ahead. The chase was surely over—his terrible hunger about to end! He felt wildly exhilarated. Instincts were telling him much that his experience could not. He and this girl were the last of mankind. Something told him that now mankind could rise again—yet he did not know why. He slunk ahead, Blacky on his shoulder, all unaware of the two brilliantly colored denizens of another planet who followed above and behind him. But Blacky was not so easy of mind. His neck feathers were standing erect. Nervousness made him raise his wings up from his body—perhaps he heard the soft swish of large-winged creatures, beating the air behind, and though all birds of prey had been dead these last fifteen years, the old fear rose up.


  Tommy glued himself to a tree, on the edge of a clearing. His breath escaped from his lungs as he caught a glimpse of a white, unclothed figure. It was she! She was looking back at him. She was tired of running. She was ready, glad to give up. Tommy experienced a dizzy elation. He stepped forth into the clearing, and slowly, very slowly, holding her large, dark eyes with his, started toward her. The slightest swift motion, the slightest untoward sound, and she would be gone. Her whole body was poised on the balls of her feet. She was not at all sure whether she should be afraid of him or not.


  Behind him, the two feathered creatures from another planet settled slowly into a tree, and watched. Blacky certainly did not hear them come to rest—what he must have noticed was that the beat of wings, nagging at the back of his mind, had disappeared. It was enough.


  “No noise, Blacky!” the bird screamed affrightedly, and flung himself into the air and forward, a bundle of ebon feathers with tattered wings outspread, as it darted across the clearing. For the third time, it was Blacky who scared her, for again she was gone, and had lost herself to sight even before Tommy could move.


  “Come back!” Tommy shouted ragingly. “I ain’t gonna hurt you!” He ran after her full speed, tears streaming down his face, tears of rage and heartbreak at the same time. But already he knew it was useless! He stopped suddenly, on the edge of the clearing, and sobbing to himself, caught sight of Blacky, high above the ground, cawing piercingly, warningly. Tommy stooped and picked up a handful of pebbles. With deadly, murderous intent he threw them at the bird. It soared and swooped in the air—twice it was hit glancingly.


  “It’s all your fault, Blacky!” Tommy raged. He picked up a rock the size of his fist. He started to throw it, but did not. A tiny, sharp sound bit through the air. Tommy pitched forward. He did not make the slightest twitching motion to show that he had bridged the gap between life and death. He did not know that Blacky swooped down and landed on his chest; and then flung himself upward, crying, “Oh, Tommy, I could spank you!” He did not see the girl come into the clearing and stoop over him; and did not see the tears that began to gush from her eyes, or hear the sobs that racked her body. But Tark saw.


  Tark wrested the weapon from Vascar with a trill of rage.


  “Why did you do that?” he cried. He threw the weapon from him as far as it would go. “You’ve done a terrible thing, Vascar!”


  Vascar looked at him in amazement. “It was only a beast, Tark,” she protested. “It was trying to kill its master! Surely, you saw it. It was trying to kill the intelligent bird-creature, the last of its kind on the planet.”


  But Tark pointed with horror at the two unfeathered beasts, one bent over the body of the other. “But they were mates! You have killed their species! The female is grieving for its mate, Vascar. You have done a terrible thing!”


  But Vascar shook her head crossly. “I’m sorry I did it then,” she said acidly. “I suppose it was perfectly in keeping with our aim on this expedition to let the dumb beast kill its master! That isn’t like you at all, Tark! Come, let us see if the intelligent creature will not make friends with us.”


  And she flapped away toward the cawing crow. When Blacky saw Vascar coming toward him, he wheeled and darted away.


  Tark took one last look at the female bending over the male. He saw her raise her head, and saw the tears in her eyes, and heard the sobs that shook her. Then, in a rising, inchoate series of bewildering emotions, he turned his eyes away, and hurriedly flapped after Vascar. And all that day they pursued Blacky. They circled him, they cornered him; and Vascar tried to speak to him in friendly tones, all to no avail. It only cawed, and darted away, and spoke volumes of disappointingly incomprehensible words.


  When dark came, Vascar alighted in a tree beside the strangely quiet Tark.


  “I suppose it’s no use,” she said sadly. “Either it is terribly afraid of us, or it is not as intelligent as we supposed it was, or else it has become mentally deranged in these last years of loneliness. I guess we might as well leave now, Tark; let the poor creature have its planet to itself. Shall we stop by and see if we can help the female beast whose mate we shot?”


  Tark slowly looked at her, his red eyes luminous in the gathering dusk. “No,” he said briefly. “Let us go, Vascar.”


  The spaceship of the creatures from Alcon left the dead planet Earth. It darted out into space. Tark sat at the controls. The ship went faster and faster. And still faster. Fled at ever-increasing speed beyond the Solar System and into the wastes of interstellar space. And still farther, until the star that gave heat to Earth was not even visible.


  Yet even this terrible velocity was not enough for Tark. Vascar looked at him strangely.


  “We’re not in that much of a hurry to get home, are we, Tark?”


  “No,” Tark said in a low, terrible voice; but still he urged the ship to greater and greater speed, though he knew it was useless. He could run away from the thing that had happened on the planet Earth; but he could never, never outrun his mind, though he passionately wished he could.


  ANSWER


  Fredric Brown


  Dwar Ev ceremoniously soldered the final connection with gold. The eyes of a dozen television cameras watched him and the sub-ether bore through the universe a dozen pictures of what he was doing.


  He straightened and nodded to Dwar Reyn, then moved to a position beside the switch that would complete the contact when he threw it. The switch that would connect, all at once, all of the monster computing machines of all the populated planets in the universe—ninety-six billion planets—into the supercircuit that would connect them all into one supercalculator, one cybernetics machine that would combine all the knowledge of all the galaxies.


  Dwar Reyn spoke briefly to the watching and listening trillions. Then after a moment’s silence he said, “Now, Dwar Ev.”


  Dwar Ev threw the switch. There was a mighty hum, the surge of power from ninety-six billion planets. Lights flashed and quieted along the miles-long panel.


  Dwar Ev stepped back and drew a deep breath. “The honor of asking the first question is yours, Dwar Reyn.”


  “Thank you,” said Dwar Reyn. “It shall be a question which no single cybernetics machine has been able to answer.”


  He turned to face the machine. “Is there a God?”


  The mighty voice answered without hesitation, without the clicking of a single relay.


  “Yes, now there is a God.”


  Sudden fear flashed on the face of Dwar Ev. He leaped to grab the switch.


  A bolt of lightning from the cloudless sky struck him down and fused the switch shut.


  THE LAST QUESTION


  Isaac Asimov


  The last question was asked for the first time, half in jest, on May 21, 2061, at a time when humanity first stepped into the light. The question came about as a result of a five-dollar bet over highballs, and it happened this way:


  Alexander Adell and Bertram Lupov were two of the faithful attendants of Multivac. As well as any human beings could, they knew what lay behind the cold, clicking, flashing face—miles and miles of face—of that giant computer. They had at least a vague notion of the general plan of relays and circuits that had long since grown past the point where any single human could possibly have a firm grasp of the whole.


  Multivac was self-adjusting and self-correcting. It had to be, for nothing human could adjust and correct it quickly enough or even adequately enough. So Adell and Lupov attended the monstrous giant only lightly and superficially, yet as well as any men could. They fed it data, adjusted questions to its needs and translated the answers that were issued. Certainly they, and all others like them, were fully entitled to share in the glory that was Multivac’s.


  For decades, Multivac had helped design the ships and plot the trajectories that enabled man to reach the Moon, Mars, and Venus, but past that, Earth’s poor resources could not support the ships. Too much energy was needed for the long trips. Earth exploited its coal and uranium with increasing efficiency, but there was only so much of both.


  But slowly Multivac learned enough to answer deeper questions more fundamentally, and on May 14, 2061, what had been theory, became fact.


  The energy of the sun was stored, converted, and utilized directly on a planet-wide scale. All Earth turned off its burning coal, its fissioning uranium, and flipped the switch that connected all of it to a small station, one mile in diameter, circling the Earth at half the distance of the Moon. All Earth ran by invisible beams of sunpower.


  Seven days had not sufficed to dim the glory of it and Adell and Lupov finally managed to escape from the public function, and to meet in quiet where no one would think of looking for them, in the deserted underground chambers, where portions of the mighty buried body of Multivac showed. Unattended, idling, sorting data with contented lazy clickings, Multivac, too, had earned its vacation and the boys appreciated that. They had no intention, originally, of disturbing it.


  They had brought a bottle with them, and their only concern at the moment was to relax in the company of each other and the bottle.


  “It’s amazing when you think of it,” said Adell. His broad face had lines of weariness in it, and he stirred his drink slowly with a glass rod, watching the cubes of ice slur clumsily about. “All the energy we can possibly ever use for free. Enough energy, if we wanted to draw on it, to melt all Earth into a big drop of impure liquid iron, and still never miss the energy so used. All the energy we could ever use, forever and forever and forever.”


  Lupov cocked his head sideways. He had a trick of doing that when he wanted to be contrary, and he wanted to be contrary now, partly because he had had to carry the ice and glassware. “Not forever,” he said.


  “Oh, hell, just about forever. Till the sun runs down, Bert.”


  “That’s not forever.”


  “All right, then. Billions and billions of years. Twenty billion, maybe. Are you satisfied?”


  Lupov put his fingers through his thinning hair as though to reassure himself that some was still left and sipped gently at his own drink. “Twenty billion years isn’t forever.”


  “Well, it will last our time, won’t it?”


  “So would the coal and uranium.”


  “All right, but now we can hook up each individual spaceship to the Solar Station, and it can go to Pluto and back a million times without ever worrying about fuel. You can’t do that on coal and uranium. Ask Multivac, if you don’t believe me.”


  “I don’t have to ask Multivac. I know that.”


  “Then stop running down what Multivac’s done for us,” said Adell, blazing up, “It did all right.”


  “Who says it didn’t? What I say is that a sun won’t last forever. That’s all I’m saying. We’re safe for twenty billion years, but then what?” Lupov pointed a slightly shaky finger at the other. “And don’t say we’ll switch to another sun.”


  There was silence for a while. Adell put his glass to his lips only occasionally, and Lupov’s eyes slowly closed. They rested.


  Then Lupov’s eyes snapped open. “You’re thinking we’ll switch to another sun when ours is done, aren’t you?”


  “I’m not thinking.”


  “Sure you are. You’re weak on logic, that’s the trouble with you. You’re like the guy in the story who was caught in a sudden shower and who ran to a grove of trees and got under one. He wasn’t worried, you see, because he figured when one tree got wet through, he would just get under another one.”


  “I get it,” said Adell. “Don’t shout. When the sun is done, the other stars will be gone, too.”


  “Darn right they will,” muttered Lupov. “It all had a beginning in the original cosmic explosion, whatever that was, and it’ll all have an end when all the stars run down. Some run down faster than others. Hell, the giants won’t last a hundred million years. The sun will last twenty billion years and maybe the dwarfs will last a hundred billion for all the good they are. But just give us a trillion years and everything will be dark. Entropy has to increase to maximum, that’s all.”


  “I know all about entropy,” said Adell, standing on his dignity.


  “The hell you do.”


  “I know as much as you do.”


  “Then you know everything’s got to run down someday.”


  “All right. Who says they won’t?”


  “You did, you poor sap. You said we had all the energy we needed, forever. You said ‘forever.’ ”


  It was Adell’s turn to be contrary. “Maybe we can build things up again someday,” he said.


  “Never.”


  “Why not? Someday.”


  “Never.”


  “Ask Multivac.”


  “You ask Multivac. I dare you. Five dollars says it can’t be done.”


  Adell was just drunk enough to try, just sober enough to be able to phrase the necessary symbols and operations into a question which, in words, might have corresponded to this: Will mankind one day without the net expenditure of energy be able to restore the sun to its full youthfulness even after it had died of old age?


  Or maybe it could be put more simply like this: How can the net amount of entropy of the universe be massively decreased?


  Multivac fell dead and silent. The slow flashing of lights ceased, the distant sounds of clicking relays ended.


  Then, just as the frightened technicians felt they could hold their breath no longer, there was a sudden springing to life of the teletype attached to that portion of Multivac. Five words were printed: INSUFFICIENT DATA FOR MEANINGFUL ANSWER.


  “No bet,” whispered Lupov. They left hurriedly.


  By next morning, the two, plagued with throbbing head and cottony mouth, had forgotten the incident.


  Jerrodd, Jerrodine, and Jerrodette I and II watched the starry picture in the visiplate change as the passage through hyperspace was completed in its non-time lapse. At once, the even powdering of stars gave way to the predominance of a single bright marble-disk, centered.


  “That’s X-23,” said Jerrodd confidently. His thin hands clamped tightly behind his back and the knuckles whitened.


  The little Jerrodettes, both girls, had experienced the hyperspace passage for the first time in their lives and were self-conscious over the momentary sensation of inside-outness. They buried their giggles and chased one another wildly about their mother, screaming, “We’ve reached X-23—we’ve reached X-23—we’ve—”


  “Quiet, children,” said Jerrodine sharply. “Are you sure, Jerrodd?”


  “What is there to be but sure?” asked Jerrodd, glancing up at the bulge of featureless metal just under the ceiling. It ran the length of the room, disappearing through the wall at either end. It was as long as the ship.


  Jerrodd scarcely knew a thing about the thick rod of metal except that it was called a Microvac, that one asked it questions if one wished; that if one did not it still had its task of guiding the ship to a preordered destination; of feeding on energies from the various Sub-galactic Power Stations; of computing the equations for the hyperspacial jumps.


  Jerrodd and his family had only to wait and live in the comfortable residence quarters of the ship.


  Someone had once told Jerrodd that the “ac” at the end of “Microvac” stood for “analog computer” in ancient English, but he was on the edge of forgetting even that.


  Jerrodine’s eyes were moist as she watched the visiplate. “I can’t help it. I feel funny about leaving Earth.”


  “Why, for Pete’s sake?” demanded Jerrodd. “We had nothing there. We’ll have everything on X-23. You won’t be alone. You won’t be a pioneer. There are over a million people on the planet already. Good Lord, our great-grandchildren will be looking for new worlds because X-23 will be overcrowded.” Then, after a reflective pause, “I tell you, it’s a lucky thing the computers worked out interstellar travel the way the race is growing.”


  “I know, I know,” said Jerrodine miserably.


  Jerrodette I said promptly, “Our Microvac is the best Microvac in the world.”


  “I think so, too,” said Jerrodd, tousling her hair.


  It was a nice feeling to have a Microvac of your own and Jerrodd was glad he was part of his generation and no other. In his father’s youth, the only computers had been tremendous machines taking up a hundred square miles of land. There was only one to a planet. Planetary ACs they were called. They had been growing in size steadily for a thousand years and then, all at once, came refinement. In place of transistors, had come molecular valves so that even the largest Planetary AC could be put into a space only half the volume of a spaceship.


  Jerrodd felt uplifted, as he always did when he thought that his own personal Microvac was many times more complicated than the ancient and primitive Multivac that had first tamed the Sun, and almost as complicated as Earth’s Planetary AC (the largest) that had first solved the problem of hyperspatial travel and had made trips to the stars possible.


  “So many stars, so many planets,” sighed Jerrodine, busy with her own thoughts. “I suppose families will be going out to new planets forever, the way we are now.”


  “Not forever,” said Jerrodd, with a smile. “It will all stop someday, but not for billions of years. Many billions. Even the stars run down, you know. Entropy must increase.”


  “What’s entropy, daddy?” shrilled Jerrodette II.


  “Entropy, little sweet, is just a word which means the amount of running-down of the universe. Everything runs down, you know, like your little walkie-talkie robot, remember?”


  “Can’t you just put in a new power-unit, like with my robot?”


  “The stars are the power-units, dear. Once they’re gone, there are no more power-units.”


  Jerrodette I at once set up a howl. “Don’t let them, daddy. Don’t let the stars run down.”


  “Now look what you’ve done,” whispered Jerrodine, exasperated.


  “How was I to know it would frighten them?” Jerrodd whispered back.


  “Ask the Microvac,” wailed Jerrodette I. “Ask him how to turn the stars on again.”


  “Go ahead,” said Jerrodine. “It will quiet them down.” (Jerrodette II was beginning to cry, also.)


  Jerrodd shrugged. “Now, now, honeys. I’ll ask Microvac. Don’t worry, he’ll tell us.”


  He asked the Microvac, adding quickly, “Print the answer.”


  Jerrodd cupped the strip of thin cellufilm and said cheerfully, “See now, the Microvac says it will take care of everything when the time comes so don’t worry.”


  Jerrodine said, “And now, children, it’s time for bed. We’ll be in our new home soon.”


  Jerrodd read the words on the cellufilm again before destroying it: INSUFFICIENT DATA FOR MEANINGFUL ANSWER.


  He shrugged and looked at the visiplate. X-23 was just ahead.


  VJ-23X of Lameth stared into the black depths of the three-dimensional, small-scale map of the Galaxy and said, “Are we ridiculous, I wonder, in being so concerned about the matter?”


  MQ-17J of Nicron shook his head. “I think not. You know the Galaxy will be filled in five years at the present rate of expansion.”


  Both seemed in their early twenties, both were tall and perfectly formed.


  “Still,” said VJ-23X, “I hesitate to submit a pessimistic report to the Galactic Council.”


  “I wouldn’t consider any other kind of report. Stir them up a bit. We’ve got to stir them up.”


  VJ-23X sighed. “Space is infinite. A hundred billion Galaxies are there for the taking. More.”


  “A hundred billion is not infinite and it’s getting less infinite all the time. Consider! Twenty thousand years ago, mankind first solved the problem of utilizing stellar energy, and a few centuries later, interstellar travel became possible. It took mankind a million years to fill one small world and then only fifteen thousand to fill the rest of the Galaxy. Now the population doubles every ten years—”


  VJ-23X interrupted. “We can thank immortality for that.”


  “Very well. Immortality exists and we have to take it into account. I admit it has its seamy side, this immortality. The Galactic AC has solved many problems for us, but in solving the problem of preventing old age and death, it has undone all its other solutions.”


  “Yet you wouldn’t want to abandon life, I suppose.”


  “Not at all,” snapped MQ-17J, softening it at once to, “Not yet. I’m by no means old enough. How old are you?”


  “Two hundred twenty-three. And you?”


  “I’m still under two hundred. But to get back to my point. Population doubles every ten years. Once this Galaxy is filled, we’ll have filled another in ten years. Another ten years and we’ll have filled two more. Another decade, four more. In a hundred years, we’ll have filled a thousand Galaxies. In a thousand years, a million Galaxies. In ten thousand years, the entire known Universe. Then what?”


  VJ-23X said, “As a side issue, there’s a problem of transportation. I wonder how many sunpower units it will take to move Galaxies of individuals from one Galaxy to the next.”


  “A very good point. Already, mankind consumes two sunpower units per year.”


  “Most of it’s wasted. After all, our own Galaxy alone pours out a thousand sunpower units a year and we only use two of those.”


  “Granted, but even with a hundred per cent efficiency, we only stave off the end. Our energy requirements are going up in a geometric progression even faster than our population. We’ll run out of energy even sooner than we run out of Galaxies. A good point. A very good point.”


  “We’ll just have to build new stars out of interstellar gas.”


  “Or out of dissipated heat?” asked MQ-17J, sarcastically.


  “There may be some way to reverse entropy. We ought to ask the Galactic AC.”


  VJ-23X was not really serious, but MQ-17J pulled out his AC-contact from his pocket and placed it on the table before him.


  “I’ve half a mind to,” he said. “It’s something the human race will have to face someday.”


  He stared somberly at his small AC-contact. It was only two inches cubed and nothing in itself, but it was connected through hyperspace with the great Galactic AC that served all mankind. Hyperspace considered, it was an integral part of the Galactic AC.


  MQ-17J paused to wonder if someday in his immortal life he would get to see the Galactic AC. It was on a little world of its own, a spider webbing of force-beams holding the matter within which surges of sub-mesons took the place of the old clumsy molecular valves. Yet despite its sub-etheric workings, the Galactic AC was known to be a full thousand feet across.


  MQ-17J asked suddenly of his AC-contact, “Can entropy ever be reversed?”


  VJ-23X looked startled and said at once, “Oh, say, I didn’t really mean to have you ask that.”


  “Why not?”


  “We both know entropy can’t be reversed. You can’t turn smoke and ash back into a tree.”


  “Do you have trees on your world?” asked MQ-17J.


  The sound of the Galactic AC startled them into silence. Its voice came thin and beautiful out of the small AC-contact on the desk. It said: THERE IS INSUFFICIENT DATA FOR A MEANINGFUL ANSWER.


  VJ-23X said, “See!”


  The two men thereupon returned to the question of the report they were to make to the Galactic Council.


  Zee Prime’s mind spanned the new Galaxy with a faint interest in the countless twists of stars that powdered it. He had never seen this one before. Would he ever see them all? So many of them, each with its load of humanity. But a load that was almost a dead weight. More and more, the real essence of men was to be found out here, in space.


  Minds, not bodies! The immortal bodies remained back on the planets, in suspension over the eons. Sometimes they roused for material activity but that was growing rarer. Few new individuals were coming into existence to join the incredibly mighty throng, but what matter? There was little room in the Universe for new individuals.


  Zee Prime was roused out of his reverie upon coming across the wispy tendrils of another mind.


  “I am Zee Prime,” said Zee Prime. “And you?”


  “I am Dee Sub Wun. Your Galaxy?”


  “We call it only the Galaxy. And you?”


  “We call ours the same. All men call their Galaxy their Galaxy and nothing more. Why not?”


  “True. Since all Galaxies are the same.”


  “Not all Galaxies. On one particular Galaxy the race of man must have originated. That makes it different.”


  Zee Prime said, “On which one?”


  “I cannot say. The Universal AC would know.”


  “Shall we ask him? I am suddenly curious.”


  Zee Prime’s perceptions broadened until the Galaxies themselves shrank and became a new, more diffuse powdering on a much larger background. So many hundreds of billions of them, all with their immortal beings, all carrying their load of intelligences with minds that drifted freely through space. And yet one of them was unique among them all in being the original Galaxy. One of them had, in its vague and distant past, a period when it was the only Galaxy populated by man.


  Zee Prime was consumed with curiosity to see this Galaxy and he called out: “Universal AC! On which Galaxy did mankind originate?”


  The Universal AC heard, for on every world and throughout space, it had its receptors ready, and each receptor lead through hyperspace to some unknown point where the Universal AC kept itself aloof.


  Zee Prime knew of only one man whose thoughts had penetrated within sensing distance of Universal AC, and he reported only a shining globe, two feet across, difficult to see.


  “But how can that be all of Universal AC?” Zee Prime had asked.


  “Most of it,” had been the answer, “is in hyperspace. In what form it is there I cannot imagine.”


  Nor could anyone, for the day had long since passed, Zee Prime knew, when any man had any part of the making of a Universal AC. Each Universal AC designed and constructed its successor. Each, during its existence of a million years or more accumulated the necessary data to built a better and more intricate, more capable successor in which its own store of data and individuality would be submerged.


  The Universal AC interrupted Zee Prime’s wandering thoughts, not with words, but with guidance. Zee Prime’s mentality was guided into the dim sea of Galaxies and one in particular enlarged into stars.


  A thought came, infinitely distant, but infinitely clear. “THIS IS THE ORIGINAL GALAXY OF MAN.”


  But it was the same after all, the same as any other, and Zee Prime stifled his disappointment.


  Dee Sub Wun, whose mind had accompanied the other, said suddenly, “And is one of these stars the original star of Man?”


  The Universal AC said, “MAN’S ORIGINAL STAR HAS GONE NOVA. IT IS A WHITE DWARF.”


  “Did the men upon it die?” asked Zee Prime, startled and without thinking.


  The Universal AC said, “A NEW WORLD, AS IN SUCH CASES WAS CONSTRUCTED FOR THEIR PHYSICAL BODIES IN TIME.”


  “Yes, of course,” said Zee Prime, but a sense of loss overwhelmed him even so. His mind released its hold on the original Galaxy of Man, let it spring back and lose itself among the blurred pin points. He never wanted to see it again.


  Dee Sub Wun said, “What is wrong?”


  “The stars are dying. The original star is dead.”


  “They must all die. Why not?”


  “But when all energy is gone, our bodies will finally die, and you and I with them.”


  “It will take billions of years.”


  “I do not wish it to happen even after billions of years. Universal AC! How may stars be kept from dying?”


  Dee Sub Wun said in amusement, “You’re asking how entropy might be reversed in direction.”


  And the Universal AC answered: “THERE IS AS YET INSUFFICIENT DATA FOR A MEANINGFUL ANSWER.”


  Zee Prime’s thoughts fled back to his own Galaxy. He gave no further thought to Dee Sub Wun, whose body might be waiting on a Galaxy a trillion light-years away, or on the star next to Zee Prime’s own. It didn’t matter.


  Unhappily, Zee Prime began collecting interstellar hydrogen out of which to build a small star of his own. If the stars must someday die, at least some could yet be built.


  Man considered with himself, for in a way, Man, mentally, was one. He consisted of a trillion, trillion, trillion ageless bodies, each in its place, each resting quiet and incorruptible, each cared for by perfect automatons, equally incorruptible, while the minds of all the bodies freely melted one into the other, indistinguishable.


  Man said, “The Universe is dying.”


  Man looked about at the dimming Galaxies. The giant stars, spendthrifts, were gone long ago, back in the dimmest of the dim far past. Almost all the stars were white dwarfs, fading to the end.


  New stars had been built of the dust between the stars, some by natural processes, some by Man himself, and those were going, too. White dwarfs might yet be crashed together and of the mighty forces so released, new stars built, but only one star for every thousand white dwarfs destroyed, and those would come to an end, too.


  Man said, “Carefully husbanded, as directed by the Cosmic AC, the energy that is even yet left in all the Universe will last for billions of years.”


  “But even so,” said Man, “eventually it will all come to an end. However it may be husbanded, however stretched out, the energy once expended is gone and cannot be restored. Entropy must increase forever to the maximum.”


  Man said, “Can entropy not be reversed? Let us ask the Cosmic AC.”


  The Cosmic AC surrounded them but not in space. Not a fragment of it was in space. It was in hyperspace and made of something that was neither matter nor energy. The question of its size and nature no longer had meaning in any terms that Man could comprehend.


  “Cosmic AC,” said Man, “how may entropy be reversed?”


  The Cosmic AC said, “THERE IS AS YET INSUFFICIENT DATA FOR A MEANINGFUL ANSWER.”


  Man said, “Collect additional data.”


  The Cosmic AC said, “I WILL DO SO. I HAVE BEEN DOING SO FOR A HUNDRED BILLION YEARS. MY PREDECESSORS AND I HAVE BEEN ASKED THIS QUESTION MANY TIMES. ALL THE DATA I HAVE REMAINS INSUFFICIENT.”


  “Will there come a time,” said Man, “when data will be sufficient or is the problem insoluble in all conceivable circumstances?”


  The Cosmic AC said, “NO PROBLEM IS INSOLUBLE IN ALL CONCEIVABLE CIRCUMSTANCES.”


  Man said, “When will you have enough data to answer the question?”


  The Cosmic AC said, “THERE IS AS YET INSUFFICIENT DATA FOR A MEANINGFUL ANSWER.”


  “Will you keep working on it?” asked Man.


  The Cosmic AC said, “I WILL.”


  Man said, “We shall wait.”


  The stars and Galaxies died and snuffed out, and space grew black after ten trillion years of running down.


  One by one Man fused with AC, each physical body losing its mental identity in a manner that was somehow not a loss but a gain.


  Man’s last mind paused before fusion, looking over a space that included nothing but the dregs of one last dark star and nothing besides but incredibly thin matter, agitated randomly by the tag ends of heat wearing out, asymptotically, to the absolute zero.


  Man said, “AC, is this the end? Can this chaos not be reversed into the Universe once more? Can that not be done?”


  AC said, “THERE IS AS YET INSUFFICIENT DATA FOR A MEANINGFUL ANSWER.”


  Man’s last mind fused and only AC existed—and that in hyperspace.


  Matter and energy had ended and with it space and time. Even AC existed only for the sake of the one last question that it had never answered from the time a half-drunken man ten trillion years before had asked the question of a computer that was to AC far less than was a man to Man.


  All other questions had been answered, and until this last question was answered also, AC might not release his consciousness.


  All collected data had come to a final end. Nothing was left to be collected.


  But all collected data had yet to be completely correlated and put together in all possible relationships.


  A timeless interval was spent in doing that.


  And it came to pass that AC learned how to reverse the direction of entropy.


  But there was now no man to whom AC might give the answer of the last question. No matter. The answer—by demonstration—would take care of that, too.


  For another timeless interval, AC thought how best to do this. Carefully, AC organized the program.


  The consciousness of AC encompassed all of what had once been a Universe and brooded over what was now Chaos. Step by step, it must be done.


  And AC said, “LET THERE BE LIGHT!”


  And there was light—


  SHAMBLEAU


  C.L. Moore


  Shambleau! Ha . . . Shambleau!” The wild hysteria of the mob rocketed from wall to wall of Lakkdarol’s narrow streets and the storming of heavy boots over the slag-red pavement made an ominous undernote to that swelling bay, “Shambleau! Shambleau!”


  Northwest Smith heard it coming and stepped into the nearest doorway, laying a wary hand on his heat-gun’s grip, and his colorless eyes narrowed. Strange sounds were common enough in the streets of Earth’s latest colony on Mars—a raw, red little town where anything might happen, and very often did. But Northwest Smith, whose name is known and respected in every dive and wild outpost on a dozen wild planets, was a cautious man, despite his reputation. He set his back against the wall and gripped his pistol, and heard the rising shout come nearer and nearer.


  Then into his range of vision flashed a red running figure, dodging like a hunted hare from shelter to shelter in the narrow street. It was a girl—a berry-brown girl in a single tattered garment whose scarlet burnt the eyes with its brilliance. She ran wearily, and he could hear her gasping breath from where he stood. As she came into view he saw her hesitate and lean one hand against the wall for support, and glance wildly around for shelter. She must not have seen him in the depths of the doorway, for as the bay of the mob grew louder and the pounding of feet sounded almost at the corner she gave a despairing little moan and dodged into the recess at his very side.


  When she saw him standing there, tall and leather-brown, hand on his heat-gun, she sobbed once, inarticulately, and collapsed at his feet, a huddle of burning scarlet and bare, brown limbs.


  Smith had not seen her face, but she was a girl, and sweetly made and in danger; and though he had not the reputation of a chivalrous man, something in her hopeless huddle at his feet touched that chord of sympathy for the underdog that stirs in every Earthman, and he pushed her gently into the corner behind him and jerked out his gun, just as the first of the running mob rounded the corner.


  It was a motley crowd, Earthmen and Martians and a sprinkling of Venusian swampmen and strange, nameless denizens of unnamed planets—a typical Lakkdarol mob. When the first of them turned the corner and saw the empty street before them there was a faltering in the rush and the foremost spread out and began to search the doorways on both sides of the street.


  “Looking for something?” Smith’s sardonic call sounded clear above the clamor of the mob.


  They turned. The shouting died for a moment as they took in the scene before them—tall Earthman in the space-explorer’s leathern garb, all one color from the burning of savage suns save for the sinister pallor of his no-colored eyes in a scarred and resolute face, gun in his steady hand and the scarlet girl crouched behind him, panting.


  The foremost of the crowd—a burly Earthman in tattered leather from which the Patrol insignia had been ripped away—stared for a moment with a strange expression of incredulity on his face overspreading the savage exultation of the chase. Then he let loose a deep-throated bellow, “Shambleau!” and lunged forward. Behind him the mob took up the cry again. “Shambleau! Shambleau! Shambleau!” and surged after.


  Smith, lounging negligently against the wall, arms folded and gun-hand draped over his left forearm, looked incapable of swift motion, but at the leader’s first forward step the pistol swept in a practiced half-circle and the dazzle of blue-white heat leaping from its muzzle seared an arc in the slag pavement at his feet. It was an old gesture, and not a man in the crowd but understood it. The foremost recoiled swiftly against the surge of those in the rear, and for a moment there was confusion as the two tides met and struggled. Smith’s mouth curled into a grim curve as he watched. The man in the mutilated Patrol uniform lifted a threatening fist and stepped to the very edge of the deadline, while the crowd rocked to and fro behind him.


  “Are you crossing that line?” queried Smith in an ominously gentle voice.


  “We want that girl!”


  “Come and get her!” Recklessly Smith grinned into his face. He saw danger there, but his defiance was not the foolhardy gesture it seemed. An expert psychologist of mobs from long experience, he sensed no murder here. Not a gun had appeared in any hand in the crowd. They desired the girl with an inexplicable bloodthirstiness he was at a loss to understand, but toward himself he sensed no such fury. A mauling he might expect, but his life was in no danger. Guns would have appeared before now if they were coming out at all. So he grinned in the man’s angry face and leaned lazily against the wall.


  Behind their self-appointed leader the crowd milled impatiently, and threatening voices began to rise again. Smith heard the girl moan at his feet.


  “What do you want with her?” he demanded.


  “She’s Shambleau! Shambleau, you fool! Kick her out of there—we’ll take care of her!”


  “I’m taking care of her,” drawled Smith.


  “She’s Shambleau, I tell you! Damn your hide, man, we never let those things live! Kick her out here!”


  The repeated name had no meaning to him, but Smith’s innate stubbornness rose defiantly as the crowd surged forward to the very edge of the arc, their clamor growing louder. “Shambleau! Kick her out here! Give us Shambleau! Shambleau!”


  Smith dropped his indolent pose like a cloak and planted both feet wide, swinging up his gun threatening. “Keep back!” he yelled. “She’s mine! Keep back!”


  He had no intention of using that heat-beam. He knew by now that they would not kill him unless he started the gunplay himself, and he did not mean to give up his life for any girl alive. But a severe mauling he expected, and he braced himself instinctively as the mob heaved within itself.


  To his astonishment a thing happened then that he had never known to happen before. At his shouted defiance the foremost of the mob—those who had heard him clearly—drew back a little, not in alarm but evidently surprised. The ex-Patrolman said, “Yours! She’s yours?” in a voice from which puzzlement crowded out the anger.


  Smith spread his booted legs wide before the crouching figure and flourished his gun.


  “Yes,” he said. “And I’m keeping her! Stand back there!”


  The man stared at him wordlessly, and horror and disgust and incredulity mingled on his weather-beaten face. The incredulity triumphed for a moment and he said again,


  “Yours!”


  Smith nodded defiance.


  The man stepped back suddenly, unutterable contempt in his very pose. He waved an arm to the crowd and said loudly, “It’s—his!” and the press melted away, gone silent, too, and the look of contempt spread from face to face.


  The ex-Patrolman spat on the slag-paved street and turned his back indifferently. “Keep her, then,” he advised briefly over one shoulder. “But don’t let her out again in this town!”


  Smith stared in perplexity almost open-mouthed as the suddenly scornful mob began to break up. His mind was in a whirl. That such bloodthirsty animosity should vanish in a breath he could not believe. And the curious mingling of contempt and disgust on the faces he saw baffled him even more. Lakkdarol was anything but a puritan town—it did not enter his head for a moment that his claiming the brown girl as his own had caused that strangely shocked revulsion to spread through the crowd. No, it was something deeper-rooted than that. Instinctive, instant disgust had been in the faces he saw—they would have looked less so if he had admitted cannibalism or Pharol-worship.


  And they were leaving his vicinity as swiftly as if whatever unknowing sin he had committed were contagious. The street was emptying as rapidly as it had filled. He saw a sleek Venusian glance back over his shoulder as he turned the corner and sneer, “Shambleau!” and the word awoke a new line of speculation in Smith’s mind. Shambleau! Vaguely of French origin, it must be. And strange enough to hear it from the lips of Venusian and Martian drylanders, but it was their use of it that puzzled him more. “We never let those things live,” the ex-Patrolman had said. It reminded him dimly of something . . . an ancient line from some writing in his own tongue . . .”Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” He smiled to himself at the similarity, and simultaneously was aware of the girl at his elbow.


  She had risen soundlessly. He turned to face her, sheathing his gun and stared at first with curiosity and then in the entirely frank openness with which men regard that which is not wholly human. For she was not. He knew it at a glance, though the brown, sweet body was shaped like a woman’s and she wore the garment of scarlet—he saw it was leather—with an ease that few unhuman beings achieve toward clothing. He knew it from the moment he looked into her eyes, and a shiver of unrest went over him as he met them. They were frankly green as young grass, with slit-like, feline pupils that pulsed unceasingly, and there was a look of dark, animal wisdom in their depths—that look of the beast which sees more than man.


  There was no hair upon her face—neither brows nor lashes, and he would have sworn that the tight scarlet turban bound around her head covered baldness. She had three fingers and a thumb, and her feet had four digits apiece too, and all sixteen of them were tipped with round claws that sheathed back into the flesh like a cat’s. She ran her tongue over her lips—a thin, pink, flat tongue as feline as her eyes—and spoke with difficulty. He felt that that throat and tongue had never been shaped for human speech.


  “Not—afraid now,” she said softly, and her little teeth were white and polished as a kitten’s.


  “What did they want you for?” he asked her curiously. “What have you done? Shambleau . . . is that your name?”


  “I—not talk your—speech,” she demurred hesitantly.


  “Well, try to—I want to know. Why were they chasing you? Will you be safe on the street now, or hadn’t you better get indoors somewhere? They looked dangerous.”


  “I—go with you.” She brought it out with difficulty.


  “Say you!” Smith grinned. “What are you, anyhow? You look like a kitten to me.”


  “Shambleau.” She said it somberly.


  “Where d’you live? Are you a Martian?”


  “I come from—from far—from long ago—far country—”


  “Wait!” laughed Smith. “You’re getting your wires crossed. You’re not a Martian?”


  She drew herself up very straight beside him, lifting the turbaned head, and there was something queenly in the pose of her.


  “Martian?” she said scornfully. “My people—are—are—you have no word. Your speech—hard for me.”


  “What’s yours? I might know it—try me.”


  She lifted her head and met his eyes squarely, and there was in hers a subtle amusement—he could have sworn it.


  “Someday I—speak to you in—my own language,” she promised, and the pink tongue flicked out over her lips, swiftly, hungrily.


  Approaching footsteps on the red pavement interrupted Smith’s reply. A dryland Martian came past, reeling a little and exuding an aroma of segir-whisky, the Venusian brand. When he caught the red flash of the girl’s tatters he turned his head sharply, and as his segir-steeped brain took in the fact of her presence he lurched toward the recess unsteadily, bawling, “Shambleau, by Pharol! Shambleau!” and reached out a clutching hand.


  Smith struck it aside contemptuously.


  “On your way, drylander,” he advised.


  The man drew back and stared, bleary-eyed.


  “Yours, eh?” he croaked. “Zut! You’re welcome to it!” And like the ex-Patrolman before him he spat on the pavement and turned away, muttering harshly in the blasphemous tongue of the drylands.


  Smith watched him shuffle off, and there was a crease between his colorless eyes, a nameless unease rising within him.


  “Come on,” he said abruptly to the girl. “If this sort of thing is going to happen we’d better get indoors. Where shall I take you?”


  “With—you,” she murmured.


  He stared down into the flat green eyes. Those ceaselessly pulsing pupils disturbed him, but it seemed to him, vaguely, that behind the animal shallows of her gaze was a shutter—a closed barrier that might at any moment open to reveal the very deeps of that dark knowledge he sensed there.


  Roughly he said again, “Come on, then,” and stepped down into the street.


  She pattered along a pace or two behind him, making no effort to keep up with his long strides, and though Smith—as men know from Venus to Jupiter’s moons—walks as softly as a cat, even in spacemen’s boots, the girl at his heels slid like a shadow over the rough pavement, making so little sound that even the lightness of his footsteps was loud in the empty street.


  Smith chose the less frequented ways of Lakkdarol, and somewhat shamefacedly thanked his nameless gods that his lodgings were not far away, for the few pedestrians he met turned and stared after the two with that by now familiar mingling of horror and contempt which he was as far as ever from understanding.


  The room he had engaged was a single cubicle in a lodging-house on the edge of the city. Lakkdarol, raw camptown that it was in those days, could have furnished little better anywhere within its limits, and Smith’s errand there was not one he wished to advertise. He had slept in worse places than this before, and knew that he would do so again.


  There was no one in sight when he entered, and the girl slipped up the stairs at his heels and vanished through the door, shadowy, unseen by anyone in the house. Smith closed the door and leaned his broad shoulders against the panels, regarding her speculatively.


  She took in what little the room had to offer in a glance—frowsy bed, rickety table, mirror hanging unevenly and cracked against the wall, unpainted chairs—a typical camptown room in an Earth settlement abroad. She accepted its poverty in that single glance, dismissed it, then crossed to the window and leaned out for a moment, gazing across the low roof-tops toward the barren countryside beyond, red slag under the late afternoon sun.


  “You can stay here,” said Smith abruptly, “until I leave town. I’m waiting here for a friend to come in from Venus. Have you eaten?”


  “Yes,” said the girl quickly. “I shall—need no—food for—a while.”


  “Well—” Smith glanced around the room. “I’ll be in sometime tonight. You can go or stay just as you please. Better lock the door behind me.”


  With no more formality than that he left her. The door closed and he heard the key turn, and smiled to himself. He did not expect, then, ever to see her again.


  He went down the steps and out into the late-slanting sunlight with a mind so full of other matters that the brown girl receded very quickly into the background. Smith’s errand in Lakkdarol, like most of his errands, is better not spoken of. Man lives as he must, and Smith’s living was a perilous affair outside the law and ruled by the ray-gun only. It is enough to say that the shipping-port and its cargoes outbound interested him deeply just now, and that the friend he awaited was Yarol the Venusian, in that swift little Edsel ship the Maid that can flash from world to world with a derisive speed that laughs at Patrol boats and leaves pursuers floundering in the ether far behind. Smith and Yarol and the Maid were a trinity that had caused Patrol leaders much worry and many gray hairs in the past, and the future looked very bright to Smith himself that evening as he left his lodging-house.


  Lakkdarol roars by night, as Earthmen’s camp-towns have a way of doing on every planet where Earth’s outposts are, and it was beginning lustily as Smith went down among the awakening lights toward the center of town. His business there does not concern us. He mingled with the crowd where the lights were brightest, and there was the click of ivory counters and the jingle of silver, and red segir gurgled invitingly from black Venusian bottles, and much later Smith strolled homeward under the moving moons of Mars, and if the street wavered a little under his feet now and then—why, that is only understandable. Not even Smith could drink red segir at every bar from the Martian Lamb to the New Chicago and remain entirely steady on his feet. But he found his way back with very little difficulty—considering—and spent a good five minutes hunting for his key before he remembered he had left it in the inner lock for the girl.


  He knocked then, and there was no sound of footsteps from within, but in a few moments the latch clicked and the door swung open. She retreated soundlessly before him as he entered, and took up her favorite place against the window, leaning back on the sill and outlined against the starry sky beyond. The room was in darkness.


  Smith flipped the switch by the door and then leaned back against the panels, steadying himself. The cool night air had sobered him a little and his head was clear enough—liquor went to Smith’s feet, not his head, or he would never have come this far along the lawless way he had chosen. He lounged against the door now and regarded the girl in the sudden glare of the bulbs, blinking a little as much at the scarlet of her clothing as at the light.


  “So you stayed,” he said.


  “I—waited,” she answered softly, leaning farther back against the sill and clasping the rough wood with slim, three-fingered hands, pale brown against the darkness.


  “Why?”


  She did not answer that, but her mouth curved into a slow smile. On a woman it would have been reply enough—provocative, daring. On Shambleau there was something pitiful and horrible in it—so human on the face of one half-animal. And yet . . . that sweet brown body curving so softly from the tatters of scarlet leather—the velvety texture of that brownness—the white-flashing smile . . . Smith was aware of a stirring excitement within him. After all—time would be hanging heavy now until Yarol came . . . Speculatively he allowed the steel-pale eyes to wander over her, with a slow regard that missed nothing. And when he spoke he was aware that his voice had deepened a little . . .


  “Come here,” he said.


  She came forward slowly, on bare clawed feet that made no slightest sound on the floor, and stood before him with downcast eyes and mouth trembling in that pitifully human smile. He took her by the shoulders—velvety soft shoulders, of a creamy smoothness that was not the texture of human flesh. A little tremor went over her, perceptibly, at the contact of his hands. Northwest Smith caught his breath suddenly and dragged her to him . . . sweet yielding brownness in the circle of his arms . . . heard her own breath catch and quicken as her velvety arms closed about his neck. And then he was looking down into her face, very near, and the green animal eyes met his with the pulsing pupils and the flicker of—something—deep behind their shallows—and through the rising clamor of his blood, even as he stooped his lips to hers, Smith felt something deep within him shudder away—inexplicable, instinctive, revolted. What it might be he had no words to tell, but the very touch of her was suddenly loathsome—so soft and velvet and unhuman—and it might have been an animal’s face that lifted itself to his mouth—the dark knowledge looked hungrily from the darkness of those slit pupils—and for a mad instant he knew that same wild, feverish revulsion he had seen in the faces of the mob . . .


  “God!” he gasped, a far more ancient invocation against evil than he realized, then or ever, and he ripped her arms from his neck, swung her away with such a force that she reeled half across the room. Smith fell back against the door, breathing heavily, and stared at her while the wild revolt died slowly within him.


  She had fallen to the floor beneath the window, and as she lay there against the wall with bent head he saw, curiously, that her turban had slipped—the turban that he had been so sure covered baldness—and a lock of scarlet hair fell below the binding leather, hair as scarlet as her garment, as unhumanly red as her eyes were unhumanly green. He stared, and shook his head dizzily and stared again, for it seemed to him that the thick lock of crimson had moved, squirmed of itself against her cheek.


  At the contact of it her hands flew up and she tucked it away with a very human gesture and then dropped her head again into her hands. And from the deep shadow of her fingers he thought she was staring up at him covertly.


  Smith drew a deep breath and passed a hand across his forehead. The inexplicable moment had gone as quickly as it came—too swiftly for him to understand or analyze it. “Got to lay off the segir,” he told himself unsteadily. Had he imagined that scarlet hair? After all, she was no more than a pretty brown girl-creature from one of the many half-human races peopling the planets. No more than that, after all. A pretty little thing, but animal . . . He laughed, a little shakily.


  “No more of that,” he said. “God knows I’m no angel, but there’s got to be a limit somewhere. Here.” He crossed to the bed and sorted out a pair of blankets from the untidy heap, tossing them to the far corner of the room. “You can sleep there.”


  Wordlessly she rose from the floor and began to rearrange the blankets, the uncomprehending resignation of the animal eloquent in every line of her.


  Smith had a strange dream that night. He thought he had awakened to a room full of darkness and moonlight and moving shadows, for the nearer moon of Mars was racing through the sky and everything on the planet below her was endued with a restless life in the dark. And something . . . some nameless, unthinkable thing . . . was coiled about his throat . . . something like a soft snake, wet and warm. It lay loose and light about his neck . . . and it was moving gently, very gently, with a soft, caressive pressure that sent little thrills of delight through every nerve and fiber of him, a perilous delight—beyond physical pleasure, deeper than joy of the mind. That warm softness was caressing the very roots of his soul and with a terrible intimacy. The ecstasy of it left him weak, and yet he knew—in a flash of knowledge born of this impossible dream—that the soul should not be handled . . . And with that knowledge a horror broke upon him, turning the pleasure into a rapture of revulsion, hateful, horrible—but still most foully sweet. He tried to lift his hands and tear the dream-monstrosity from his throat—tired but half-heartedly; for though his soul was revolted to its very deeps, yet the delight of his body was so great that his hands all but refused the attempt. But when at last he tried to lift his arms a cold shock went over him and he found that he could not stir . . . his body lay stony as marble beneath the blankets, a living marble that shuddered with a dreadful delight through every rigid vein.


  The revulsion grew strong upon him as he struggled against the paralyzing dream—a struggle of soul against sluggish body—titanically, until the moving dark was streaked with blankness that clouded and closed about him at last and he sank back into the oblivion from which he had awakened.


  Next morning, when the bright sunlight shining through Mars’ clear thin air awakened him, Smith lay for a while trying to remember. The dream had been more vivid than reality, but he could not now quite recall . . . only that it had been more sweet and horrible than anything else in life. He lay puzzling for a while, until a soft sound from the corner aroused him from his thoughts and he sat up to see the girl lying in a cat-like coil on her blankets, watching him with round, grave eyes. He regarded her somewhat ruefully.


  “Morning,” he said. “I’ve just had the devil of a dream . . . Well, hungry?”


  She shook her head silently, and he could have sworn there was a covert gleam of strange amusement in her eyes.


  He stretched and yawned, dismissing the nightmare temporarily from his mind.


  “What am I going to do with you?” he inquired, turning to more immediate matters. “I’m leaving here in a day or two and I can’t take you along, you know. Where’d you come from in the first place?”


  Again she shook her head.


  “Not telling? Well, it’s your business. You can stay here until I give up the room. From then on you’ll have to do your own worrying.”


  He swung his feet to the floor and reached for his clothes.


  Ten minutes later, slipping the heat-gun into its holster at his thigh, Smith turned to the girl. “There’s food-concentrate in that box on the table. It ought to hold you until I get back. And you’d better lock the door again after I’ve gone.”


  Her wide, unwavering stare was his only answer, and he was not sure she had understood, but at any rate the lock clicked after him as before, and he went down the steps with a faint grin on his lips.


  The memory of last night’s extraordinary dream was slipping from him, as such memories do, and by the time he had reached the street the girl and the dream and all of yesterday’s happenings were blotted out by the sharp necessities of the present.


  Again the intricate business that had brought him here claimed his attention. He went about it to the exclusion of all else, and there was a good reason behind everything he did from the moment he stepped out into the street until the time when he turned back again at evening; though had one chosen to follow him during the day his apparently aimless rambling through Lakkdarol would have seemed very pointless.


  He must have spent two hours at the least idling by the space-port, watching with sleepy, colorless eyes the ships that came and went, the passengers, the vessels lying at wait, the cargoes—particularly the cargoes. He made the rounds of the town’s saloons once more, consuming many glasses of varied liquors in the course of the day and engaging in idle conversation with men of all races and worlds, usually in their own languages, for Smith was a linguist of repute among his contemporaries. He heard the gossip of the spaceways, news from a dozen planets of a thousand different events. He heard the latest joke about the Venusian Emperor and the latest report on the Chino-Aryan war and the latest song hot from the lips of Rose Robertson, whom every man on the civilized planets adored as “the Georgia Rose.” He passed the day quite profitably, for his own purposes, which do not concern us now, and it was not until late evening, when he turned homeward again, that the thought of the brown girl in his room took definite shape in his mind, though it had been lurking there, formless and submerged, all day.


  He had no idea what comprised her usual diet, but he bought a can of New York roast beef and one of Venusian frog-broth and a dozen fresh canal-apples and two pounds of that Earth lettuce that grows so vigorously in the fertile canal-soil of Mars. He felt that she must surely find something to her liking in this broad variety of edibles, and—for his day had been very satisfactory—he hummed “The Green Hills of Earth” to himself in a surprisingly good baritone as he climbed the stairs.


  The door was locked, as before, and he was reduced to kicking the lower panels gently with his boot, for his arms were full. She opened the door with that softness that was characteristic of her and stood regarding him in the semidarkness as he stumbled to the table with his load. The room was unlit again.


  “Why don’t you turn on the lights?” he demanded irritably after he had barked his shin on the chair by the table in an effort to deposit his burden there.


  “Light and—dark—they are alike—to me,” she murmured.


  “Cat eyes, eh? Well, you look the part. Here, I’ve brought you some dinner. Take your choice. Fond of roast beef? Or how about a little frog-broth?”


  She shook her head and backed away a step.


  “No,” she said. “I can not—eat your food.”


  Smith’s brows wrinkled. “Didn’t you have any of the food-tablets?”


  Again the red turban shook negatively.


  “Then you haven’t had anything for—why, more than twenty-four hours! You must be starved.”


  “Not hungry,” she denied.


  “What can I find for you to eat, then? There’s time yet if I hurry. You’ve got to eat, child.”


  “I shall—eat,” she said softly. “Before long—I shall—feed. Have no—worry.”


  She turned away then and stood at the window, looking out over the moonlit landscape as if to end the conversation. Smith cast her a puzzled glance as he opened the can of roast beef. There had been an odd undernote in that assurance that, undefinably, he did not like. And the girl had teeth and tongue and presumably a fairly human digestive system, to judge from her human form. It was nonsense for her to pretend that he could find nothing that she could eat. She must have had some of the food concentrate after all, he decided, prying up the thermos lid of the inner container to release the long-sealed savor of the hot meat inside.


  “Well, if you won’t eat you won’t,” he observed philosophically as he poured hot broth and diced beef into the dish-like lid of the thermos can and extracted the spoon from its hiding-place between the inner and outer receptacles. She turned a little to watch him as he pulled up a rickety chair and sat down to the food, and after a while the realization that her green gaze was fixed so unwinkingly upon him made the man nervous, and he said between bites of creamy canal-apple, “Why don’t you try a little of this? It’s good.”


  “The food—I eat is—better,” her soft voice told him in its hesitant murmur, and again he felt rather than heard a faint undernote of unpleasantness in the words. A sudden suspicion struck him as he pondered on that last remark—some vague memory of horror-tales told about campfires in the past—and he swung round in the chair to look at her, a tiny, creeping fear unaccountably arising. There had been that in her words—in her unspoken words, that menaced . . .


  She stood up beneath his gaze demurely, wide green eyes with their pulsing pupils meeting his without a falter. But her mouth was scarlet and her teeth were sharp . . .


  “What food do you eat?” he demanded. And then, after a pause, very softly, “Blood?”


  She stared at him for a moment, uncomprehending; then something like amusement curled her lips and she said scornfully, “You think me—vampire, eh? No—I am Shambleau!”


  Unmistakably there were scorn and amusement in her voice at the suggestion, but as unmistakably she knew what he meant—accepted it as a logical suspicion—vampire! Fairy-tales—but fairy-tales this unhuman, outland creature was most familiar with. Smith was not a credulous man, nor a superstitious one, but he had seen too many strange things himself to doubt that the wildest legend might have a basis of fact. And there was something namelessly strange about her . . .


  He puzzled over it for a while between deep bites of the canal-apple. And though he wanted to question her about a great many things, he did not, for he knew how futile it would be.


  He said nothing more until the meat was finished and another canal-apple had followed the first, and he had cleared away the meal by the simple expedient of tossing the empty can out of the window. Then he lay back in the chair and surveyed her from half-closed eyes, colorless in a face tanned like saddle-leather. And again he was conscious of the brown, soft curves of her, velvety—subtle arcs and planes of smooth flesh under the tatters of scarlet leather. Vampire she might be, unhuman she certainly was, but desirable beyond words as she sat submissive beneath his low regard, her red-turbaned head bent, her clawed fingers lying in her lap. They sat very still for a while, and the silence throbbed between them.


  She was so like a woman—an Earth woman—sweet and submissive and demure, and softer than soft fur, if he could forget the three-fingered claws and the pulsing eyes—and that deeper strangeness beyond words . . . (Had he dreamed that red lock of hair that moved? Had it been segir that woke the wild revulsion he knew when he held her in his arms? Why had the mob so thirsted for her?) He sat and stared, and despite the mystery of her and the half-suspicions that thronged his mind—for she was so beautifully soft and curved under those revealing tatters—he slowly realized that his pulses were mounting, became aware of a kindling within . . . brown girl-creature with downcast eyes . . . and then the lids lifted and the green flatness of a cat’s gaze met his, and last night’s revulsion woke swiftly again, like a warning bell that clanged as their eyes met—animal, after all, too sleek and soft for humanity, and that inner strangeness . . .


  Smith shrugged and sat up. His failings were legion, but the weakness of the flesh was not among the major ones. He motioned the girl to her pallet of blankets in the corner and turned to his own bed.


  From deeps of sound sleep he awoke much later. He awoke suddenly and completely, and with that inner excitement that presages something momentous. He awoke to brilliant moonlight, turning the room so bright that he could see the scarlet of the girl’s rags as she sat up on her pallet. She was awake, she was sitting with her shoulder half turned to him and her head bent, and some warning instinct crawled coldly up his spine as he watched what she was doing. And yet it was a very ordinary thing for a girl to do—any girl, anywhere. She was unbinding her turban . . .


  He watched, not breathing, a presentiment of something horrible stirring in his brain, inexplicably . . . The red folds loosened, and—he knew then that he had not dreamed—again a scarlet lock swung down against her cheek . . . a hair, was it? a lock of hair? . . . thick as a thick worm it fell, plumply, against that smooth cheek . . . more scarlet than blood and thick as a crawling worm . . . and like a worm it crawled.


  Smith rose on an elbow, not realizing the motion, and fixed an unwinking stare, with a sort of sick, fascinated incredulity, on that—that lock of hair. He had not dreamed. Until now he had taken it for granted that it was the segir which had made it seem to move on that evening before. But now . . . it was lengthening, stretching, moving of itself. It must be hair, but it crawled; with a sickening life of its own it squirmed down against her cheek, caressingly, revoltingly, impossibly . . . Wet, it was, and round and thick and shining . . .


  She unfastened the last fold and whipped the turban off. From what he saw then Smith would have turned his eyes away—and he had looked on dreadful things before, without flinching—but he could not stir. He could only lie there on elbow staring at the mass of scarlet, squirming—worms, hairs, what?—that writhed over her head in a dreadful mockery of ringlets. And it was lengthening, falling, somehow growing before his eyes, down over her shoulders in a spilling cascade, a mass that even at the beginning could never have been hidden under the skull-tight turban she had worn. He was beyond wondering, but he realized that. And still it squirmed and lengthened and fell, and she shook it out in a horrible travesty of a woman shaking out her unbound hair—until the unspeakable tangle of it—twisting, writhing, obscenely scarlet—hung to her waist and beyond, and still lengthened, an endless mass of crawling horror that until now, somehow, impossibly, had been hidden under the tight-bound turban. It was like a nest of blind, restless red worms . . . it was—it was like naked entrails endowed with an unnatural aliveness, terrible beyond words.


  Smith lay in the shadows, frozen without and within in a sick numbness that came of utter shock and revulsion.


  She shook out the obscene, unspeakable tangle over her shoulders, and somehow he knew that she was going to turn in a moment and that he must meet her eyes. The thought of that meeting stopped his heart with dread, more awfully than anything else in this nightmare horror; for nightmare it must be, surely. But he knew without trying that he could not wrench his eyes away—the sickened fascination of that sight held him motionless, and somehow there was a certain beauty . . .


  Her head was turning. The crawling awfulness rippled and squirmed at the motion, writhing thick and wet and shining over the soft brown shoulders about which they fell now in obscene cascades that all but hid her body. Her head was turning. Smith lay numb. And very slowly he saw the round of her cheek foreshorten and her profile come into view, all the scarlet horrors twisting ominously, and the profile shortened in turn and her full face came slowly round toward the bed—moonlight shining brilliantly as day on the pretty girl-face, demure and sweet, framed in tangled obscenity that crawled . . .


  The green eyes met his. He felt a perceptible shock, and a shudder rippled down his paralyzed spine, leaving an icy numbness in its wake. He felt the goose-flesh rising. But that numbness and cold horror he scarcely realized, for the green eyes were locked with his in a long, long look that somehow presaged nameless things—not altogether unpleasant things—the voiceless voice of her mind assailing him with little murmurous promises . . .


  For a moment he went down into a blind abyss of submission; and then somehow the very sight of that obscenity in eyes that did not then realize they saw it, was dreadful enough to draw him out of the seductive darkness . . . the sight of her crawling and alive with unnamable horror.


  She rose, and down about her in a cascade fell the squirming scarlet of—of what grew upon her head. It fell in a long, alive cloak to her bare feet on the floor, hiding her in a wave of dreadful, wet, writhing life. She put up her hands and like a swimmer she parted the waterfall of it, tossing the masses back over her shoulders to reveal her own brown body, sweetly curved. She smiled exquisitely, and in starting waves back from her forehead and down about her in a hideous background writhed the snaky wetness of her living tresses. And Smith knew that he looked upon Medusa.


  The knowledge of that—the realization of vast backgrounds reaching into misted history—shook him out of his frozen horror for a moment, and in that moment he met her eyes again, smiling, green as glass in the moonlight, half hooded under drooping lids. Through the twisting scarlet she held out her arms. And there was something soul-shakingly desirable about her, so that all the blood surged to his head suddenly and he stumbled to his feet like a sleeper in a dream as she swayed toward him, infinitely graceful, infinitely sweet in her cloak of living horror.


  And somehow there was beauty in it, the wet scarlet writhings with moonlight sliding and shining along the thick, worm-round tresses and losing itself in the masses only to glint again and move silvery along writhing tendrils—an awful, shuddering beauty more dreadful than any ugliness could be.


  But all this, again, he but half realized, for the insidious murmur was coiling again through his brain, promising, caressing, alluring, sweeter than honey; and the green eyes that held his were clear and burning like the depths of a jewel, and behind the pulsing slits of darkness he was staring into a greater dark that held all things . . . He had known—dimly he had known when he first gazed into those flat animal shallows that behind them lay this—all beauty and terror, all horror and delight, in the infinite darkness upon which her eyes opened like windows, paned with emerald glass.


  Her lips moved, and in a murmur that blended indistinguishably with the silence and the sway of her body and the dreadful sway of her—her hair—she whispered—very softly, very passionately, “I shall—speak to you now—in my own tongue—oh, beloved!”


  And in her living cloak she swayed to him, the murmur swelling seductive and caressing in his innermost brain—promising, compelling, sweeter than sweet. His flesh crawled to the horror of her, but it was a perverted revulsion that clasped what it loathed. His arms slid round her under the sliding cloak, wet, wet and warm and hideously alive—and the sweet velvet body was clinging to his, her arms locked about his neck—and with a whisper and a rush the unspeakable horror closed about them both.


  In nightmares until he died he remembered that moment when the living tresses of Shambleau first folded him in their embrace. A nauseous, smothering odor as the wetness shut around him—thick, pulsing worms clasping every inch of his body, sliding, writhing, their wetness and warmth striking through his garments as if he stood naked to their embrace.


  All this in a graven instant—and after that a tangled flash of conflicting sensation before oblivion closed over him for he remembered the dream—and knew it for nightmare reality now, and the sliding, gently moving caresses of those wet, warm worms upon his flesh was an ecstasy above words—that deeper ecstasy that strikes beyond the body and beyond the mind and tickles the very roots of soul with unnatural delight. So he stood, rigid as marble, as helplessly stony as any of Medusa’s victims in ancient legends were, while the terrible pleasure of Shambleau thrilled and shuddered through every fiber of him; through every atom of his body and the intangible atoms of what men call the soul, through all that was Smith the dreadful pleasure ran. And it was truly dreadful. Dimly he knew it, even as his body answered to the root-deep ecstasy, a foul and dreadful wooing from which his very soul shuddered away—and yet in the innermost depths of that soul some grinning traitor shivered with delight. But deeply, behind all this, he knew horror and revulsion and despair beyond telling, while the intimate caresses crawled obscenely in the secret places of his soul—knew that the soul should not be handled—and shook with the perilous pleasure through it all.


  And this conflict and knowledge, this mingling of rapture and revulsion all took place in the flashing of a moment while the scarlet worms coiled and crawled upon him, sending deep, obscene tremors of that infinite pleasure into every atom that made up Smith. And he could not stir in that slimy, ecstatic embrace—and a weakness was flooding that grew deeper after each succeeding wave of intense delight, and the traitor in his soul strengthened and drowned out the revulsion—and something within him ceased to struggle as he sank wholly into a blazing darkness that was oblivion to all else but that devouring rapture . . .


  The young Venusian climbing the stairs to his friend’s lodging-room pulled out his key absent-mindedly, a pucker forming between his fine brows. He was slim, as all Venusians are, as fair and sleek as any of them, and as with most of his countrymen the look of cherubic innocence on his face was wholly deceptive. He had the face of a fallen angel, without Lucifer’s majesty to redeem it; for a black devil grinned in his eyes and there were faint lines of ruthlessness and dissipation about his mouth to tell of the long years behind him that had run the gamut of experiences and made his name, next to Smith’s, the most hated and the most respected in the records of the Patrol.


  He mounted the stairs now with a puzzled frown between his eyes. He had come into Lakkdarol on the noon liner—the Maid in her hold very skillfully disguised with paint and otherwise—to find in lamentable disorder the affairs he had expected to be settled. And cautious inquiry elicited the information that Smith had not been seen for three days. That was not like his friend—he had never failed before, and the two stood to lose not only a large sum of money but also their personal safety by the inexplicable lapse on the part of Smith. Yarol could think of one solution only: fate had at last caught up with his friend. Nothing but physical disability could explain it.


  Still puzzling, he fitted his key in the lock and swung the door open.


  In that first moment, as the door opened, he sensed something very wrong . . . The room was darkened, and for a while he could see nothing, but at the first breath he scented a strange, unnamable odor, half sickening, half sweet. And deep stirrings of ancestral memory awoke within him—ancient swamp-born memories from Venusian ancestors far away and long ago . . .


  Yarol laid his hand on his gun, lightly, and opened the door wider. In the dimness all he could see at first was a curious mound in the far corner . . . Then his eyes grew accustomed to the dark, and he saw it more clearly, a mound that somehow heaved and stirred within itself . . . A mound of—he caught his breath sharply—a mound like a mass of entrails, living, moving, writhing with an unspeakable aliveness. Then a hot Venusian oath broke from his lips and he cleared the door-sill in a swift stride, slammed the door and set his back against it, gun ready in his hand, although his flesh crawled—for he knew . . .


  “Smith!” he said softly, in a voice thick with horror.


  The moving mass stirred—shuddered—sank back into crawling quiescence again.


  “Smith! Smith!” The Venusian’s voice was gentle and insistent, and it quivered a little with terror.


  An impatient ripple went over the whole mass of aliveness in the corner. It stirred again, reluctantly, and then tendril by writhing tendril it began to part itself and fall aside, and very slowly the brown of a spaceman’s leather appeared beneath it, all slimed and shining.


  “Smith! Northwest!” Yarol’s persistent whisper came again, urgently, and with a dream-like slowness the leather garments moved . . . a man sat up in the midst of the writhing worms, a man who once, long ago, might have been Northwest Smith. From head to foot he was slimy from the embrace of the crawling horror about him. His face was that of some creature beyond humanity—dead-alive, fixed in a gray stare, and the look of terrible ecstasy that overspread it seemed to come from somewhere far within, a faint reflection from immeasurable distances beyond the flesh. And as there is mystery and magic in the moonlight which is after all but a reflection of the everyday sun, so in that gray face turned to the door was a terror unnamable and sweet, a reflection of ecstasy beyond the understanding of any who had known only earthly ecstasy themselves. And as he sat there turning a blank, eyeless face to Yarol the red worms writhed ceaselessly about him, very gently, with a soft, caressive motion that never slacked.


  “Smith . . . come here! Smith . . . get up . . . Smith, Smith!” Yarol’s whisper hissed in the silence, commanding, urgent—but he made no move to leave the door.


  And with a dreadful slowness, like a dead man rising, Smith stood up in the nest of slimy scarlet. He swayed drunkenly on his feet, and two or three crimson tendrils came writhing up his legs to the knees and wound themselves there, supportingly, moving with a ceaseless caress that seemed to give him some hidden strength, for he said then, without inflection.


  “Go away. Go away. Leave me alone.” And the dead ecstatic face never changed.


  “Smith!” Yarol’s voice was desperate. “Smith, listen! Smith, can’t you hear me?”


  “Go away,” the monotonous voice said. “Go away. Go away. Go—”


  “Not unless you come too. Can’t you hear? Smith! Smith! I’ll—”


  He hushed in mid-phrase, and once more the ancestral prickle of race-memory shivered down his back, for the scarlet mass was moving again, violently, rising . . .


  Yarol pressed back against the door and gripped his gun, and the name of a god he had forgotten years ago rose to his lips unbidden. For he knew what was coming next, and the knowledge was more dreadful than any ignorance could have been.


  The red, writhing mass rose higher, and the tendrils parted and a human face looked out—no, half human, with green cat-eyes that shone in that dimness like lighted jewels, compellingly . . .


  Yarol breathed “Shar!” again, and flung up an arm across his face, and the tingle of meeting that green gaze for even an instant went thrilling through him perilously.


  “Smith!” he called in despair. “Smith, can’t you hear me?”


  “Go away,” said that voice that was not Smith’s. “Go away.”


  And somehow, although he dared not look, Yarol knew that the—the other—had parted those worm-thick tresses and stood there in all the human sweetness of the brown, curved woman’s body, cloaked in living horror. And he felt the eyes upon him, and something was crying insistently in his brain to lower that shielding arm . . . He was lost—he knew it, and the knowledge gave him that courage which comes from despair. The voice in his brain was growing, swelling, deafening him with a roaring command that all but swept him before it—command to lower that arm—to meet the eyes that opened upon darkness—to submit—and a promise, murmurous and sweet and evil beyond words, of pleasure to come . . .


  But somehow he kept his head—somehow, dizzily, he was gripping his gun in his upflung hand—somehow, incredibly, crossing the narrow room with averted face, groping for Smith’s shoulder. There was a moment of blind fumbling in emptiness, and then he found it, and gripped the leather that was slimy and dreadful and wet—and simultaneously he felt something loop gently about his ankle and a shock of repulsive pleasure went through him, and then another coil, and another, wound about his feet . . .


  Yarol set his teeth and gripped the shoulder hard, and his hand shuddered of itself, for the feel of that leather was slimy as the worms about his ankles, and a faint tingle of obscene delight went through him from the contact.


  That caressive pressure on his legs was all he could feel, and the voice in his brain drowned out all other sounds, and his body obeyed him reluctantly—but somehow he gave one heave of tremendous effort and swung Smith, stumbling, out of that nest of horror. The twining tendrils ripped loose with a little sucking sound, and the whole mass quivered and reached after, and then Yarol forgot his friend utterly and turned his whole being to the hopeless task of freeing himself. For only a part of him was fighting, now—only a part of him struggled against the twining obscenities, and in his innermost brain the sweet, seductive murmur sounded, and his body clamored to surrender . . .


  “Shar! Shar y’danis . . . Shar mor’la-rol—” prayed Yarol, gasping and half unconscious that he spoke, boy’s prayers that he had forgotten years ago, and with his back half turned to the central mass he kicked desperately with his heavy boots at the red, writhing worms about him. They gave back before him, quivering and curling themselves out of reach, and though he knew that more were reaching for his throat from behind, at least he could go on struggling until he was forced to meet those eyes . . .


  He stamped and kicked and stamped again, and for one instant he was free of the slimy grip as the bruised worms curled back from his heavy feet, and he lurched away dizzily, sick with revulsion and despair as he fought off the coils, and then he lifted his eyes and saw the cracked mirror on the wall. Dimly in its reflection he could see the writhing scarlet horror behind him, cat face peering out with its demure girl-smile, dreadfully human, and all the red tendrils reaching after him. And remembrance of something he had read long ago swept incongruously over him, and the gasp of relief and hope that he gave shook for a moment the grip of the command in his brain.


  Without pausing for a breath he swung the gun over his shoulder, the reflected barrel in line with the reflected horror in the mirror, and flicked the catch.


  In the mirror he saw its blue flame leap in a dazzling spate across the dimness, full into the midst of that squirming, reaching mass behind him. There was a hiss and a blaze and a high, thin scream of inhuman malice and despair—the flame cut a wide arc and went out as the gun fell from his hand, and Yarol pitched forward to the floor.


  Northwest Smith opened his eyes to Martian sunlight streaming thinly through the dingy window. Something wet and cold was slapping his face, and the familiar fiery sting of segir-whiskey burnt his throat.


  “Smith!” Yarol’s voice was saying from far away. “N.W.! Wake up, damn you! Wake up!”


  “I’m—awake,” Smith managed to articulate thickly. “Wha’s matter?”


  Then a cup-rim was thrust against his teeth and Yarol said irritably, “Drink it, you fool!”


  Smith swallowed obediently and more of the fire-hot segir flowed down his grateful throat. It spread a warmth through his body that awakened him from the numbness that had gripped him until now, and helped a little toward driving out the all-devouring weakness he was becoming aware of slowly. He lay still for a few minutes while the warmth of the whisky went through him, and memory sluggishly began to permeate his brain with the spread of the segir. Nightmare memories . . . sweet and terrible . . . memories of—


  “God!” gasped Smith suddenly, and tried to sit up. Weakness smote him like a blow, and for an instant the room wheeled as he fell back against something firm and warm—Yarol’s shoulder. The Venusian’s arm supported him while the room steadied, and after a while he twisted a little and stared into the other’s black gaze.


  Yarol was holding him with one arm and finishing the mug of segir himself, and the black eyes met his over the rim and crinkled into sudden laughter, half hysterical after that terror that was passed.


  “By Pharol!” gasped Yarol, choking into his mug. “By Pharol, N.W.! I’m never gonna let you forget this! Next time you have to drag me out of a mess I’ll say—”


  “Let it go,” said Smith. “What’s been going on? How—”


  “Shambleau,” Yarol’s laughter died. “Shambleau! What were you doing with a thing like that?”


  “What was it?” Smith asked soberly.


  “Mean to say you didn’t know? But where’d you find it? How—”


  “Suppose you tell me first what you know,” said Smith firmly. “And another swig of that segir, too. I need it.”


  “Can you hold the mug now? Feel better?”


  “Yeah—some. I can hold it—thanks. Now go on.”


  “Well—I don’t know just where to start. They call them Shambleau—”


  “Good God, is there more than one?”


  “It’s a—a sort of race, I think, one of the very oldest. Where they come from nobody knows. The name sounds a little French, doesn’t it? But it goes back beyond the start of history. There have always been Shambleau.”


  “I never heard of ‘em.”


  “Not many people have. And those who know don’t care to talk about it much.”


  “Well, half this town knows. I hadn’t any idea what they were talking about, then. And I still don’t understand—”


  “Yes, it happens like this, sometimes. They’ll appear, and the news will spread and the town will get together and hunt them down, and after that—well, the story doesn’t get around very far. It’s too—too unbelievable.”


  “But—my God, Yarol!—what was it? Where’d it come from? How—”


  “Nobody knows just where they come from. Another planet—maybe some undiscovered one. Some say Venus—I know there are some rather awful legends of them handed down in our family—that’s how I’ve heard about it. And the minute I opened that door, awhile back—I—I think I knew that smell . . .”


  “But—what are they?”


  “God knows. Not human, though they have the human form. Or that may be only an illusion . . . or maybe I’m crazy. I don’t know. They’re a species of the vampire—or maybe the vampire is a species of—of them. Their normal form must be that—that mass, and in that form they draw nourishment from the—I suppose the life-forces of men. And they take some form—usually a woman form, I think, and key you up to the highest pitch of emotion before they—begin. That’s to work the life-force up to intensity so it’ll be easier . . . And they give, always, that horrible, foul pleasure as they—feed. There are some men who, if they survive the first experience, take to it like a drug—can’t give it up—keep the thing with them all their lives—which isn’t long—feeding it for that ghastly satisfaction. Worse than smoking ming or—or ‘praying to Pharol.’ ”


  “Yes,” said Smith. “I’m beginning to understand why that crowd was so surprised and—and disgusted when I said—well, never mind. Go on.”


  “Did you get to talk to—to it?” asked Yarol.


  “I tried to. It couldn’t speak very well. I asked it where it came from and it said—‘from far away and long ago’—something like that.”


  “I wonder. Possibly some unknown planet—but I think not. You know there are so many wild stories with some basis of fact to start from, that I’ve sometimes wondered—mightn’t there be a lot more of even worse and wilder superstitions we’ve never even heard of? Things like this, blasphemous and foul, that those who know have to keep still about? Awful, fantastic things running around loose that we never hear rumors of at all!


  “These things—they’ve been in existence for countless ages. No one knows when or where they first appeared. Those who’ve seen them, as we saw this one, don’t talk about it. It’s just one of those vague, misty rumors you find half hinted at in old books sometimes . . . I believe they are an older race than man, spawned from ancient seed in times before ours, perhaps on planets that have gone to dust, and so horrible to man that when they are discovered the discoverers keep still about it—forget them again as quickly as they can.


  “And they go back to time immemorial. I suppose you recognized the legend of Medusa? There isn’t any question that the ancient Greeks knew of them. Does it mean that there have been civilizations before yours that set out from Earth and explored other planets? Or did one of the Shambleau somehow make its way into Greece three thousand years ago? If you think about it long enough you’ll go off your head! I wonder how many other legends are based on things like this—things we don’t suspect, things we’ll never know.


  “The Gorgon, Medusa, a beautiful woman with—with snakes for hair, and a gaze that turned men to stone, and Perseus finally killed her—I remembered this just by accident, N.W., and it saved your life and mine—Perseus killed her by using a mirror as he fought to reflect what he dared not look at directly. I wonder what the old Greek who first started that legend would have thought if he’d known that three thousand years later his story would save the lives of two men on another planet. I wonder what that Greek’s own story was, and how he met the thing, and what happened . . .


  “Well, there’s a lot we’ll never know. Wouldn’t the records of that race of—of things, whatever they are, be worth reading! Records of other planets and other ages and all the beginnings of mankind! But I don’t suppose they’ve kept any records. I don’t suppose they’ve even any place to keep them—from what little I know, or anyone knows about it, they’re like the Wandering Jew, just bobbing up here and there at long intervals, and where they stay in the meantime I’d give my eyes to know! But I don’t believe that terribly hypnotic power they have indicates any superhuman intelligence. It’s their means of getting food—just like a frog’s long tongue or a carnivorous flower’s odor. Those are physical because the frog and the flower eat physical food. The Shambleau uses a—a mental reach to get mental food. I don’t quite know how to put it. And just as a beast that eats the bodies of other animals acquires with each meal greater power over the bodies of the rest, so the Shambleau, stoking itself up with the life-forces of men, increases its power over the minds and souls of other men. But I’m talking about things I can’t define—things I’m not sure exist.


  “I only know that when I felt—when those tentacles closed around my legs—I didn’t want to pull loose, I felt sensations that—that—oh, I’m fouled and filthy to the very deepest part of me by that—pleasure—and yet—”


  “I know,” said Smith slowly. The effect of the segir was beginning to wear off, and weakness was washing back over him in waves, and when he spoke he was half meditating in a lower voice, scarcely realizing that Yarol listened. “I know it—much better than you do—and there’s something so indescribably awful that the thing emanates, something so utterly at odds with everything human—there aren’t any words to say it. For a while I was a part of it, literally, sharing its thoughts and memories and emotions and hungers, and—well, it’s over now and I don’t remember very clearly, but the only part left free was that part of me that was all but insane from the—the obscenity of the thing. And yet it was a pleasure so sweet—I think there must be some nucleus of utter evil in me—in everyone—that needs only the proper stimulus to get complete control; because even while I was sick all through from the touch of those—things—there was something in me that was—was simply gibbering with delight . . . Because of that I saw things—and knew things—horrible, wild things I can’t quite remember—visited unbelievable places, looked backward through the memory of that—creature—I was one with, and saw—God, I wish I could remember!”


  “You ought to thank your God you can’t,” said Yarol soberly.


  His voice roused Smith from the half-trance he had fallen into, and he rose on his elbow, swaying a little from weakness. The room was wavering before him, and he closed his eyes, not to see it, but he asked, “You say they—they don’t turn up again? No way of finding—another?”


  Yarol did not answer for a moment. He laid his hands on the other man’s shoulders and pressed him back, and then sat staring down into the dark, ravaged face with a new, strange, undefinable look upon it that he had never seen there before—whose meaning he knew, too well.


  “Smith,” he said finally, and his black eyes for once were steady and serious, and the little grinning devil had vanished from behind them, “Smith, I’ve never asked your word on anything before, but I’ve—I’ve earned the right to do it now, and I’m asking you to promise me one thing.”


  Smith’s colorless eyes met the black gaze unsteadily. Irresolution was in them, and a little fear of what that promise might be. And for just a moment Yarol was looking, not into his friend’s familiar eyes, but into a wide gray blankness that held all horror and delight—a pale sea with unspeakable pleasures sunk beneath it. Then the wide stare focused again and Smith’s eyes met his squarely and Smith’s voice said, “Go ahead. I’ll promise.”


  “That if you ever should meet a Shambleau again—ever, anywhere—you’ll draw your gun and burn it to hell the instant you realize what it is. Will you promise me that?”


  There was a long silence. Yarol’s somber black eyes bored relentlessly into the colorless ones of Smith, not wavering. And the veins stood out on Smith’s tanned forehead. He never broke his word—he had given it perhaps half a dozen times in his life, but once he had given it, he was incapable of breaking it. And once more the gray seas flooded in a dim tide of memories, sweet and horrible beyond dreams. Once more Yarol was staring into blankness that hid nameless things. The room was very still.


  The gray tide ebbed. Smith’s eyes, pale and resolute as steel, met Yarol’s levelly.


  “I’ll—try,” he said. And his voice wavered.


  TURNING POINT


  Poul Anderson


  Please, mister, could I have a cracker for my oontatherium?”


  Not exactly the words you would expect at an instant when history changes course and the universe can never again be what it was. The die is cast; In this sign conquer; It is not fit that you should sit here any longer; We hold these truths to be self-evident; The Italian navigator has landed in the New World; Dear God, the thing works!—no man with any imagination can recall those, or others like them, and not have a coldness run along his spine. But as for what little Mierna first said to us, on that island half a thousand light-years from home . . .


  The star is catalogued AGC 4256836, a K2 dwarf in Cassiopeia. Our ship was making a standard preliminary survey of that region, and had come upon mystery enough—how easily Earthsiders forget that every planet is a complete world!—but nothing extraordinary in this fantastic cosmos. The Traders had noted places that seemed worth further investigation; so had the Federals; the lists were not quite identical.


  After a year, vessel and men were equally jaded. We needed a set-down, to spend a few weeks refitting and recuperating before the long swing homeward. There is an art to finding such a spot. You visit whatever nearby suns look suitable. If you come on a planet whose gross physical characteristics are terrestroid, you check the biological details—very, very carefully, but since the operation is largely automated it goes pretty fast—and make contact with the autochthones, if any. Primitives are preferred. That’s not because of military danger, as some think. The Federals insist that the natives have no objection to strangers camping on their land, while the Traders don’t see how anyone, civilized or not, that hasn’t discovered atomic energy can be a menace. It’s only that primitives are less apt to ask complicated questions and otherwise make a nuisance of themselves. Spacemen rejoice that worlds with machine civilizations are rare.


  Well, Joril looked ideal. The second planet of that sun, with more water than Earth, it offered a mild climate everywhere. The biochemistry was so like our own that we could eat native foods, and there didn’t seem to be any germs that UX-2 couldn’t handle. Seas, forests, meadows made us feel right at home, yet the countless differences from Earth lent a fairyland glamour. The indigenes were savages, that is, they depended on hunting, fishing, and gathering for their whole food supply. So we assumed there were thousands of little cultures and picked the one that appeared most advanced: not that aerial observation indicated much difference.


  Those people lived in neat, exquisitely decorated villages along the western seaboard of the largest continent, with woods and hills behind them. Contact went smoothly. Our semanticians had a good deal of trouble with the language, but the villagers started picking up English right away. Their hospitality was lavish whenever we called on them, but they stayed out of our camp except for the conducted tours we gave and other such invitations. With one vast, happy sigh, we settled down.


  But from the first there were certain disturbing symptoms. Granted they had humanlike throats and palates, we hadn’t expected the autochthones to speak flawless English within a couple of weeks. Every one of them. Obviously they could have learned still faster if we’d taught them systematically. We followed the usual practice and christened the planet “Joril” after what we thought was the local word for “earth”—and then found that “Joril” meant “Earth,” capitalized, and the people had an excellent heliocentric astronomy. Though they were too polite to press themselves on us, they weren’t merely accepting us as something inexplicable; curiosity was a fire in them, and given half a chance they did ask the most complicated questions.


  Once the initial rush of establishing ourselves was over and we had time to think, it became plain that we’d stumbled on something worth much further study. First we needed to check on some other areas and make sure this Dannicar culture wasn’t a freak. After all, the Neolithic Mayas had been good astronomers; the ferro-agricultural Greeks had developed a high and sophisticated philosophy. Looking over the maps we’d made from orbit, Captain Barlow chose a large island about 700 kilometers due west. A gravboat was outfitted and five men went aboard.


  Pilot: Jacques Lejeune. Engineer: me. Federal militechnic representative: Commander Ernest Baldinger, Space Force of the Solar Peace Authority. Federal civil government representative: Walter Vaughan. Trader agent: Don Haraszthy. He and Vaughan were the principals, but the rest of us were skilled in the multiple jobs of planetography. You have to be, on a foreign world months from home or help.


  We made the aerial crossing soon after sunrise, so we’d have a full eighteen hours of daylight. I remember how beautiful the ocean looked below us, like one great bowl of metal, silver where the sun struck, cobalt and green copper beyond. Then the island came over the world’s edge, darkly forested, crimson-splashed by stands of gigantic red blossoms. Lejeune picked out an open spot in the woods, about two kilometers from a village that stood on a wide bay, and landed us with a whoop and a holler. He’s a fireball pilot.


  “Well—” Haraszthy rose to his sheer two meters and stretched till his joints cracked. He was burly to match that height, and his hook-nosed face carried the marks of old battles. Most Traders are tough, pragmatic extroverts; they have to be, just as Federal civils have to be the opposite. It makes for conflict, though. “Let’s hike.”


  “Not so fast,” Vaughan said: a thin young man with an intense gaze. “That tribe has never seen or heard of our kind. If they noticed us land, they may be in a panic.”


  “So we go jolly them out of it,” Haraszthy shrugged.


  “Our whole party? Are you serious?” Commander Baldinger asked. He reflected a bit. “Yes, I suppose you are. But I’m responsible now. Lejeune and Cathcart, stand by here. We others will proceed to the village.”


  “Just like that?” Vaughan protested.


  “You know a better way?” Haraszthy answered.


  “As a matter of fact—” But nobody listened. The government operates on some elaborate theories, and Vaughan was still too new in Survey to understand how often theory has to give way. We were impatient to go outside, and I regretted not being sent along to town. Of course, someone had to stay, ready to pull out our emissaries if serious trouble developed.


  We emerged into long grass and a breeze that smelled of nothing so much as cinnamon. Trees rustled overhead, against a deep blue sky; the reddish sunlight spilled across purple wildflowers and bronze-colored insect wings. I drew a savoring breath before going around with Lejeune to make sure our landing gear was properly set. We were all lightly clad; Baldinger carried a blast rifle and Haraszthy a radiocom big enough to contact Dannicar, but both seemed ludicrously inappropriate.


  “I envy the Jorillians,” I remarked.


  “In a way,” Lejeune said. “Though perhaps their environment is too good. What stimulus have they to advance further?”


  “Why should they want to?”


  “They don’t, consciously, my old. But every intelligent race is descended from animals that once had a hard struggle to survive, so hard they were forced to evolve brains. There is an instinct for adventure, even in the gentlest herbivorous beings, and sooner or later it must find expression—”


  “Holy jumping Judas!”


  Haraszthy’s yell brought Lejeune and me bounding back to that side of the ship. For a moment my reason wobbled. Then I decided the sight wasn’t really so strange . . . here.


  A girl was emerging from the woods. She was about the equivalent of a Terrestrial five-year-old, I estimated. Less than a meter tall (the Jorillians average more short and slender than we), she had the big head of her species to make her look still more elfin. Long blondish hair, round ears, delicate features that were quite humanoid except for the high forehead and huge violet eyes added to the charm. Her brown-skinned body was clad only in a white loincloth. One four-fingered hand waved cheerily at us. The other carried a leash. And at the opposite end of that leash was a grasshopper the size of a hippopotamus.


  No, not a grasshopper, I saw as she danced toward us. The head looked similar, but the four walking legs were short and stout, the several others mere boneless appendages. The gaudy hide was skin, not chitin. I saw that the creature breathed with lungs, too. Nonetheless it was a startling monster; and it drooled.


  “Insular genus,” Vaughan said. “Undoubtedly harmless, or she wouldn’t—But a child, coming so casually—!”


  Baldinger grinned and lowered his rifle. “What the hell,” he said, “to a kid everything’s equally wonderful. This is a break for our side. She’ll give us a good recommendation to her elders.”


  The little girl (damn it, I will call her that) walked to within a meter of Haraszthy, turned those big eyes up and up till they met his piratical face, and trilled with an irresistible smile:


  “Please, mister, could I have a cracker for my oontatherium?”


  I don’t quite remember the next few minutes. They were confused. Eventually we found ourselves, the whole five, walking down a sun-speckled woodland path. The girl skipped beside us, chattering like a xylophone. The monster lumbered behind, chewing messily on what we had given it. When the light struck those compound eyes I thought of a jewel chest.


  “My name is Mierna,” the girl said, “and my father makes things out of wood, I don’t know what that’s called in English, please tell me, oh, carpentry, thank you, you’re a nice man. My father thinks a lot. My mother makes songs. They are very pretty songs. She sent me out to get some sweet grass for a borning couch, because her assistant wife is going to born a baby soon, but when I saw you come down just the way Pengwil told, I knew I should say hello instead and take you to Taori. That’s our village. We have twenty-five houses. And sheds and a Thinking Hall that’s bigger than the one in Riru. Pengwil said crackers are awful tasty. Could I have one too?”


  Haraszthy obliged in a numb fashion. Vaughan shook himself and fairly snapped, “How do you know our language?”


  “Why, everybody does in Taori. Since Pengwil came and taught us. That was three days ago. We’ve been hoping and hoping you would come. They’ll be so jealous in Riru! But we’ll let them visit if they ask us nicely.”


  “Pengwil . . . a Dannicarian name, all right,” Baldinger muttered. “But they never heard of this island till I showed them our map. And they couldn’t cross the ocean in those dugouts of theirs! It’s against the prevailing winds, and square sails—”


  “Oh, Pengwil’s boat can sail right into the wind,” Mierna laughed. “I saw him myself, he took everybody for rides, and now my father’s making a boat like that too, only better.”


  “Why did Pengwil come here?” Vaughan asked.


  “To see what there was. He’s from a place called Folat. They have such funny names in Dannicar, and they dress funny too, don’t they, mister?”


  “Folat . . . yes, I remember, a community a ways north of our camp,” Baldinger said.


  “But savages don’t strike off into an unknown ocean for, for curiosity,” I stammered.


  “These do,” Haraszthy grunted. I could almost see the relays clicking in his blocky head. There were tremendous commercial possibilities here, foods and textiles and especially the dazzling artwork. In exchange—


  “No!” Vaughan exclaimed. “I know what you’re thinking, Trader Haraszthy, and you are not going to bring machines here.”


  The big man bridled. “Says who?”


  “Says me, by virtue of the authority vested in me. And I’m sure the Council will confirm my decision.” In that soft air Vaughan was sweating. “We don’t dare!”


  “What’s a Council?” Mierna asked. A shade of trouble crossed her face. She edged close to the bulk of her animal.


  In spite of everything, I had to pat her head and murmur, “Nothing you need worry about, sweetheart.” To get her mind, and my own, off vague fears: “Why do you call this fellow an oontatherium? That can’t be his real name.”


  “Oh, no.” She forgot her worries at once. “He’s a yao and his real name is, well, it means Big-Feet-Buggy-Eyes-Top-Man-Underneath-And-Over. That’s what I named him. He’s mine and he’s lovely.” She tugged at an antenna. The monster actually purred. “But Pengwil told us about something called an oont you have at your home, that’s hairy and scary and carries things and drools like a yao, so I thought that would be a nice English name. Isn’t it?”


  “Very,” I said weakly.


  “What is this oont business?” Vaughan demanded.


  Haraszthy ran a hand through his hair. “Well,” he said, “you know I like Kipling, and I read some of his poems to some natives one night at a party. The one about the oont, the camel, yeah, I guess that must have been among ‘em. They sure enjoyed Kipling.”


  “And had the poem letter-perfect after one hearing, and passed it unchanged up and down the coast, and now it’s crossed the sea and taken hold,” Vaughan choked.


  “Who explained that therium is a root meaning ‘mammal’ ?” I asked. Nobody knew, but doubtless one of our naturalists had casually mentioned it. So five-year-old Mierna had gotten the term from a wandering sailor and applied it with absolute correctness: never mind feelers and insectoidal eyes, the yao was a true mammal.


  After a while we emerged in a cleared strip fronting on the bay. Against its glitter stood the village, peak-roofed houses of wood and thatch, a different style from Dannicar’s but every bit as pleasant and well-kept. Outrigger canoes were drawn up on the beach, where fishnets hung to dry. Anchored some way beyond was another boat. The curved, gaily painted hull, twin steering oars, mat sails and leather tackle were like nothing on our poor overmechanized Earth; but she was sloop-rigged, and evidently a deep keel made it impossible to run her ashore.


  “I thought so,” Baldinger said in an uneven voice. “Pengwil went ahead and invented tacking. That’s an efficient design. He could cross the water in a week or less.”


  “He invented navigation too,” Lejeune pointed out.


  The villagers, who had not seen us descend, now dropped their occupations—cooking, cleaning, weaving, potting, the numberless jobs of the primitive—to come on the run. All were dressed as simply as Mierna. Despite large heads, which were not grotesquely big, odd hands and ears, slightly different body proportions, the women were good to look on: too good, after a year’s celibacy. The beardless, long-haired men were likewise handsome, and both sexes were graceful as cats.


  They didn’t shout or crowd. Only one exuberant horn sounded, down on the beach. Mierna ran to a grizzled male, seized him by the hand, and tugged him forward. “This is my father,” she crowed. “Isn’t he wonderful? And he thinks a lot. The name he’s using right now, that’s Sarato. I liked his last name better.”


  “One wearies of the same word,” Sarato laughed. “Welcome, Earthfolk. You do us great . . . lula . . . pardon, I lack the term. You raise us high by this visit.” His handshake—Pengwil must have told him about that custom—was hard, and his eyes met ours respectfully but unawed.


  The Dannicarian communities turned what little government they needed over to specialists, chosen on the basis of some tests we hadn’t yet comprehended. But these people didn’t seem to draw even that much class distinction. We were introduced to everybody by occupation: hunter, fisher, musician, prophet (I think that is what nonalo means), and so on. There was the same absence of taboo here as we had noticed in Dannicar, but an equally elaborate code of manners—which they realized we could not be expected to observe.


  Pengwil, a strongly built youth in the tunic of his own culture, greeted us. It was no coincidence that he’d arrived at the same spot as we. Taori lay almost exactly west of his home area, and had the best anchorage on these shores. He was bursting with desire to show off his boat. I obliged him, swimming out and climbing aboard. “A fine job,” I said with entire honesty. “I have a suggestion, though. For sailing along coasts, you don’t need a fixed keel.” I described a centerboard. “Then you can ground her.”


  “Yes, Sarato thought of that after he had seen my work. He has started one of such pattern already. He wants to do away with the steering oars also, and have a flat piece of wood turn at the back end. Is that right?”


  “Yes,” I said after a strangled moment.


  “It seemed so to me.” Pengwil smiled. “The push of water can be split in two parts like the push of air. Your Mister Ishihara told me about splitting and rejoining forces. That was what gave me the idea for a boat like this.”


  We swam back and put our clothes on again. The village was abustle, preparing a feast for us. Pengwil joined them. I stayed behind, walking the beach, too restless to sit. Staring out across the waters and breathing an ocean smell that was almost like Earth’s, I thought strange thoughts. They were broken off by Mierna. She skipped toward me, dragging a small wagon.


  “Hello, Mister Cathcart!” she cried. “I have to gather seaweed for flavor. Do you want to help me?”


  “Sure,” I said.


  She made a face. “I’m glad to be here. Father and Kuaya and a lot of the others, they’re asking Mister Lejeune about ma-the-matics. I’m not old enough to like functions. I’d like to hear Mister Haraszthy tell about Earth, but he’s talking alone in a house with his friends. Will you tell me about Earth? Can I go there someday?”


  I mumbled something. She began to bundle leafy strands that had washed ashore. “I didn’t used to like this job,” she said. “I had to go back and forth so many times. They wouldn’t let me use my oontatherium because he gets buckety when his feet are wet. I told them I could make him shoes, but they said no. Now it’s fun anyway, with this, this, what do you call it?”


  “A wagon. You haven’t had such a thing before?”


  “No, never, just drags with runners. Pengwil told us about wheels. He saw the Earthfolk use them. Carpenter Huanna started putting wheels on the drags right away. We only have a few so far.”


  I looked at the device, carved in wood and bone, a frieze of processional figures around the sides. The wheels weren’t simply attached to axles. With permission, I took the cover off one and saw a ring of hard-shelled spherical nuts. As far as I knew, nobody had explained ball bearings to Pengwil.


  “I’ve been thinking and thinking,” Mierna said. “If we made a great big wagon, then an oontatherium could pull it, couldn’t he? Only we have to have a good way for tying the oontatherium on, so he doesn’t get hurt and you can guide him. I’ve thinked . . . thought of a real nice way.” She stooped and drew lines in the sand. The harness ought to work.


  With a full load, we went back among the houses. I lost myself in admiration of the carved pillars and panels. Sarato emerged from Lejeune’s discussion of group theory (the natives had already developed that, so the talk was a mere comparison of approaches) to show me his obsidian-edged tools. He said the coast dwellers traded inland for the material, and spoke of getting steel from us. Or might we be so incredibly kind as to explain how metal was taken from the earth?


  The banquet, music, dances, pantomimes, conversation, all was as gorgeous as expected, or more so. I trust the happy-pills we humans took kept us from making too grim an impression. But we disappointed our hosts by declining an offer to spend the night. They guided us back by torch-glow, singing the whole distance, on a twelve-tone scale with some of the damnedest harmony I have ever come across. Mierna was at the tail of the parade. She stood a long time in the coppery light of the single great moon, waving to us.


  Baldinger set out glasses and a bottle of Irish. “Okay,” he said. “Those pills have worn off by now, but we need an equivalent.”


  “Hoo, yes!” Haraszthy grabbed the bottle.


  “I wonder what their wine will be like, when they invent that?” Lejeune mused.


  “Be still!” Vaughan said. “They aren’t going to.”


  We stared at him. He sat shivering with tension, under the cold fluoroluminance in that bleak little cabin.


  “What the devil do you mean?” Haraszthy demanded at last. “If they can make wine half as well as they do everything else, it’ll go for ten credits a liter on Earth.”


  “Don’t you understand?” Vaughan cried. “We can’t deal with them. We have to get off this planet and—Oh, God, why did we have to find the damned thing?” He groped for a glass.


  “Well,” I sighed, “we always knew, those of us who bothered to think about the question, that someday we were bound to meet a race like this. Man . . . what is man that Thou art mindful of him?”


  “This is probably an older star than Sol,” Baldinger nodded. “Less massive, so it stays longer on the main sequence.”


  “There needn’t be much difference in planetary age,” I said. “A million years, half a million, whatever the figure is, hell, that doesn’t mean a thing in astronomy or geology. In the development of an intelligent race, though—”


  “But they’re savages!” Haraszthy protested.


  “Most of the races we’ve found are,” I reminded him. “Man was too, for most of his existence. Civilization is a freak. It doesn’t come natural. Started on Earth, I’m told, because the Middle East dried out as the glaciers receded and something had to be done for a living when the game got scarce. And scientific, machine civilization, that’s a still more unusual accident. Why should the Jorillians have gone beyond an Upper Paleolithic technology? They never needed to.”


  “Why do they have the brains they do, if they’re in the stone age?” Haraszthy argued.


  “Why did we, in our own stone age?” I countered. “It wasn’t necessary for survival. Java man, Peking man, and the low-browed rest, they’d been doing all right. But evidently evolution, intraspecies competition, sexual selection . . . whatever increases intelligence in the first place continues to force it upward, if some new factor like machinery doesn’t interfere. A bright Jorillian has more prestige, rises higher in life, gets more mates and children, and so it goes. But this is an easy environment, at least in the present geological epoch. The natives don’t even seem to have wars, which would stimulate technology. Thus far they’ve had little occasion to use those tremendous minds for anything but art, philosophy, and social experimentation.”


  “What is their average IQ?” Lejeune whispered.


  “Meaningless,” Vaughan said dully. “Beyond 180 or so, the scale breaks down. How can you measure an intelligence so much greater than your own?”


  There was a stillness. I heard the forest sough in the night around us.


  “Yes,” Baldinger ruminated, “I always realized that our betters must exist. Didn’t expect we’d run into them in my own lifetime, however. Not in this microscopic sliver of the galaxy that we’ve explored. And . . . well, I always imagined the Elders having machines, science, space travel.”


  “They will,” I said.


  “If we go away—” Lejeune began.


  “Too late,” I said. “We’ve already given them this shiny new toy, science. If we abandon them, they’ll come looking for us in a couple of hundred years. At most.”


  Haraszthy’s fist crashed on the table. “Why leave?” he roared. “What the hell are you scared of? I doubt the population of this whole planet is ten million. There are fifteen billion humans in the Solar System and the colonies! So a Jorillian can outthink me. So what? Plenty of guys can do that already, and it don’t bother me as long as we can do business.”


  Baldinger shook his head. His face might have been cast in iron. “Matters aren’t that simple. The question is what race is going to dominate this arm of the galaxy.”


  “Is it so horrible if the Jorillians do?” Lejeune asked softly.


  “Perhaps not. They seem pretty decent. But—” Baldinger straightened in his chair. “I’m not going to be anybody’s domestic animal. I want my planet to decide her own destiny.”


  That was the unalterable fact. We sat weighing it for a long and wordless time.


  The hypothetical superbeings had always seemed comfortably far off. We hadn’t encountered them, or they us. Therefore they couldn’t live anywhere near. Therefore they probably never would interfere in the affairs of this remote galactic fringe where we dwell. But a planet only months distant from Earth; a species whose average member was a genius and whose geniuses were not understandable by us: bursting from their world, swarming through space, vigorous, eager, jumping in a decade to accomplishments that would take us a century—if we ever succeeded—how could they help but destroy our painfully built civilization? We’d scrap it ourselves, as the primitives of our old days had scrapped their own rich cultures in the overwhelming face of Western society. Our sons would laugh at our shoddy triumphs, go forth to join the high Jorillian adventure, and come back spirit-broken by failure, to build some feeble imitation of an alien way of life and fester in their hopelessness. And so would every other thinking species, unless the Jorillians were merciful enough to leave them alone.


  Which the Jorillians probably would be. But who wants that kind of mercy?


  I looked upon horror. Only Vaughan had the courage to voice the thing:


  “There are planets under technological blockade, you know. Cultures too dangerous to allow modern weapons, let alone spaceships. Joril can be interdicted.”


  “They’ll invent the stuff for themselves, now they’ve gotten the idea,” Baldinger said.


  Vaughan’s mouth twitched downward. “Not if the only two regions that have seen us are destroyed.”


  “Good God!” Haraszthy leaped to his feet.


  “Sit down!” Baldinger rapped.


  Haraszthy spoke an obscenity. His face was ablaze. The rest of us sat in a chill sweat.


  “You’ve called me unscrupulous,” the Trader snarled. “Take that suggestion back to the hell it came from, Vaughan, or I’ll kick our your brains.”


  I thought of nuclear fire vomiting skyward, and a wisp of gas that had been Mierna, and said, “No.”


  “The alternative,” Vaughan said, staring at the bulkhead across from him, “is to do nothing until the sterilization of the entire planet has become necessary.”


  Lejeune shook his head in anguish. “Wrong, wrong, wrong. There can be too great a price for survival.”


  “But for our children’s survival? Their liberty? Their pride and—”


  “What sort of pride can they take in themselves, once they know the truth?” Haraszthy interrupted. He reached down, grabbed Vaughan’s shirt front, and hauled the man up by sheer strength. His broken features glared three centimeters from the Federal’s. “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do,” he said. “We’re going to trade, and teach, and xenologize, and fraternize, the same as with any other people whose salt we’ve eaten. And take our chances like men!”


  “Let him go,” Baldinger commanded. Haraszthy knotted a fist. “If you strike him, I’ll brig you and prefer charges at home. Let him go, I said!”


  Haraszthy opened his grasp. Vaughan tumbled to the deck. Haraszthy sat down, buried his head in his hands, and struggled not to sob.


  Baldinger refilled our glasses. “Well, gentlemen,” he said, “it looks like an impasse. We’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t, and I lay odds no Jorillian talks in such tired clichés.”


  “They could give us so much,” Lejeune pleaded.


  “Give!” Vaughan climbed erect and stood trembling before us. “That’s p-p-precisely the trouble. They’d give it! If they could, even. It wouldn’t be ours. We probably couldn’t understand their work, or use it, or . . . It wouldn’t be ours, I say!”


  Haraszthy stiffened. He sat like stone for an entire minute before he raised his face and whooped aloud.


  “Why not?”


  Blessed be whiskey. I actually slept a few hours before dawn. But the light, stealing in through the ports, woke me then and I couldn’t get back to sleep. At last I rose, took the drop-shaft down, and went outside.


  The land lay still. Stars were paling, but the east held as yet only a rush of ruddiness. Through the cool air I heard the first bird-flutings from the dark forest mass around me. I kicked off my shoes and went barefoot in wet grass.


  Somehow it was not surprising that Mierna should come at that moment, leading her oontatherium. She let go the leash and ran to me. “Hi, Mister Cathcart! I hoped a lot somebody would be up. I haven’t had any breakfast.”


  “We’ll have to see about that.” I swung her in the air till she squealed. “And then maybe like a little flyaround in this boat. Would you like that?”


  “Oooh!” Her eyes grew round. I set her down. She needed a while longer before she dared ask, “Clear to Earth?”


  “No, not that far, I’m afraid. Earth is quite a ways off.”


  “Maybe someday? Please?”


  “Someday, I’m quite sure, my dear. And not so terribly long until then, either.”


  “I’m going to Earth, I’m going to Earth, I’m going to Earth.” She hugged the oontatherium. “Will you miss me awfully, Big-Feet-Buggy-Eyes-Top-Man-Underneath-And-Over? Don’t drool so sad. Maybe you can come too. Can he, Mister Cathcart? He’s a very nice oontatherium, honest he is, and he does so love crackers.”


  “Well, perhaps, perhaps not,” I said. “But you’ll go, if you wish. I promise you. Anybody on this whole planet who wants to will go to Earth.”


  As most of them will. I’m certain our idea will be accepted by the Council. The only possible one. If you can’t lick ‘em . . . get ‘em to jine you.


  I rumpled Mierna’s hair. In a way, sweetheart, what a dirty trick to play on you! Take you straight from the wilderness to a huge and complicated civilization. Dazzle you with all the tricks and gadgets and ideas we have, not because we’re better but simply because we’ve been at it a little longer than you. Scatter your ten million among our fifteen billion. Of course you’ll fall for it. You can’t help yourselves. When you realize what’s happening, you won’t be able to stop, you’ll be hooked. I don’t think you’ll even be able to resent it.


  You’ll be assimilated, Mierna. You’ll become an Earth girl. Naturally, you’ll grow up to be one of our leaders. You’ll contribute tremendous things to our civilization, and be rewarded accordingly. But the whole point is, it will be our civilization. Mine . . . and yours.


  I wonder if you’ll ever miss the forest, though, and the little houses by the bay, and the boats and songs and old, old stories, yes, and your darling oontatherium. I know the empty planet will miss you, Mierna. So will I.


  “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go build us that breakfast.”


  HEAVY PLANET


  Lee Gregor


  Ennis was completing his patrol of Sector EM, Division 426 of the Eastern Ocean. The weather had been unusually fine, the liquid-thick air roaring along in a continuous blast that propelled his craft with a rush as if it were flying, and lifting short, choppy waves that rose and fell with a startling suddenness. A short savage squall whirled about, pounding down on the ocean like a million hammers, flinging the little boat ahead madly.


  Ennis tore at the controls, granite-hard muscles standing out in bas-relief over his short, immensely thick body, skin gleaming scalelike in the splashing spray. The heat from the sun that hung like a huge red lantern on the horizon was a tangible intensity, making an inferno of the gale.


  The little craft, that Ennis maneuvered by sheer brawn, took a leap into the air and seemed to float for many seconds before burying its keel again in the sea. It often floated for long distances, the air was so dense. The boundary between air and water was sometimes scarcely defined at all—one merged into the other imperceptibly. The pressure did strange things.


  Like a dust mote sparkling in a beam, a tiny speck of light above caught Ennis’ eye. A glider, he thought, but he was puzzled. Why so far out here on the ocean? They were nasty things to handle in the violent wind.


  The dust mote caught the light again. It was lower, tumbling down with a precipitancy that meant trouble. An upward blast caught it, checked its fall. Then it floated down gently for a space until struck by another howling wind that seemed to distort its very outlines.


  Ennis turned the prow of his boat to meet the path of the falling vessel. Curious, he thought; where were its wings? Were they retracted, or broken off? It ballooned closer, and it wasn’t a glider. Far larger than any glider ever made, it was of a ridiculous shape that would not stand up for an instant. And with the sharp splash the body made as it struck the water—a splash that fell in almost the same instant it rose—a thought seemed to leap up in his mind. A thought that was more important than anything else on that planet; or was to him, at least. For if it was what he thought it was—and it had to be that—it was what Shadden had been desperately seeking for many years. What a stroke of inconceivable luck, falling from the sky before his very eyes!


  The silvery shape rode the ragged waters lightly. Ennis’ craft came up with a rush; he skillfully checked its speed and the two came together with a slight jar. The metal of the strange vessel dented as if it were made of rubber. Ennis stared. He put out an arm and felt the curved surface of the strange ship. His finger prodded right through the metal. What manner of people were they who made vessels of such weak materials?


  He moored his little boat to the side of the larger one and climbed to an opening. The wall sagged under him. He knew he must be careful; it was frightfully weak. It would not hold together very long; he must work fast if it were to be saved. The atmospheric pressure would have flattened it out long ago, had it not been for the jagged rent above which had allowed the pressure to be equalized.


  He reached the opening and lowered himself carefully into the interior of the vessel. The rent was too small; he enlarged it by taking the two edges in his hands and pulling them apart. As he went down he looked askance at the insignificant plates and beams that were like tissue paper on his world. Inside was wreckage. Nothing was left in its original shape. Crushed, mutilated machinery, shattered vacuum tubes, sagging members, all ruined by the gravity and the pressure.


  There was a pulpy mess on the floor that he did not examine closely. It was like red jelly, thin and stalky, pulped under a gravity a hundred times stronger and an atmosphere ten thousand times heavier than that it had been made for.


  He was in a room with many knobs and dials on the walls, apparently a control room. A table in the center with a chart on it, the chart of a solar system. It had nine planets; his had but five.


  Then he knew he was right. If they came from another system, what he wanted must be there. It could be nothing else.


  He found a staircase, descended. Large machinery bulked there. There was no light, but he did not notice that. He could see well enough by infrared, and the amount of energy necessary to sustain his compact gianthood kept him constantly radiating.


  Then he went through a door that was of a comfortable massiveness, even for his planet—and there it was. He recognized it at once. It was big, squat, strong. The metal was soft, but it was thick enough even to stand solidly under the enormous pull of this world. He had never seen anything quite like it. It was full of coils, magnets, and devices of shapes unknown to him. But Shadden would know. Shadden, and who knows how many other scientists before him, had tried to make something which would do what this could do, but they had all failed. And without the things this machine could perform, the race of men on Heavyplanet was doomed to stay down on the surface of the planet, chained there immovably by the crushing gravity.


  It was atomic energy. That he had known as soon as he knew that the body was not a glider. For nothing else but atomic energy and the fierce winds was capable of lifting a body from the surface of Heavyplanet. Chemicals were impotent. There is no such thing as an explosion where the atmosphere pressed inward with more force than an explosion could press outward. Only atomic, of all the theoretically possible sources of energy, could supply the work necessary to lift a vessel away from the planet. Every other source of energy was simply too weak.


  Yes, Shadden, all the scientists must see this. And quickly, because the forces of sea and storm would quickly tear the ship to shreds, and, even more vital, because the scientists of Bantin and Marak might obtain the secret if there was delay. And that would mean ruin—the loss of its age-old supremacy—for his nation. Bantin and Marak were war nations; did they obtain the secret they would use it against all the other worlds that abounded in the Universe.


  The Universe was big. That was why Ennis was so sure there was atomic energy on this ship. For, even though it might have originated on a planet that was so tiny that chemical energy—although that was hard to visualize—would be sufficient to lift it out of the pull of gravity, to travel the distance that stretched between the stars only one thing would suffice.


  He went back through the ship, trying to see what had happened.


  There were pulps lying behind long tubes that pointed out through clever ports in the outer wall. He recognized them as weapons, worth looking into.


  There must have been a battle. He visualized the scene. The forces that came from atomic energy must have warped even space in the vicinity. The ship pierced, the occupants killed, the controls wrecked, the vessel darting off at titanic speed, blindly into nothing. Finally it had come near enough to Heavyplanet to be enmeshed in its huge web of gravity.


  Weeaao-o-ow! It was the wailing roar of his alarm siren, which brought him spinning around and dashing for his boat. Beyond, among the waves that leaped and fell so suddenly, he saw a long, low craft making way toward the derelict spaceship. He glimpsed a flash of color on the rounded, gray superstructure, and knew it for a battleship of Marak. Luck was going strong both ways; first good, now bad. He could easily have eluded the battleship in his own small craft, but he couldn’t leave the derelict. Once lost to the enemy he could never regain it, and it was too valuable to lose.


  The wind howled and buffeted about his head, and he strained his muscles to keep from being blasted away as he crouched there, half on his own boat and half on the derelict. The sun had set and the evening winds were beginning to blow. The hulk scudded before them, its prow denting from the resistance of the water it pushed aside.


  He thought furiously fast. With a quick motion he flipped the switch of the radiophone and called Shadden. He waited with fierce impatience until the voice of Shadden was in his ear. At last he heard it, then: “Shadden! This is Ennis. Get your glider, Shadden, fly to a45j on my route! Quickly! It’s come, Shadden! But I have no time. Come!”


  He flipped the switch off, and pounded the valve out of the bottom of his craft, clutching at the side of the derelict. With a rush the ocean came up and flooded his little boat and in an instant it was gone, on its way down to the bottom. That would save him from being detected for a short time.


  Back into the darkness of the spaceship. He didn’t think he had been noticed climbing through the opening. Where could he hide? Should he hide? He couldn’t defeat the entire battleship singlehanded, without weapons. There were no weapons that could be carried anyway. A beam of concentrated actinic light that ate away the eyes and the nervous system had to be powered by the entire output of a battleship’s generators. Weapons for striking and cutting had never been developed on a world where flesh was tougher than metal. Ennis was skilled in personal combat, but how could he overcome all that would enter the derelict?


  Down again, into the dark chamber where the huge atomic generator towered over his head. This time he looked for something he had missed before. He crawled around it, peering into its recesses. And then, some feet above, he saw the opening, and pulled himself up to it, carefully, not to destroy the precious thing with his mass. The opening was shielded with a heavy, darkly transparent substance through which seeped a dim glow from within. He was satisfied then. Somehow, matter was still being disintegrated in there, and energy could be drawn off if he knew how.


  There were leads—wires of all sizes, and busbars, and thick, heavy tubes that bent under their own weight. Some must lead in and some must lead out; it was not good to tamper with them. He chose another track. Upstairs again, and to the places where he had seen the weapons.


  They were all mounted on heavy, rigid swivels. He carefully detached the tubes from the bases. The first time he tried it he was not quite careful enough, and part of the projector itself was ripped away, but next time he knew what he was doing and it came away nicely. It was a large thing, nearly as thick as his arm and twice as long. Heavy leads trailed from its lower end and a lever projected from behind. He hoped it was in working condition. He dared not try it; all he could do was to trace the leads back and make sure they were intact.


  He ran out of time. There came a thud from the side, and then smaller thuds, as the boarding party incautiously leaped over. Once there was a heavy sound, as someone went all the way through the side of the ship.


  “Idiot!” Ennis muttered, and moved forward with his weapon toward the stairway. Noises came from overhead, and then a loud crash buckled the plates of the ceiling. Ennis leaped out of the way, but the entire section came down, with two men on it. The floor sagged, but held for the moment. Ennis, caught beneath the down-coming mass, beat his way free. He came up with a girder in his hand, which he bent over the head of one of the Maraks. The man shook himself and struck out for Ennis, who took the blow rolling and countered with a buffet that left a black splotch on a skin that was like armor plate and sent the man through the opposite wall. The other was upon Ennis, who whirled with the quickness of one who maneuvers habitually under a pressure of ten thousand atmospheres, and shook the Marak from him, leaving him unconscious with a twist in a sensitive spot.


  The first opponent returned, and the two grappled, searching for nerve centers to beat upon. Ennis twisted frantically, conscious of the real danger that the frail vessel might break to pieces beneath his feet. The railing of a staircase gave behind the two, and they hurtled down it, crashing through the steps to the floor below. Their weight and momentum carried them through. Ennis released his grip on the Marak, stopped his fall by grasping one of the girders that was part of the ship’s framework. The other continued his devastating way down, demolishing the inner shell, and then the outer shell gave way with a grinding crash that ominously became a burbling rush of liquid.


  Ennis looked down into the space where the Marak had fallen, hissed with a sudden intake of breath, then dove down himself. He met rising water, gushing in through a rent in the keel. He braced himself against a girder which sagged under his hand and moved onward against the rushing water. It geysered through the hole in a heavy stream that pushed him back and started to fill the bottom level of the ship. Against that terrific pressure he strained forward slowly, beating against the resisting waves, and then, with a mighty flounder, was at the opening. Its edges had been folded back upon themselves by the inrushing water, and they gaped inward like a jagged maw. He grasped them in a huge hand and exerted force. They strained for a moment and began to straighten. Irresistibly he pushed and stretched them into their former position, and then took the broken ends in his hands and squeezed. The metal grew soft under his grip and began to flow. The edges of the plate welded under that mighty pressure. He moved down the crack and soon it was watertight. He flexed his hands as he rose. They ached; even his strength was beginning to be taxed.


  Noises from above; pounding feet. Men were coming down to investigate the commotion. He stood for a moment in thought, then turned to a blank wall, battered his way through it, and shoved the plates and girders back into position. Down to the other end of the craft, and up a staircase there. The corridor above was deserted, and he stole along it, hunting for the place he had left the weapon he had prepared. There was a commotion ahead as the Maraks found the unconscious man.


  Two men came pounding up the passageway, giving him barely enough time to slip into a doorway to the side. The room he found himself in was a sleeping chamber. There were two red pulps there, and nothing that could help him, so he stayed in there only long enough to make sure that he would not be seen emerging into the hall. He crept down it again, with as little noise as possible. The racket ahead helped him; it sounded as though they were tearing the ship apart. Again he cursed their idiocy. Couldn’t they see how valuable this was?


  They were in the control room, ripping apart the machinery with the curiosity of children, wondering at the strange weakness of the paperlike metal, not realizing that, on the world where it was fabricated, it was sufficiently strong for any strain the builders could put upon it.


  The strange weapon Ennis had prepared was on the floor of the passage, and just outside the control room. He looked anxiously at the trailing cables. Had they been stepped on and broken? Was the instrument in working condition? He had to get it and be away; no time to experiment to see if it would work.


  A noise from behind, and Ennis again slunk into a doorway as a large Marak with a colored belt around his waist strode jarringly through the corridor into the control room. Sharp orders were barked, and the men ceased their havoc with the machinery of the room. All but a few left and scattered through the ship. Ennis’ face twisted into a scowl. This made things more difficult. He couldn’t overcome them all single-handed, and he couldn’t use the weapon inside the ship if it was what he thought it was from the size of the cables.


  A Marak was standing immediately outside the room in which Ennis lurked. No exit that way. He looked around the room; there were no other doors. A porthole in the outer wall was a tiny disk of transparency. He looked at it, felt it with his hands, and suddenly pushed his hands right through it. As quietly as he could, he worked at the edges of the circle until the hole was large enough for him to squeeze through. The jagged edges did not bother him. They felt soft, like a ragged pat of butter.


  The Marak vessel was moored to the other side of the spaceship. On this side the wind howled blankly, and the sawtooth waves stretched on and on to a horizon that was many miles distant. He cautiously made his way around the glistening rotundity of the derelict, past the prow, straining silently against the vicious backward sweep of the water that tore at every inch of his body. The darker hump of the battleship loomed up as he rounded the curve, and he swam across the tiny space to grasp a row of projections that curved up over the surface of the craft. He climbed up them, muscles that were hard as carborundum straining to hold against all the forces of gravity and wind that fought him down. Near the top of the curve was a rounded, streamlined projection. He felt around its base and found a lever there, which he moved. The metal hump slid back, revealing a rugged swivel mounting with a stubby cylindrical projector atop it.


  He swung the mounting around and let loose a short, sudden blast of white fire along the naked deck of the battleship. Deep voices yelled within and men sprang out, to fall back with abrupt screams clogged in their throats as Ennis caught them in the intolerable blast from the projector. Men, shielded by five thousand miles of atmosphere from actinic light, used to receiving only red and infra red, were painfully vulnerable to his frightful concentration of ultraviolet.


  Noise and shouts burst from the derelict spaceship alongside, sweeping away eerily in the thundering wind that seemed to pound down upon them with new vigor in that moment. Heads appeared from the openings in the craft.


  Ennis suddenly stood up to his full height, bracing himself against the wind, so dense it made him buoyant. With a deep bellow he bridged the space to the derelict. Then, as a squad of Maraks made their difficult, slippery way across the flank of the battleship toward him, and as the band that had boarded the spaceship crowded out on its battered deck to see what the noise was about, he dropped down into a crouch behind his ultraviolet projector, and whirled it around, pulling the firing lever.


  That was what he wanted. Make a lot of noise and disturbance, get them all on deck, and then blow them to pieces. The ravening blast spat from the nozzle of the weapon, and the men on the battleship dropped flat on the deck. He found he could not depress the projector enough to reach them. He spun it to point at the spaceship. The incandescence reached out, and then seemed to waver and die. The current was shut off at the switchboard.


  Ennis rose from behind the projector, and then hurtled from the flank of the battleship as he was struck by two Maraks leaping on him from behind the hump of the vessel. The three struck the water and sank, Ennis struggling violently. He was on the last lap, and he gave all his strength to the spurt. The water swirled around them in little choppy waves that fell more quickly than the eye could follow. Heavier blows than those from an Earthly trip hammer were scoring Ennis’ face and head. He was in a bad position to strike back, and suddenly he became limp and sank below the surface. The pressure of the water around him was enormous, and it increased very rapidly as he went lower and lower. He saw the shadowy bulk of the spaceship above him. His lungs were fighting for air, but he shook off his pretended stupor and swam doggedly through the water beneath the derelict. He went on and on. It seemed as though the distance were endless, following the metal curve. It was so big from beneath, and trying to swim the width without air made it bigger.


  Clear, finally, his lungs drew in the saving breaths. No time to rest, though. He must make use of his advantage while it was his; it wouldn’t last long. He swam along the side of the ship looking for an opening. There was none within reach from the water, so he made one, digging his stubby fingers into the metal, climbing up until it was safe to tear a rent in the thick outer and inner walls of the ship.


  He found himself in one of the machine rooms of the second level. He went out into the corridor and up the stairway which was half-wrecked, and found himself in the main passage near the control room. He darted down it, into the room. There was nobody there, although the noises from above indicated that the Maraks were again descending. There was his weapon on the floor, where he had left it. He was glad that they had not gotten around to pulling that instrument apart. There would be one thing saved for intelligent examination.


  The clatter from the descending crowd turned into a clamor of anger as they discovered him in the passageway. They stopped there for a moment, puzzled. He had been in the ocean, and had somehow magically reappeared within the derelict. It gave him time to pick up the weapon.


  Ennis debated rapidly and decided to risk the unknown. How powerful the weapon was he did not know, but with atomic energy it would be powerful. He disliked using it inside the spaceship; he wanted to have enough left to float on the water until Shadden arrived; but they were beginning to advance on him, and he had to start something.


  He pulled a lever. The cylinder in his arms jerked back with great force; a bolt of fierce, blinding energy tore out of it and passed with the quickness of light down the length of the corridor.


  When he could see again there was no corridor. Everything that had been in the way of the projector was gone, simply disappeared.


  Unmindful of the heat from the object in his hands, he turned and directed it at the battleship that was plainly outlined through the space that had been once the walls of the derelict. Before the men on the deck could move, he pulled the lever again.


  And the winds were silenced for a moment. The natural elements were still in fear at the incredible forces that came from the destruction of atoms. Then with an agonized scream the hurricane struck again, tore through the spot where there had been a battleship.


  Far off in the sky Ennis detected motion. It was Shadden, speeding in a glider.


  Now would come the work that was important. Shadden would take the big machine apart and see how it ran. That was what history would remember.


  OMNILINGUAL


  H. Beam Piper


  Martha Dane paused, looking up at the purple-tinged copper sky. The wind had shifted since noon, while she had been inside, and the dust storm that was sweeping the high deserts to the east was now blowing out over Syrtis. The sun, magnified by the haze, was a gorgeous magenta ball, as large as the sun of Terra, at which she could look directly. Tonight, some of that dust would come sifting down from the upper atmosphere to add another film to what had been burying the city for the last fifty thousand years.


  The red loess lay over everything, covering the streets and the open spaces of park and plaza, hiding the small houses that had been crushed and pressed flat under it and the rubble that had come down from the tall buildings when roofs had caved in and walls had toppled outward. Here where she stood, the ancient streets were a hundred to a hundred and fifty feet below the surface; the breach they had made in the wall of the building behind her had opened into the sixth story. She could look down on the cluster of prefabricated huts and sheds, on the brush-grown flat that had been the waterfront when this place had been a seaport on the ocean that was now Syrtis Depression; already, the bright metal was thinly coated with red dust. She thought, again, of what clearing this city would mean, in terms of time and labor, of people and supplies and equipment brought across fifty million miles of space. They’d have to use machinery; there was no other way it could be done. Bulldozers and power shovels and draglines; they were fast, but they were rough and indiscriminate. She remembered the digs around Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro, in the Indus Valley, and the careful, patient native laborers—the painstaking foremen, the pickmen and spademen, the long files of basketmen carrying away the earth. Slow and primitive as the civilization whose ruins they were uncovering, yes, but she could count on the fingers of one hand the times one of her pickmen had damaged a valuable object in the ground. If it hadn’t been for the underpaid and uncomplaining native laborer, archaeology would still be back where Wincklemann had found it. But on Mars there was no native labor; the last Martian had died five hundred centuries ago.


  Something started banging like a machine gun, four or five hundred yards to her left. A solenoid jackhammer; Tony Lattimer must have decided which building he wanted to break into next. She became conscious, then, of the awkward weight of her equipment, and began redistributing it, shifting the straps of her oxy-tank pack, slinging the camera from one shoulder and the board and drafting tools from the other, gathering the notebooks and sketchbooks under her left arm. She started walking down the road, over hillocks of buried rubble, around snags of wall jutting up out of the loess, past buildings still standing, some of them already breached and explored, and across the brush-grown flat to the huts.


  There were ten people in the main office room of Hut One when she entered. As soon as she had disposed of her oxygen equipment, she lit a cigarette, her first since noon, then looked from one to another of them. Old Selim von Ohlmhorst, the Turco-German, one of her two fellow archaeologists, sitting at the end of the long table against the farther wall, smoking his big curved pipe and going through a looseleaf notebook. The girl ordnance officer, Sachiko Koremitsu, between two droplights at the other end of the table, her head bent over her work. Colonel Hubert Penrose, the Space Force CO, and Captain Field, the intelligence officer, listening to the report of one of the airdyne pilots, returned from his afternoon survey flight. A couple of girl lieutenants from Signals, going over the script of the evening telecast, to be transmitted to the Cyrano, on orbit five thousand miles off planet and relayed from thence to Terra via Lunar. Sid Chamberlain, the Trans-Space News Service man, was with them. Like Selim and herself, he was a civilian; he was advertising the fact with a white shirt and a sleeveless blue sweater. And Major Lindemann, the engineer officer, and one of his assistants, arguing over some plans on a drafting board. She hoped, drawing a pint of hot water to wash her hands and sponge off her face, that they were doing something about the pipeline.


  She started to carry the notebooks and sketchbooks over to where Selim von Ohlmhorst was sitting, and then, as she always did, she turned aside and stopped to watch Sachiko. The Japanese girl was restoring what had been a book, fifty thousand years ago; her eyes were masked by a binocular loup, the black headband invisible against her glossy black hair, and she was picking delicately at the crumbled page with a hair-fine wire set in a handle of copper tubing. Finally, loosening a particle as tiny as a snowflake, she grasped it with tweezers, placed it on the sheet of transparent plastic on which she was reconstructing the page, and set it with a mist of fixative from a little spraygun. It was a sheer joy to watch her; every movement was as graceful and precise as though done to music after being rehearsed a hundred times.


  “Hello, Martha. It isn’t cocktail-time yet, is it?” The girl at the table spoke without raising her head, almost without moving her lips, as though she were afraid that the slightest breath would disturb the flaky stuff in front of her.


  “No, it’s only fifteen-thirty. I finished my work, over there. I didn’t find any more books, if that’s good news for you.”


  Sachiko took off the loup and leaned back in her chair, her palms cupped over her eyes.


  “No, I like doing this. I call it micro-jigsaw puzzles. This book, here, really is a mess. Selim found it lying open, with some heavy stuff on top of it; the pages were simply crushed. She hesitated briefly. “If only it would mean something, after I did it.”


  There could be a faintly critical overtone to that. As she replied, Martha realized that she was being defensive.


  “It will, some day. Look how long it took to read Egyptian hieroglyphics, even after they had the Rosetta Stone.”


  Sachiko smiled. “Yes, I know. But they did have the Rosetta Stone.”


  “And we don’t. There is no Rosetta Stone, not anywhere on Mars. A whole race, a whole species, died while the first Crô-Magnon cave-artist was daubing pictures of reindeer and bison, and across fifty thousand years and fifty million miles there was no bridge of understanding.


  “We’ll find one. There must be something, somewhere, that will give us the meaning of a few words, and we’ll use them to pry meaning out of more words, and so on. We may not live to learn this language, but we’ll make a start, and some day somebody will.”


  Sachiko took her hands from her eyes, being careful not to look toward the unshaded lights, and smiled again. This time Martha was sure that it was not the Japanese smile of politeness, but the universally human smile of friendship.


  “I hope so, Martha; really I do. It would be wonderful for you to be the first to do it, and it would be wonderful for all of us to be able to read what these people wrote. It would really bring this dead city to life again.” The smile faded slowly. “But it seems so hopeless.”


  “You haven’t found any more pictures?”


  Sachiko shook her head. Not that it would have meant much if she had. They had found hundreds of pictures with captions; they had never been able to establish a positive relationship between any pictured object and any printed word. Neither of them said anything more, and after a moment Sachiko replaced the loup and bent her head forward over the book.


  Selim von Ohlmhorst looked up from his notebook, taking his pipe out of his mouth.


  “Everything finished, over there?” he asked, releasing a puff of smoke.


  “Such as it was.” She laid the notebooks and sketches on the table. “Captain Gicquel’s started airsealing the building from the fifth floor down, with an entrance on the sixth; he’ll start putting in oxygen generators as soon as that’s done. I have everything cleared up where he’ll be working.”


  Colonel Penrose looked up quickly, as though making a mental note to attend to something later. Then he returned his attention to the pilot, who was pointing something out on a map.


  Von Ohlmhorst nodded. “There wasn’t much to it, at that,” he agreed. “Do you know which building Tony has decided to enter next?”


  “The tall one with the conical thing like a candle extinguisher on top, I think. I heard him drilling for the blasting shots over that way.”


  “Well, I hope it turns out to be one that was occupied up to the end.”


  The last one hadn’t. It had been stripped of its contents and fittings, a piece of this and a bit of that, haphazardly, apparently over a long period of time, until it had been almost gutted. For centuries, as it had died, this city had been consuming itself by a process of auto-cannibalism. She said something to that effect.


  “Yes. We always find that—except, of course, at places like Pompeii. Have you seen any of the other Roman cities in Italy?” he asked. “Minturnae, for instance? First the inhabitants tore down this to repair that, and then, after they had vacated the city, other people came along and tore down what was left, and burned the stones for lime, or crushed them to mend roads, till there was nothing left but the foundation traces. That’s where we are fortunate; this is one of the places where the Martian race perished, and there were no barbarians to come later and destroy what they had left.” He puffed slowly at his pipe. “Some of these days, Martha, we are going to break into one of these buildings and find that it was one in which the last of these people died. Then we will learn the story of the end of this civilization.”


  And if we learn to read their language, we’ll learn the whole story, not just the obituary. She hesitated, not putting the thought into words. “We’ll find that, sometime, Selim,” she said, then looked at her watch. “I’m going to get some more work done on my lists, before dinner.”


  For an instant, the old man’s face stiffened in disapproval; he started to say something, thought better of it, and put his pipe back into his mouth. The brief wrinkling around his mouth and the twitch of his white mustache had been enough, however; she knew what he was thinking. She was wasting time and effort, he believed; time and effort belonging not to herself but to the expedition. He could be right, too, she realized. But he had to be wrong; there had to be a way to do it. She turned from him silently and went to her own packing-case seat, at the middle of the table.


  Photographs, and photostats of restored pages of books, and transcripts of inscriptions, were piled in front of her, and the notebooks in which she was compiling her lists. She sat down, lighting a fresh cigarette, and reached over to a stack of unexamined material, taking off the top sheet. It was a photostat of what looked like the title page and contents of some sort of a periodical. She remembered it; she had found it herself, two days before, in a closet in the basement of the building she had just finished examining.


  She sat for a moment, looking at it. It was readable, in the sense that she had set up a purely arbitrary but consistently pronounceable system of phonetic values for the letters. The long vertical symbols were vowels. There were only ten of them; not too many, allowing separate characters for long and short sounds. There were twenty of the short horizontal letters, which meant that sounds like –ng or –ch or –sh were single letters. The odds were millions to one against her system being anything like the original sound of the language, but she had listed several thousand Martian words, and she could pronounce all of them.


  And that was as far as it went. She could pronounce between three and four thousand Martian words, and she couldn’t assign a meaning to one of them. Selim von Ohlmhorst believed that she never would. So did Tony Lattimer, and he was a great deal less reticent about saying so. So, she was sure, did Sachiko Koremitsu. There were times, now and then, when she began to be afraid that they were right.


  The letters on the page in front of her began squirming and dancing, slender vowels with fat little consonants. They did that, now, every night in her dreams. And there were other dreams, in which she read them as easily as English; waking, she would try desperately and vainly to remember. She blinked, and looked away from the photostated page; when she looked back, the letters were behaving themselves again. There were three words at the top of the page, over-and-underlined, which seemed to be the Martian method of capitalization. Mastharnorvod Tadavas Sornhulva. She pronounced them mentally, leafing through her notebooks to see if she had encountered them before, and in what contexts. All three were listed. In addition, masthar was a fairly common word, and so was norvod, and so was nor, but –vod was a suffix and nothing but a suffix. Davas, was a word, too, and ta was a common prefix; sorn and hulva were both common words. This language, she had long ago decided, must be something like German; when the Martians had needed a new word, they had just pasted a couple of existing words together. It would probably turn out to be a grammatical horror. Well, they had published magazines, and one of them had been called Mastharnorvod Tadavas Sornhulva. She wondered if it had been something like the Quarterly Archaeology Review, or something more on the order of Sexy Stories.


  A smaller line, under the title, was plainly the issue number and date; enough things had been found numbered in series to enable her to identify the numerals and determine that a decimal system of numeration had been used. This was the one thousand and seven hundred and fifty-fourth issue, for Doma, 14837; then Doma must be the name of one of the Martian months. The word had turned up several times before. She found herself puffing furiously on her cigarette as she leafed through notebooks and piles of already examined material.


  Sachiko was speaking to somebody, and a chair scraped at the end of the table. She raised her head, to see a big man with red hair and a red face, in Space Force green, with the single star of a major on his shoulder, sitting down. Ivan Fitzgerald, the medic. He was lifting weights from a book similar to the one the girl ordnance officer was restoring.


  “Haven’t had time, lately,” he was saying, in reply to Sachiko’s question. “The Finchley girl’s still down with whatever it is she has, and it’s something I haven’t been able to diagnose yet. And I’ve been checking on bacteria cultures, and in what spare time I have, I’ve been dissecting specimens for Bill Chandler. Bill’s finally found a mammal. Looks like a lizard, and it’s only four inches long, but it’s a real warm-blooded, gamogenetic, placental, viviparous mammal. Burrows, and seems to live on what pass for insects here.”


  “Is there enough oxygen for anything like that?” Sachiko was asking.


  “Seems to be, close to the ground.” Fitzgerald got the headband of his loup adjusted, and pulled it down over his eyes. “He found this thing in a ravine down on the sea bottom—Ha, this page seems to be intact; now, if I can get it out all in one piece—”


  He went on talking inaudibly to himself, lifting the page a little at a time and sliding one of the transparent plastic sheets under it, working with minute delicacy. Not the delicacy of the Japanese girl’s small hands, moving like the paws of a cat washing her face, but like a steam-hammer cracking a peanut. Field archaeology requires a certain delicacy of touch, too, but Martha watched the pair of them with envious admiration. Then she turned back to her own work, finishing the table of contents.


  The next page was the beginning of the first article listed; many of the words were unfamiliar. She had the impression that this must be some kind of scientific or technical journal; that could be because such publications made up the bulk of her own periodical reading. She doubted it if were fiction; the paragraphs had a solid, factual look.


  At length, Ivan Fitzgerald gave a short, explosive grunt.


  “Ha! Got it!”


  She looked up. He had detached the page and was cementing another plastic sheet onto it.


  “Any pictures?” she asked.


  “None on this side. Wait a moment.” He turned the sheet. “None on this side, either.” He sprayed another sheet of plastic to sandwich the page, then picked up his pipe and relighted it.


  “I get fun out of this, and it’s good practice for my hands, so don’t think I’m complaining,” he said, “but, Martha, do you honestly think anybody’s ever going to get anything out of this?”


  Sachiko held up a scrap of the silicone plastic the Martians had used for paper with her tweezers. It was almost an inch square.


  “Look; three whole words on this piece,” she crowed. “Ivan, you took the easy book.”


  Fitzgerald wasn’t being sidetracked. “This stuff’s absolutely meaningless,” he continued. “It had a meaning fifty thousand years ago, when it was written, but it has none at all now.”


  She shook her head. “Meaning isn’t something that evaporates with time,” she argued. “It has just as much meaning now as it ever had. We just haven’t learned how to decipher it.”


  “That seems like a pretty pointless distinction,” Selim von Ohlmhorst joined the conversation. “There no longer exists a means of deciphering it.”


  “We’ll find one.” She was speaking, she realized, more in self-encouragement than in controversy.


  “How? From pictures and captions? We’ve found captioned pictures, and what have they given us? A caption is intended to explain the picture, not the picture to explain the caption. Suppose some alien to our culture found a picture of a man with a white beard and mustache sawing a billet from a log. He would think the caption meant, ‘Man Sawing Wood.’ How would he know that it was really ‘Wilhelm II in Exile at Doorn?’ ”


  Sachiko had taken off her loup and was lighting a cigarette.


  “I can think of pictures intended to explain their captions,” she said. “These picture language-books, the sort we use in the Service—little line drawings, with a word or phrase under them.”


  “Well, of course, if we found something like that,” von Ohlmhorst began.


  “Michael Ventris found something like that, back in the Fifties,” Hubert Penrose’s voice broke in from directly behind her.


  She turned her head. The colonel was standing by the archaeologists’ table; Captain Field and the airdyne pilot had gone out.


  “He found a lot of Greek inventories of military stores,” Penrose continued. “They were in Cretan Linear B script, and at the head of each list was a little picture, a sword or a helmet or a cooking tripod or a chariot wheel. That’s what gave him the key to the script.”


  “Colonel’s getting to be quite an archaeologist,” Fitzgerald commented. “We’re all learning each others’ specialties, on this expedition.”


  “I heard about that long before this expedition was even contemplated.” Penrose was tapping a cigarette on his gold case. “I heard about that back before the Thirty Days’ War, at Intelligence School, when I was a lieutenant. As a feat of cryptanalysis, not an archaeological discovery.”


  “Yes, cryptanalysis,” von Ohlmhorst pounced. “The reading of a known language in an unknown form of writing. Ventris’ lists were in the known language, Greek. Neither he nor anybody else ever read a word of the Cretan language until the finding of the Greek-Cretan bilingual in 1963, because only with a bilingual text, one language already known, can an unknown ancient language be learned. And what hope, I ask you, have we of finding anything like that here? Martha, you’ve been working on these Martian texts ever since we landed here—for the last six months. Tell me, have you found a single word to which you can positively assign a meaning?”


  “Yes, I think I have one.” She was trying hard not to sound too exultant. “Doma. It’s the name of one of the months of the Martian calendar.”


  “Where did you find that?” von Ohlmhorst asked. “And how did you establish—?”


  “Here.” She picked up the photostat and handed it along the table to him. “I’d call this the title page of a magazine.”


  He was silent for a moment, looking at it. “Yes. I would say so, too. Have you any of the rest of it?”


  “I’m working on the first page of the first article, listed there. Wait till I see; yes, here’s all I found, together, here.” She told him where she had gotten it. “I just gathered it up, at the time, and gave it to Geoffrey and Rosita to photostat; this is the first I’ve really examined it.”


  The old man got to his feet, brushing tobacco ashes from the front of his jacket, and came to where she was sitting, laying the title page on the table and leafing quickly through the stack of photostats.


  “Yes, and here is the second article, on page eight, and here’s the next one.” He finished the pile of photostats. “A couple of pages missing at the end of the last article. This is remarkable; surprising that a thing like a magazine would have survived so long.”


  “Well, this silicone stuff the Martians used for paper is pretty durable,” Hubert Penrose said. “There doesn’t seem to have been any water or any other fluid in it originally, so it wouldn’t dry out with time.”


  “Oh, it’s not remarkable that the material would have survived. We’ve found a good many books and papers in excellent condition. But only a really vital culture, an organized culture, will publish magazines, and this civilization had been dying for hundreds of years before the end. It might have been a thousand years before the time they died out completely that such activities as publishing ended.”


  “Well, look where I found it; in a closet in a cellar. Tossed in there and forgotten, and then ignored when they were stripping the building. Things like that happen.”


  Penrose had picked up the title page and was looking at it.


  “I don’t think there’s any doubt about this being a magazine, at all.” He looked again at the title, his lips moving silently. “Mastharnorvod Tadavas Sornhulva. Wonder what it means. But you’re right about the date—Doma seems to be the name of a month. Yes, you have a word, Dr. Dane.”


  Sid Chamberlain, seeing that something unusual was going on, had come over from the table at which he was working. After examining the title page and some of the inside pages, he began whispering into the stenophone he had taken from his belt.


  “Don’t try to blow this up to anything big, Sid,” she cautioned. “All we have is the name of a month, and Lord only knows how long it’ll be till we even find out which month it was.”


  “Well, it’s a start, isn’t it?” Penrose argued. “Grotefend only had the word for ‘king’ when he started reading Persian cuneiform.”


  “But I don’t have the word for month; just the name of a month. Everybody knew the names of the Persian kings, long before Grotefend.”


  “That’s not the story,” Chamberlain said. “What the public back on Terra will be interested in is finding out that the Martians published magazines, just like we do. Something familiar; make the Martians seem more real. More human.”


  Three men had come in, and were removing their masks and helmets and oxy-tanks, and peeling out of their quilted coveralls. Two were Space Force lieutenants; the third was a youngish civilian with close-cropped blond hair, in a checked woolen shirt. Tony Lattimer and his helpers.


  “Don’t tell me Martha finally got something out of that stuff?” he asked, approaching the table. He might have been commenting on the antics of the village half-wit, from his tone.


  “Yes; the name of one of the Martian months.” Hubert Penrose went on to explain, showing the photostat.


  Tony Lattimer took it, glanced at it, and dropped it on the table.


  “Sounds plausible, of course, but just an assumption. That word may not be the name of a month, at all—could mean ‘published’ or ‘authorized’ or ‘copyrighted’ or anything like that. Fact is, I don’t think it’s more than a wild guess that that thing’s anything like a periodical.” He dismissed the subject and turned to Penrose. “I picked out the next building to enter; that tall one with the conical thing on top. It ought to be in pretty good shape inside; the conical top wouldn’t allow dust to accumulate, and from the outside nothing seems to be caved in or crushed. Ground level’s higher than the other one, about the seventh floor. I found a good place and drilled for the shots; tomorrow I’ll blast a hole in it, and if you can spare some people to help, we can start exploring it right away.”


  “Yes, of course, Dr. Lattimer. I can spare about a dozen, and I suppose you can find a few civilian volunteers,” Penrose told him. “What will you need in the way of equipment?”


  “Oh, about six demolition-packets; they can all be shot together. And the usual thing in the way of lights, and breaking and digging tools, and climbing equipment in case we run into broken or doubtful stairways. We’ll divide into two parties. Nothing ought to be entered for the first time without a qualified archaeologist along. Three parties, if Martha can tear herself away from this catalogue of systematized incomprehensibilities she’s making long enough to do some real work.”


  She felt her chest tighten and her face become stiff. She was pressing her lips together to lock in a furious retort when Hubert Penrose answered for her.


  “Dr. Dane’s been doing as much work, and as important work, as you have,” he said brusquely. “More important work, I’d be inclined to say.”


  Von Ohlmhorst was visibly distressed; he glanced once toward Sid Chamberlain, then looked hastily away from him. Afraid of a story of dissension among archaeologists getting out.


  “Working out a system of pronunciation by which the Martian language could be transliterated was a most important contribution,” he said. “And Martha did that almost unassisted.”


  “Unassisted by Dr. Lattimer, anyway,” Penrose added. “Captain Field and Lieutenant Koremitsu did some work, and I helped out a little, but nine-tenths of it she did herself.”


  “Purely arbitrary,” Lattimer disdained. “Why, we don’t even know that the Martians could make the same kind of vocal sounds we do.”


  “Oh, yes, we do,” Ivan Fitzgerald contradicted, safe on his own ground. “I haven’t seen any actual Martian skulls—these people seem to have been very tidy about disposing of their dead—but from statues and busts and pictures I’ve seen, I’d say that their vocal organs were identical with our own.”


  “Well, grant that. And grant that it’s going to be impressive to rattle off the names of Martian notables whose statues we find, and that if we’re ever able to attribute any place-names, they’ll sound a lot better than this horse-doctors’ Latin the old astronomers splashed all over the map of Mars,” Lattimer said. “What I object to is her wasting time on this stuff, of which nobody will ever be able to read a word if she fiddles around with those lists till there’s another hundred feet of loess on this city, when there’s so much real work to be done and we’re shorthanded as we are.”


  That was the first time that had come out in just so many words. She was glad Lattimer had said it and not Selim von Ohlmhorst.


  “What you mean,” she retorted, “is that it doesn’t have the publicity value that digging up statues has.”


  For an instant, she could see that the shot had scored. Then Lattimer, with a side glance at Chamberlain, answered:


  “What I mean is that you’re trying to find something that any archaeologist, yourself included, should know doesn’t exist. I don’t object to your gambling your professional reputation and making a laughing stock of yourself; what I object to is that the blunders of one archaeologist discredit the whole subject in the eyes of the public.”


  That seemed to be what worried Lattimer most. She was framing a reply when the communication-outlet whistled shrilly, and then squawked: “Cocktail time! One hour to dinner; cocktails in the library, Hut Four!”


  The library, which was also lounge, recreation room, and general gathering-place, was already crowded; most of the crowd was at the long table topped with sheets of glasslike plastic that had been wall panels out of one of the ruined buildings. She poured herself what passed, here, for a martini, and carried it over to where Selim von Ohlmhorst was sitting alone.


  For a while, they talked about the building they had just finished exploring, then drifted into reminiscences of their work on Terra—von Ohlmhorst’s in Asia Minor, with the Hittite Empire, and hers in Pakistan, excavating the cities of the Harappa Civilization. They finished their drinks—the ingredients were plentiful; alcohol and flavoring extracts synthesized from Martian vegetation—and von Ohlmhorst took the two glasses to the table for refills.


  “You know, Martha,” he said, when he returned, “Tony was right about one thing. You are gambling your professional standing and reputation. It’s against all archaeological experience that a language so completely dead as this one could be deciphered. There was a continuity between all the other ancient languages—by knowing Greek, Champollion learned to read Egyptian; by knowing Egyptian, Hittite was learned. That’s why you and your colleagues have never been able to translate the Harappa hieroglyphics; no such continuity exists there. If you insist that this utterly dead language can be read, your reputation will suffer for it.”


  “I heard Colonel Penrose say, once, that an officer who’s afraid to risk his military reputation seldom makes much of a reputation. It’s the same with us. If we really want to find things out, we have to risk making mistakes. And I’m a lot more interested in finding things out than I am in my reputation.”


  She glanced across the room, to where Tony Lattimer was sitting with Gloria Standish, talking earnestly, while Gloria sipped one of the counterfeit martinis and listened. Gloria was the leading contender for the title of Miss Mars, 1996, if you like big bosomy blondes, but Tony would have been just as attentive to her if she’d looked like the Wicked Witch in “The Wizard of Oz,” because Gloria was the Pan-Federation Telecast System commentator with the expedition.


  “I know you are,” the old Turco-German was saying. “That’s why, when they asked me to name another archaeologist for this expedition, I named you.”


  He hadn’t named Tony Lattimer; Lattimer had been pushed onto the expedition by his university. There’d been a lot of high-level string-pulling to that; she wished she knew the whole story. She’d managed to keep clear of universities and university politics; all her digs had been sponsored by non-academic foundations or art museums.


  “You have an excellent standing; much better than my own, at your age. That’s why it disturbs me to see you jeopardizing it by this insistence that the Martian language can be translated. I can’t, really, see how you can hope to succeed.”


  She shrugged and drank some more of her cocktail, then lit another cigarette. It was getting tiresome to try to verbalize something she only felt.


  “Neither do I, now, but I will. Maybe I’ll find something like the picture-books Sachiko was talking about. A child’s primer, maybe; surely they had things like that. And if I don’t, I’ll find something else. We’ve only been here six months. I can wait the rest of my life, if I have to, but I’ll do it sometime.”


  “I can’t wait so long,” von Ohlmhorst said. “The rest of my life will only be a few years, and when the Schiaparelli orbits in, I’ll be going back to Terra on the Cyrano.”


  “I wish you wouldn’t. This is a whole new world of archaeology. Literally.”


  “Yes.” He finished the cocktail and looked at his pipe as though wondering whether to re-light it so soon before dinner, then put it in his pocket. “A whole new world—but I’ve grown old, and it isn’t for me. I’ve spent my life studying the Hittites. I can speak the Hittite language, though maybe King Muwatallis wouldn’t be able to understand my modern Turkish accent. But the things I’d have to learn, here—chemistry, physics, engineering, how to run analytic tests on steel girders and beryllo-silver alloys and plastics and silicones. I’m more at home with a civilization that rode in chariots and fought with swords and was just learning how to work iron. Mars is for young people. This expedition is a cadre of leadership—not only the Space Force people, who’ll be the commanders of the main expedition, but us scientists, too. And I’m just an old cavalry general who can’t learn to command tanks and aircraft. You’ll have time to learn about Mars. I won’t.”


  His reputation as the dean of Hittitologists was solid and secure, too, she added mentally. Then she felt ashamed of the thought. He wasn’t to be classed with Tony Lattimer.


  “All I came for was to get the work started,” he was continuing. “The Federation Government felt that an old hand should do that. Well, it’s started, now; you and Tony and whoever comes out on the Schiaparelli must carry it on. You said it, yourself; you have a whole new world. This is only one city, of the last Martian civilization. Behind this, you have the Late Upland Culture, and the Canal Builders, and all the civilizations and races and empires before them, clear back to the Martian Stone Age.” He hesitated for a moment. “You have no idea what all you have to learn, Martha. This isn’t the time to start specializing too narrowly.”


  They all got out of the truck and stretched their legs and looked up the road to the tall building with the queer conical cap askew on its top. The four little figures that had been busy against its wall climbed into the jeep and started back slowly, the smallest of them, Sachiko Koremitsu, paying out an electric cable behind. When it pulled up beside the truck, they climbed out; Sachiko attached the free end of the cable to a nuclear-electric battery. At once, dirty gray smoke and orange dust puffed out from the wall of the building, and, a second later, the multiple explosion banged.


  She and Tony Lattimer and Major Lindemann climbed onto the truck, leaving the jeep standing by the road. When they reached the building, a satisfyingly wide breach had been blown in the wall. Lattimer had placed his shots between two of the windows; they were both blown out along with the wall between, and lay unbroken on the ground. Martha remembered the first building they had entered. A Space Force officer had picked up a stone and thrown it at one of the windows, thinking that would be all they’d need to do. It had bounced back. He had drawn his pistol—they’d all carried guns, then, on the principle that what they didn’t know about Mars might easily hurt them—and fired four shots. The bullets had ricocheted, screaming thinly; there were four coppery smears of jacket-metal on the window, and a little surface spalling. Somebody tried a rifle; the 4000-f.s. bullet had cracked the glasslike pane without penetrating. An oxyacetylene torch had taken an hour to cut the window out; the lab crew, aboard the ship, were still trying to find out just what the stuff was.


  Tony Lattimer had gone forward and was sweeping his flashlight back and forth, swearing petulantly, his voice harshened and amplified by his helmet-speaker.


  “I thought I was blasting into a hallway; this lets us into a room. Careful; there’s about a two-foot drop to the floor, and a lot of rubble from the blast just inside.”


  He stepped down through the breach; the others began dragging equipment out of the trucks—shovels and picks and crowbars and sledges, portable floodlights, cameras, sketching materials, an extension ladder, even Alpinists’ ropes and crampons and pickaxes. Hubert Penrose was shouldering something that looked like a surrealist machine gun but which was really a nuclear-electric jack-hammer. Martha selected one of the spike-shod mountaineer’s ice axes, with which she could dig or chop or poke or pry or help herself over rough footing.


  The windows, grimed and crusted with fifty millennia of dust, filtered in a dim twilight; even the breach in the wall, in the morning shade, lighted only a small patch of floor. Somebody snapped on a floodlight, aiming it at the ceiling. The big room was empty and bare; dust lay thick on the floor and reddened the once-white walls. It could have been a large office, but there was nothing left in it to indicate its use.


  “This one’s been stripped up to the seventh floor!” Lattimer exclaimed. “Street level’ll be cleaned out, completely.”


  “Do for living quarters and shops, then,” Lindemann said. “Added to the others, this’ll take care of everybody on the Schiaparelli.”


  “Seems to have been a lot of electric or electronic apparatus over along this wall,” one of the Space Force officers commented. “Ten or twelve electric outlets.” He brushed the dusty wall with his glove, then scraped on the floor with his foot. “I can see where things were pried loose.”


  The door, one of the double sliding things the Martians had used, was closed. Selim von Ohlmhorst tried it, but it was stuck fast. The metal latch-parts had frozen together, molecule bonding itself to molecule, since the door had last been closed. Hubert Penrose came over with the jack-hammer, fitting a spear-point chisel into place. He set the chisel in the joint between the doors, braced the hammer against his hip, and squeezed the trigger-switch. The hammer banged briefly like the weapon it resembled, and the doors popped a few inches apart, then stuck. Enough dust had worked into the recesses into which it was supposed to slide to block it on both sides.


  That was old stuff; they ran into that every time they had to force a door, and they were prepared for it. Somebody went outside and brought in a power-jack and finally one of the doors inched back to the door jamb. That was enough to get the lights and equipment through; they all passed from the room to the hallway beyond. About half the other doors were open; each had a number and a single word, Darfhulva, over it.


  One of the civilian volunteers, a woman professor of natural ecology from Penn State University, was looking up and down the hall.


  “You know,” she said, “I feel at home here. I think this was a college of some sort, and these were classrooms. That word, up there; that was the subject taught, or the department. And those electronic devices, all where the class would face them; audio-visual teaching aids.”


  “A twenty-five-story university?” Lattimer scoffed. “Why, a building like this would handle thirty thousand students.”


  “Maybe there were that many. This was a big city, in its prime,” Martha said, moved chiefly by a desire to oppose Lattimer.


  “Yes, but think of the snafu in the halls, every time they changed classes. It’d take half an hour to get everybody back and forth from one floor to another.” He turned to von Ohlmhorst. “I’m going up above this floor. This place has been looted clean up to here, but there’s a chance there may be something above,” he said.


  “I’ll stay on this floor, at present,” the Turco-German replied. “There will be much coming and going, and dragging things in and out. We should get this completely examined and recorded first. Then Major Lindemann’s people can do their worst, here.”


  “Well, if nobody else wants it, I’ll take the downstairs,” Martha said.


  “I’ll go along with you,” Hubert Penrose told her. “If the lower floors have no archaeological value, we’ll turn them into living quarters. I like this building; it’ll give everybody room to keep out from under everybody else’s feet.” He looked down the hall. “We ought to find escalators at the middle.”


  The hallway, too, was thick underfoot with dust. Most of the open rooms were empty, but a few contained furniture, including small seat-desks. The original proponent of the university theory pointed these out as just what might be found in classrooms. There were escalators, up and down, on either side of the hall, and more on the intersecting passage to the right.


  “That’s how they handled the students, between classes,” Martha commented. “And I’ll bet there are more ahead, there.”


  They came to a stop where the hallway ended at a great square central hall. There were elevators, there, on two of the sides, and four escalators, still usable as stairways. But it was the walls, and the paintings on them, that brought them up short and staring.


  They were clouded with dirt—she was trying to imagine what they must have looked like originally, and at the same time estimating the labor that would be involved in cleaning them—but they were still distinguishable, as was the word, Darfhulva, in golden letters above each of the four sides. It was a moment before she realized, from the murals, that she had at last found a meaningful Martian word. They were a vast historical panorama, clockwise around the room. A group of skin-clad savages squatting around a fire. Hunters with bows and spears, carrying the carcass of an animal slightly like a pig. Nomads riding long-legged, graceful mounts like hornless deer. Peasants sowing and reaping; mud-walled hut villages, and cities; processions of priests and warriors; battles with swords and bows, and with cannon and muskets; galleys, and ships with sails, and ships without visible means of propulsion, and aircraft. Changing costumes and weapons and machines and styles of architecture. A richly fertile landscape, gradually merging into barren deserts and bushlands—the time of the great planet-wide drought. The Canal Builders—men with machines recognizable as steam-shovels and derricks, digging and quarrying and driving across the empty plains with aqueducts. More cities—seaports on the shrinking oceans; dwindling, half-deserted cities; an abandoned city, with four tiny humanoid figures and a thing like a combat-car in the middle of a brush-grown plaza, they and their vehicle dwarfed by the huge lifeless buildings around them. She had not the least doubt; Darfhulva was History.


  “Wonderful!” von Ohlmhorst was saying. “The entire history of this race. Why, if the painter depicted appropriate costumes and weapons and machines for each period, and got the architecture right, we can break the history of this planet into eras and periods and civilizations.”


  “You can assume they’re authentic. The faculty of this university would insist on authenticity in the Darfhulva—History—Department,” she said.


  “Yes! Darfhulva—History! And your magazine was a journal of Sornhulva!” Penrose exclaimed. “You have a word, Martha!” It took her an instant to realize that he had called her by her first name, and not Dr. Dane. She wasn’t sure if that weren’t a bigger triumph than learning a word of the Martian language. Or a more auspicious start. “Alone, I suppose that hulva means something like science or knowledge, or study; combined, it would be equivalent to our ‘ology. And darf would mean something like past, or old times, or human events, or chronicles.”


  “That gives you three words, Martha!” Sachiko jubilated. “You did it.”


  “Let’s don’t go too fast,” Lattimer said, for once not derisively. “I’ll admit that darfhulva is the Martian word for history as a subject of study; I’ll admit that hulva is the general word and darf modifies it and tells us which subject is meant. But as for assigning specific meanings, we can’t do that because we don’t know just how the Martians thought, scientifically or otherwise.”


  He stopped short, startled by the blue-white light that blazed as Sid Chamberlain’s Kliegettes went on. When the whirring of the camera stopped, it was Chamberlain who was speaking:


  “This is the biggest thing yet; the whole history of Mars, stone age to the end, all on four walls. I’m taking this with the fast shutter, but we’ll telecast it in slow motion, from the beginning to the end. Tony, I want you to do the voice for it—running commentary, interpretation of each scene as it’s shown. Would you do that?”


  Would he do that! Martha thought. If he had a tail, he’d be wagging it at the very thought.


  “Well, there ought to be more murals on the other floors,” she said. “Who wants to come downstairs with us?”


  Sachiko did; immediately, Ivan Fitzgerald volunteered. Sid decided to go upstairs with Tony Lattimer, and Gloria Standish decided to go upstairs, too. Most of the party would remain on the seventh floor, to help Selim von Ohlmhorst get it finished. After poking tentatively at the escalator with the spike of her ice axe, Martha led the way downward.


  The sixth floor was Darfhulva, too; military and technological history, from the character of the murals. They looked around the central hall, and went down to the fifth; it was like the floors above except that the big quadrangle was stacked with dusty furniture and boxes. Ivan Fitzgerald, who was carrying the floodlight, swung it slowly around. Here the murals were of heroic-sized Martians, so human in appearance as to seem members of her own race, each holding some object—a book, or a testtube, or some bit of scientific apparatus, and behind them were scenes of laboratories and factories, flame and smoke, lightning-flashes. The word at the top of each of the four walls was one with which she was already familiar—Sornhulva.


  “Hey, Martha; there’s that word,” Ivan Fitzgerald exclaimed. “The one in the title of your magazine.” He looked at the paintings. “Chemistry, or physics.”


  “Both,” Hubert Penrose considered. “I don’t think the Martians made any sharp distinction between them. See, the old fellow with the scraggly whiskers must be the inventor of the spectroscope; he has one in his hands, and he has a rainbow behind him. And the woman in the blue smock, beside him, worked in organic chemistry; see the diagrams of long-chain molecules behind her. What word would convey the idea of chemistry and physics taken as one subject?”


  “Sornhulva,” Sachiko suggested. “If hulva‘s something like science, sorn must mean matter, or substance, or physical object. You were right, all along, Martha. A civilization like this would certainly leave something like this, that would be self-explanatory.”


  “This’ll wipe a little more of that superior grin off Tony Lattimer’s face,” Fitzgerald was saying, as they went down the motionless escalator to the floor below. “Tony wants to be a big shot. When you want to be a big shot, you can’t bear the possibility of anybody else being a bigger big shot, and whoever makes a start on reading this language will be the biggest big shot archaeology ever saw.”


  That was true. She hadn’t thought of it, in that way, before, and now she tried not to think about it. She didn’t want to be a big shot. She wanted to be able to read the Martian language, and find things out about the Martians.


  Two escalators down, they came out on a mezzanine around a wide central hall on the street level, the floor forty feet below them and the ceiling thirty feet above. Their lights picked out object after object below—a huge group of sculptured figures in the middle; some kind of a motor vehicle jacked up on trestles for repairs; things that looked like machine-guns and auto-cannon; long tables, tops littered with a dust-covered miscellany; machinery; boxes and crates and containers.


  They made their way down and walked among the clutter, missing a hundred things for every one they saw, until they found an escalator to the basement. There were three basements, one under another, until at last they stood at the bottom of the last escalator, on a bare concrete floor, swinging the portable floodlight over stacks of boxes and barrels and drums, and heaps of powdery dust. The boxes were plastic—nobody had ever found anything made of wood in the city—and the barrels and drums were of metal or glass or some glasslike substance. They were outwardly intact. The powdery heaps might have been anything organic, or anything containing fluid. Down here, where wind and dust could not reach, evaporation had been the only force of destruction after the minute life that caused putrefaction had vanished.


  They found refrigeration rooms, too, and using Martha’s ice axe and the pistollike vibratool Sachiko carried on her belt, they pounded and pried one open, to find desiccated piles of what had been vegetables, and leathery chunks of meat. Samples of that stuff, rocketed up to the ship, would give a reliable estimate, by radio-carbon dating, of how long ago this building had been occupied. The refrigeration unit, radically different from anything their own culture had produced, had been electrically powered. Sachiko and Penrose, poking into it, found the switches still on; the machine had only ceased to function when the power-source, whatever that had been, had failed.


  The middle basement had also been used, at least toward the end, for storage; it was cut in half by a partition pierced by but one door. They took half an hour to force this, and were on the point of sending above for heavy equipment when it yielded enough for them to squeeze through. Fitzgerald, in the lead with the light, stopped short, looked around, and then gave a groan that came through his helmet-speaker like a foghorn.


  “Oh, no! No!”


  “What’s the matter, Ivan?” Sachiko, entering behind him, asked anxiously.


  He stepped aside. “Look at it, Sachi! Are we going to have to do all that?”


  Martha crowded through behind her friend and looked around, then stood motionless, dizzy with excitement. Books. Case on case of books, half an acre of cases, fifteen feet to the ceiling. Fitzgerald, and Penrose, who had pushed in behind her, were talking in rapid excitement; she only heard the sound of their voices, not their words. This must be the main stacks of the university library—the entire literature of the vanished race of Mars. In the center, down an aisle between the cases, she could see the hollow square of the librarians’ desk, and stairs and a dumb-waiter to the floor above.


  She realized that she was walking forward, with the others, toward this. Sachiko was saying: “I’m the lightest; let me go first.” She must be talking about the spidery metal stairs.


  “I’d say they were safe,” Penrose answered. “The trouble we’ve had with doors around here shows that the metal hasn’t deteriorated.”


  In the end, the Japanese girl led the way, more catlike than ever in her caution. The stairs were quite sound, in spite of their fragile appearance, and they all followed her. The floor above was a duplicate of the room they had entered, and seemed to contain about as many books. Rather than waste time forcing the door here, they returned to the middle basement and came up by the escalator down which they had originally descended.


  The upper basement contained kitchens—electric stoves, some with pots and pans still on them—and a big room that must have been, originally, the students’ dining room, though when last used it had been a workshop. As they expected, the library reading room was on the street-level floor, directly above the stacks. It seemed to have been converted into a sort of common living room for the building’s last occupants. An adjoining auditorium had been made into a chemical works; there were vats and distillation apparatus, and a metal fractionating tower that extended through a hole knocked in the ceiling seventy feet above. A good deal of plastic furniture of the sort they had been finding everywhere in the city was stacked about, some of it broken up, apparently for reprocessing. The other rooms on the street floor seemed also to have been devoted to manufacturing and repair work; a considerable industry, along a number of lines, must have been carried on here for a long time after the university had ceased to function as such.


  On the second floor, they found a museum; many of the exhibits remained, tantalizingly half-visible in grimed glass cases. There had been administrative offices there, too. The doors of most of them were closed, and they did not waste time trying to force them, but those that were open had been turned into living quarters. They made notes, and rough floor-plans, to guide them in future more thorough examination; it was almost noon before they had worked their way back to the seventh floor.


  Selim von Ohlmhorst was in a room on the north side of the building, sketching the position of things before examining them and collecting them for removal. He had the floor checkerboarded with a grid of chalked lines, each numbered.


  “We have everything on this floor photographed,” he said. “I have three gangs—all the floodlights I have—sketching and making measurements. At the rate we’re going, with time out for lunch, we’ll be finished by the middle of the afternoon.”


  “You’ve been working fast. Evidently you aren’t being high-church about a ‘qualified archaeologist’ entering rooms first,” Penrose commented.


  “Ach, childishness!” the old man exclaimed impatiently. “These officers of yours aren’t fools. All of them have been to Intelligence School and Criminal Investigation School. Some of the most careful amateur archaeologists I ever knew were retired soldiers or policemen. But there isn’t much work to be done. Most of the rooms are either empty or like this one—a few bits of furniture and broken trash and scraps of paper. Did you find anything down on the lower floors?”


  “Well, yes,” Penrose said, a hint of mirth in his voice. “What would you say, Martha?”


  She started to tell Selim. The others, unable to restrain their excitement, broke in with interruptions. Von Ohlmhorst was staring in incredulous amazement.


  “But this floor was looted almost clean, and the buildings we’ve entered before were all looted from the street level up,” he said, at length.


  “The people who looted this one lived here,” Penrose replied. “They had electric power to the last; we found refrigerators full of food, and stoves with the dinner still on them. They must have used the elevators to haul things down from the upper floor. The whole first floor was converted into workshops and laboratories. I think that this place must have been something like a monastery in the Dark Ages in Europe, or what such a monastery would have been like if the Dark Ages had followed the fall of a highly developed scientific civilization. For one thing, we found a lot of machine guns and light auto-cannon on the street level, and all the doors were barricaded. The people here were trying to keep a civilization running after the rest of the planet had gone back to barbarism; I suppose they’d have to fight off raids by the barbarians now and then.”


  “You’re not going to insist on making this building into expedition quarters, I hope, colonel?” von Ohlmhorst asked anxiously.


  “Oh, no! This place is an archaeological treasure-house. More than that; from what I saw, our technicians can learn a lot, here. But you’d better get this floor cleaned up as soon as you can, though. I’ll have the subsurface part, from the sixth floor down, airsealed. Then we’ll put in oxygen generators and power units, and get a couple of elevators into service. For the floors above, we can use temporary airsealing floor by floor, and portable equipment; when we have things atmosphered and lighted and heated, you and Martha and Tony Lattimer can go to work systematically and in comfort, and I’ll give you all the help I can spare from the other work. This is one of the biggest things we’ve found yet.”


  Tony Lattimer and his companions came down to the seventh floor a little later.


  “I don’t get this, at all,” he began, as soon as he joined them. “This building wasn’t stripped the way the others were. Always, the procedure seems to have been to strip from the bottom up, but they seem to have stripped the top floors first, here. All but the very top. I found out what that conical thing is, by the way. It’s a wind-rotor, and under it there’s an electric generator. This building generated its own power.”


  “What sort of condition are the generators in?” Penrose asked.


  “Well, everything’s full of dust that blew in under the rotor, of course, but it looks to be in pretty good shape. Hey, I’ll bet that’s it! They had power, so they used the elevators to haul stuff down. That’s just what they did. Some of the floors above here don’t seem to have been touched, though.” He paused momentarily; back of his oxy-mask, he seemed to be grinning. “I don’t know that I ought to mention this in front of Martha, but two floors above we hit a room—it must have been the reference library for one of the departments—that had close to five hundred books in it.”


  The noise that interrupted him, like the squeaking of a Brobdingnagian parrot, was only Ivan Fitzgerald laughing through his helmet-speaker.


  Lunch at the huts was a hasty meal, with a gabble of full-mouthed and excited talking. Hubert Penrose and his chief subordinates snatched their food in a huddled consultation at one end of the table; in the afternoon, work was suspended on everything else and the fifty-odd men and women of the expedition concentrated their efforts on the University. By the middle of the afternoon, the seventh floor had been completely examined, photographed and sketched, and the murals in the square central hall covered with protective tarpaulins, and Laurent Gicquel and his airsealing crew had moved in and were at work. It had been decided to seal the central hall at the entrances. It took the French-Canadian engineer most of the afternoon to find all the ventilation-ducts and plug them. An elevator shaft on the north side was found reaching clear to the twenty-fifth floor; this would give access to the top of the building; another shaft, from the center, would take care of the floors below. Nobody seemed willing to trust the ancient elevators, themselves; it was the next evening before a couple of cars and the necessary machinery could be fabricated in the machine shops aboard the ship and sent down by landing-rocket. By that time, the airsealing was finished, the nuclear-electric energy-converters were in place, and the oxygen generators set up.


  Martha was in the lower basement, an hour or so before lunch the day after, when a couple of Space Force officers came out of the elevator, bringing extra lights with them. She was still using oxygen-equipment; it was a moment before she realized that the newcomers had no masks, and that one of them was smoking. She took off her own helmet-speaker, throat-mike and mask and unslung her tank-pack, breathing cautiously. The air was chilly, and musty-acrid with the odor of antiquity—the first Martian odor she had smelled—but when she lit a cigarette, the lighter flamed clear and steady and the tobacco caught and burned evenly.


  The archaeologists, many of the other civilian scientists, a few of the Space Force officers and the two news-correspondents, Sid Chamberlain and Gloria Standish, moved in that evening, setting up cots in vacant rooms. They installed electric stoves and a refrigerator in the old Library Reading Room, and put in a bar and lunch counter. For a few days, the place was full of noise and activity, then, gradually, the Space Force people and all but a few of the civilians returned to their own work. There was still the business of airsealing the more habitable of the buildings already explored, and fitting them up in readiness for the arrival, in a year and a half, of the five hundred members of the main expedition. There was work to be done enlarging the landing field for the ship’s rocket craft, and building new chemical-fuel tanks.


  There was the work of getting the city’s ancient reservoirs cleared of silt before the next spring thaw brought more water down the underground aqueducts everybody called canals in mistranslation of Schiaparelli’s Italian word, though this was proving considerably easier than anticipated. The ancient Canal-Builders must have anticipated a time when their descendants would no longer be capable of maintenance work, and had prepared against it. By the day after the University had been made completely habitable, the actual work there was being done by Selim, Tony Lattimer and herself, with half a dozen Space Force officers, mostly girls, and four or five civilians, helping.


  They worked up from the bottom, dividing the floor-surfaces into numbered squares, measuring and listing and sketching and photographing. They packaged samples of organic matter and sent them up to the ship for Carbon-14 dating and analysis; they opened cans and jars and bottles, and found that everything fluid in them had evaporated, through the porosity of glass and metal and plastic if there were no other way. Wherever they looked, they found evidence of activity suddenly suspended and never resumed. A vise with a bar of metal in it, half cut through and the hacksaw beside it. Pots and pans with hardened remains of food in them; a leathery cut of meat on a table, with the knife ready at hand. Toilet articles on washstands; unmade beds, the bedding ready to crumble at a touch but still retaining the impress of the sleeper’s body; papers and writing materials on desks, as though the writer had gotten up, meaning to return and finish in a fifty-thousand-year-ago moment.


  It worried her. Irrationally, she began to feel that the Martians had never left this place; that they were still around her, watching disapprovingly every time she picked up something they had laid down. They haunted her dreams, now, instead of their enigmatic writing. At first, everybody who had moved into the University had taken a separate room, happy to escape the crowding and lack of privacy of the huts. After a few nights, she was glad when Gloria Standish moved in with her, and accepted the newswoman’s excuse that she felt lonely without somebody to talk to before falling asleep. Sachiko Koremitsu joined them the next evening, and before going to bed, the girl officer cleaned and oiled her pistol, remarking that she was afraid some rust may have gotten into it.


  The others felt it, too. Selim von Ohlmhorst developed the habit of turning quickly and looking behind him, as though trying to surprise somebody or something that was stalking him. Tony Lattimer, having a drink at the bar that had been improvised from the librarian’s desk in the Reading Room, set down his glass and swore.


  “You know what this place is? It’s an archaeological Marie Celeste!” he declared. “It was occupied right up to the end—we’ve all seen the shifts these people used to keep a civilization going here—but what was the end? What happened to them? Where did they go?”


  “You didn’t expect them to be waiting out front, with a red carpet and a big banner, Welcome Terrans, did you, Tony?” Gloria Standish asked.


  “No, of course not; they’ve all been dead for fifty thousand years. But if they were the last of the Martians, why haven’t we found their bones, at least? Who buried them, after they were dead?” He looked at the glass, a bubble-thin goblet, found, with hundreds of others like it, in a closet above, as though debating with himself whether to have another drink. Then he voted in the affirmative and reached for the cocktail pitcher. “And every door on the old ground level is either barred or barricaded from the inside. How did they get out? And why did they leave?”


  The next day, at lunch, Sachiko Koremitsu had the answer to the second question. Four or five electrical engineers had come down by rocket from the ship, and she had been spending the morning with them, in oxy-masks, at the top of the building.


  “Tony, I thought you said those generators were in good shape,” she began, catching sight of Lattimer. “They aren’t. They’re in the most unholy mess I ever saw. What happened, up there, was that the supports of the wind-rotor gave way, and weight snapped the main shaft, and smashed everything under it.”


  “Well, after fifty thousand years, you can expect something like that,” Lattimer retorted. “When an archaeologist says something’s in good shape, he doesn’t necessarily mean it’ll start as soon as you shove a switch it.”


  “You didn’t notice that it happened when the power was on, did you,” one of the engineers asked, nettled at Lattimer’s tone. “Well, it was. Everything’s burned out or shorted or fused together; I saw one busbar eight inches across melted clean in two. It’s a pity we didn’t find things in good shape, even archaeologically speaking. I saw a lot of interesting things, things in advance of what we’re using now. But it’ll take a couple of years to get everything sorted out and figure what it looked like originally.”


  “Did it look as though anybody’d made an attempt to fix it?” Martha asked.


  Sachiko shook her head. “They must have taken one look at it and given up. I don’t believe there would have been any possible way to repair anything.”


  “Well, that explains why they left. They needed electricity for lighting, and heating, and all their industrial equipment was electrical. They had a good life, here, with power; without it, this place wouldn’t have been habitable.”


  “Then why did they barricade everything from the inside, and how did they get out?” Lattimer wanted to know.


  “To keep other people from breaking in and looting. Last man out probably barred the last door and slid down a rope from upstairs,” von Ohlmhorst suggested. “This Houdini-trick doesn’t worry me too much. We’ll find out eventually.”


  “Yes, about the time Martha starts reading Martian,” Lattimer scoffed.


  “That may be just when we’ll find out,” von Ohlmhorst replied seriously. “It wouldn’t surprise me if they left something in writing when they evacuated this place.”


  “Are you really beginning to treat this pipe dream of hers as a serious possibility, Selim?” Lattimer demanded. “I know, it would be a wonderful thing, but wonderful things don’t happen just because they’re wonderful. Only because they’re possible, and this isn’t. Let me quote that distinguished Hittitologist, Johannes Friedrich: ‘Nothing can be translated out of nothing.’ Or that later but not less distinguished Hittitologist, Selim von Ohlmhorst: ‘Where are you going to get your bilingual?’ ”


  “Friedrich lived to see the Hittite language deciphered and read,” von Ohlmhorst reminded him.


  “Yes, when they found Hittite-Assyrian bilinguals.” Lattimer measured a spoonful of coffee-powder into his cup and added hot water. “Martha, you ought to know, better than anybody, how little chance you have. You’ve been working for years in the Indus Valley; how many words of Harappa have you or anybody else ever been able to read?”


  “We never found a university, with a half-million-volume library, at Harappa or Mohenjo-Daro.”


  “And, the first day we entered this building, we established meanings for several words,” Selim von Ohlmhorst added.


  “And you’ve never found another meaningful word since,” Lattimer added. “And you’re only sure of general meaning, not specific meaning of word-elements, and you have a dozen different interpretations for each word.”


  “We made a start,” von Ohlmhorst maintained. “We have Grotefend’s word for ‘king.’ But I’m going to be able to read some of those books, over there, if it takes me the rest of my life here. It probably will, anyhow.”


  “You mean you’ve changed your mind about going home on the Cyrano?” Martha asked. “You’ll stay on here?”


  The old man nodded. “I can’t leave this. There’s too much to discover. The old dog will have to learn a lot of new tricks, but this is where my work will be, from now on.”


  Lattimer was shocked. “You’re nuts!” he cried. “You mean you’re going to throw away everything you’ve accomplished in Hittitology and start all over again here on Mars? Martha, if you’ve talked him into this crazy decision, you’re a criminal!”


  “Nobody talked me into anything,” von Ohlmhorst said roughly. “And as for throwing away what I’ve accomplished in Hittitology, I don’t know what the devil you’re talking about. Everything I know about the Hittite Empire is published and available to anybody. Hittitology’s like Egyptology; it’s stopped being research and archaeology and become scholarship and history. And I’m not a scholar or a historian; I’m a pick-and-shovel field archaeologist—a highly skilled and specialized grave-robber and junk-picker—and there’s more pick-and shovel work on this planet than I could do in a hundred lifetimes. This is something new; I was a fool to think I could turn my back on it and go back to scribbling footnotes about Hittite kings.”


  “You could have anything you wanted, in Hittitology. There are a dozen universities that’d sooner have you than a winning football team. But no! You have to be the top man in Martiology, too. You can’t leave that for anybody else—” Lattimer shoved his chair back and got to his feet, leaving the table with an oath that was almost a sob of exasperation.


  Maybe his feelings were too much for him. Maybe he realized, as Martha did, what he had betrayed. She sat, avoiding the eyes of the others, looking at the ceiling, as embarrassed as though Lattimer had flung something dirty on the table in front of them. Tony Lattimer had, desperately, wanted Selim to go home on the Cyrano. Martiology was a new field; if Selim entered it, he would bring with him the reputation he had already built in Hittitology, automatically stepping into the leading role that Lattimer had coveted for himself. Ivan Fitzgerald’s words echoed back to her—when you want to be a big shot, you can’t bear the possibility of anybody else being a bigger big shot. His derision of her own efforts became comprehensible, too. It wasn’t that he was convinced that she would never learn to read the Martian language. He had been afraid that she would.


  Ivan Fitzgerald finally isolated the germ that had caused the Finchley girl’s undiagnosed illness. Shortly afterward, the malady turned into a mild fever, from which she recovered. Nobody else seemed to have caught it. Fitzgerald was still trying to find out how the germ had been transmitted.


  They found a globe of Mars, made when the city had been a seaport. They located the city, and learned that its name had been Kukan—or something with a similar vowel-consonant ratio. Immediately, Sid Chamberlain and Gloria Standish began giving their telecasts a Kukan dateline, and Hubert Penrose used the name in his official reports. They also found a Martian calendar; the year had been divided into ten more or less equal months, and one of them had been Doma. Another month was Nor, and that was a part of the name of the scientific journal Martha had found.


  Bill Chandler, the zoologist, had been going deeper and deeper into the old sea bottom of Syrtis. Four hundred miles from Kukan, and at fifteen thousand feet lower altitude, he shot a bird. At least, it was a something with wings and what were almost but not quite feathers, though it was more reptilian than avian in general characteristics. He and Ivan Fitzgerald skinned and mounted it, and then dissected the carcass almost tissue by tissue. About seven-eights of its body capacity was lungs; it certainly breathed air containing at least half enough oxygen to support human life, or five times as much as the air around Kukan.


  That took the center of interest away from archaeology, and started a new burst of activity. All the expedition’s aircraft—four jetticopters and three wingless airdyne reconnaissance fighters—were thrown into intensified exploration of the lower sea bottoms, and the bio-science boys and girls were wild with excitement and making new discoveries on each flight.


  The University was left to Selim and Martha and Tony Lattimer, the latter keeping to himself while she and the old Turco-German worked together. The civilian specialists in other fields, and the Space Force people who had been holding tape lines and making sketches and snapping camera, were all flying to lower Syrtis to find out how much oxygen there was and what kind of life it supported.


  Sometimes Sachiko dropped in; most of the time she was busy helping Ivan Fitzgerald dissect specimens. They had four or five species of what might loosely be called birds, and something that could easily be classed as a reptile, and a carnivorous mammal the size of a cat with birdlike claws, and a herbivore almost identical with the piglike thing in the big Darfhulva mural, and another like a gazelle with a single horn in the middle of its forehead.


  The high point came when one party, at thirty thousand feet below the level of Kukan, found breathable air. One of them had a mild attack of sorroche and had to be flown back for treatment in a hurry, but the others showed no ill effects.


  The daily newscasts from Terra showed a corresponding shift in interest at home. The discovery of the University had focused attention on the dead past of Mars; now the public was interested in Mars as a possible home for humanity. It was Tony Lattimer who brought archaeology back into the activities of the expedition and the news at home.


  Martha and Selim were working in the museum on the second floor, scrubbing the grime from the glass cases, noting contents, and grease-penciling numbers; Lattimer and a couple of Space Force officers were going through what had been the administrative offices on the other side. It was one of these, a young second lieutenant, who came hurrying in from the mezzanine, almost bursting with excitement.


  “Hey, Martha! Dr. von Ohlmhorst!” he was shouting. “Where are you? Tony’s found the Martians!”


  Selim dropped his rag back in the bucket; she laid her clipboard on top of the case beside her.


  “Where?” they asked together.


  “Over on the north side.” The lieutenant took hold of himself and spoke more deliberately. “Little room, back of one of the old faculty offices—conference room. It was locked from the inside, and we had to burn it down with a torch. That’s where they are. Eighteen of them, around a long table—”


  Gloria Standish, who had dropped in for lunch, was on the mezzanine, fairly screaming into a radio-phone extension:


  “. . . Dozen and a half of them! Well, of course they’re dead. What a question! They look like skeletons covered with leather. No, I do not know what they died of. Well, forget it; I don’t care if Bill Chandler’s found a three-headed hippopotamus. Sid, don’t you get it? We’ve found the Martians!”


  She slammed the phone back on its hook, rushing away ahead of them.


  Martha remembered the closed door; on the first survey, they hadn’t attempted opening it. Now it was burned away at both sides and lay, still hot along the edges, on the floor of the big office room in front. A floodlight was on in the room inside, and Lattimer was going around looking at things while a Space Force officer stood by the door. The center of the room was filled by a long table; in armchairs around it sat the eighteen men and women who had occupied the room for the last fifty millennia. There were bottles and glasses on the table in front of them, and, had she seen them in a dimmer light, she would have thought that they were merely dozing over their drinks. One had a knee hooked over his chair-arm and was curled in foetus-like sleep. Another had fallen forward onto the table, arms extended, the emerald set of a ring twinkling dully on one finger. Skeletons covered with leather, Gloria Standish had called them, and so they were—faces like skulls, arms and legs like sticks, the flesh shrunken onto the bones under it.


  “Isn’t this something!” Lattimer was exulting. “Mass suicide, that’s what it was. Notice what’s in the corners?”


  Braziers, made of perforated two-gallon-odd metal cans, the white walls smudged with smoke above them. Von Ohlmhorst had noticed them at once, and was poking into one of them with his flashlight.


  “Yes; charcoal. I noticed a quantity of it around a couple of hand-forges in the shop on the first floor. That’s why you had so much trouble breaking in; they’d sealed the room on the inside.” He straightened and went around the room, until he found a ventilator, and peered into it. “Stuffed with rags. They must have been all that were left, here. Their power was gone, and they were old and tired, and all around them their world was dying. So they just came in here and lit the charcoal, and sat drinking together till they all fell asleep. Well, we know what became of them, now, anyhow.”


  Sid and Gloria made the most of it. The Terran public wanted to hear about Martians, and if live Martians couldn’t be found, a room full of dead ones was the next best thing. Maybe an even better thing; it had been only sixty-odd years since the Orson Welles invasion-scare. Tony Lattimer, the discoverer, was beginning to cash in on his attentions to Gloria and his ingratiation with Sid; he was always either making voice-and-image talks for telecast or listening to the news from the home planet. Without question, he had become, overnight, the most widely known archaeologist in history.


  “Not that I’m interested in all this, for myself,” he disclaimed, after listening to the telecast from Terra two days after his discovery. “But this is going to be a big thing for Martian archaeology. Bring it to the public attention; dramatize it. Selim, can you remember when Lord Carnarvon and Howard Carter found the tomb of Tutankhamen?”


  “In 1923? I was two years old, then,” von Ohlmhorst chuckled. “I really don’t know how much that publicity ever did for Egyptology. Oh, the museums did devote more space to Egyptian exhibits, and after a museum department head gets a few extra showcases, you know how hard it is to make him give them up. And, for a while, it was easier to get financial support for new excavations. But I don’t know how much good all this public excitement really does, in the long run.”


  “Well, I think one of us should go back on the Cyrano, when the Schiaparelli orbits in,” Lattimer said. “I’d hoped it would be you; your voice would carry the most weight. But I think it’s important that one of us go back, to present the story of our work, and what we have accomplished and what we hope to accomplish, to the public and to the universities and the learned societies, and to the Federation Government. There will be a great deal of work that will have to be done. We must not allow the other scientific fields and the so-called practical interests to monopolize public and academic support. So, I believe I shall go back at least for a while, and see what I can do—”


  Lectures. The organization of a Society of Martian Archaeology, with Anthony Lattimer, Ph.D., the logical candidate for the chair. Degrees, honors; the deference of the learned, and the adulation of the lay public. Positions, with impressive titles and salaries. Sweet are the uses of publicity.


  She crushed out her cigarette and got to her feet. “Well, I still have the final lists of what we found in Halvhulva—Biology—department to check over. I’m starting on Sornhulva tomorrow, and I want that stuff in shape for expert evaluation.”


  That was the sort of thing Tony Lattimer wanted to get away from, the detail-work and the drudgery. Let the infantry do the slogging through the mud; the brass-hats got the medals.


  She was halfway through the fifth floor, a week later, and was having midday lunch in the reading room on the first floor when Hubert Penrose came over and sat down beside her, asking her what she was doing. She told him.


  “I wonder if you could find me a couple of men, for an hour or so,” she added. “I’m stopped by a couple of jammed doors at the central hall. Lecture room and library, if the layout of that floor’s anything like the ones below it.”


  “Yes. I’m a pretty fair door-buster, myself.” He looked around the room. “There’s Jeff Miles; he isn’t doing much of anything. And we’ll put Sid Chamberlain to work, for a change, too. The four of us ought to get your doors open.” He called to Chamberlain, who was carrying his tray over to the dish washer. “Oh, Sid; you doing anything for the next hour or so?”


  “I was going up to the fourth floor, to see what Tony’s doing.”


  “Forget it. Tony’s bagged his season limit of Martians. I’m going to help Martha bust in a couple of doors; we’ll probably find a whole cemetery full of Martians.”


  Chamberlain shrugged. “Why not. A jammed door can have anything back of it, and I know what Tony’s doing—just routine stuff.”


  Jeff Miles, the Space Force captain, came over, accompanied by one of the lab-crew from the ship who had come down on the rocket the day before.


  “This ought to be up your alley, Mort,” he was saying to his companion. “Chemistry and physics department. Want to come along?”


  The lab man, Mort Tranter, was willing. Seeing the sights was what he’d come down from the ship for. She finished her coffee and cigarette, and they went out into the hall together, gathered equipment and rode the elevator to the fifth floor.


  The lecture hall door was the nearest; they attacked it first. With proper equipment and help, it was no problem and in ten minutes they had it open wide enough to squeeze through with the floodlights. The room inside was quite empty, and, like most of the rooms behind closed doors, comparatively free from dust. The students, it appeared, had sat with their backs to the door, facing a low platform, but their seats and the lecturer’s table and equipment had been removed. The two side walls bore inscriptions: on the right, a pattern of concentric circles which she recognized as a diagram of atomic structure, and on the left a complicated table of numbers and words, in two columns. Tranter was pointing at the diagram on the right.


  “They got as far as the Bohr atom, anyhow,” he said. “Well, not quite. They knew about electron shells, but they have the nucleus pictured as a solid mass. No indication of proton-and-neutron structure. I’ll bet, when you come to translate their scientific books, you’ll find that they taught that the atom was the ultimate and indivisible particle. That explains why you people never found any evidence that the Martians used nuclear energy.”


  “That’s a uranium atom,” Captain Miles mentioned.


  “It is?” Sid Chamberlain asked, excitedly. “Then they did know about atomic energy. Just because we haven’t found any pictures of A-bomb mushrooms doesn’t mean—”


  She turned to look at the other wall. Sid’s signal reactions were getting away from him again; uranium meant nuclear power to him, and the two words were interchangeable. As she studied the arrangement of the numbers and words, she could hear Tranter saying:


  “Nuts, Sid. We knew about uranium a long time before anybody found out what could be done with it. Uranium was discovered on Terra in 1789, by Klaproth.”


  There was something familiar about the table on the left wall. She tried to remember what she had been taught in school about physics, and what she had picked up by accident afterward. The second column was a continuation of the first: there were forty-six items in each, each item numbered consecutively—


  “Probably used uranium because it’s the largest of the natural atoms,” Penrose was saying. “The fact that there’s nothing beyond it there shows that they hadn’t created any of the transuranics. A student could go to that thing and point out the outer electron of any of the ninety-two elements.”


  Ninety-two! That was it; there were ninety-two items in the table on the left wall! Hydrogen was Number One, she knew; One, Sarfaldsorn. Helium was Two; that was Tirfaldsorn. She couldn’t remember which element came next, but in Martian it was Sarfalddavas. Sorn must mean matter, or substance, then. And davas; she was trying to think of what it could be. She turned quickly to the others, catching hold of Hubert Penrose’s arm with one hand and waving her clipboard with the other.


  “Look at this thing, over here,” she was clamoring excitedly. “Tell me what you think it is. Could it be a table of the elements?”


  They all turned to look. Mort Tranter stared at it for a moment.


  “Could be. If I only knew what those squiggles meant—”


  That was right; he’d spent his time aboard the ship.


  “If you could read the numbers, would that help?” she asked, beginning to set down the Arabic digits and their Martian equivalents. “It’s decimal system, the same as we use.”


  “Sure. If that’s a table of elements, all I’d need would be the numbers. Thanks,” he added as she tore off the sheet and gave it to him.


  Penrose knew the numbers, and was ahead of him. “Ninety-two items, numbered consecutively. The first number would be the atomic number. Then a single word, the name of the element. Then the atomic weight—”


  She began reading off the names of the elements. “I know hydrogen and helium; what’s tirfalddavas, the third one?”


  “Lithium,” Tranter said. “The atomic weights aren’t run out past the decimal point. Hydrogen’s one plus, if that double-hook dingus is a plus sign; Helium’s four-plus, that’s right. And lithium’s given as seven, that isn’t right. It’s six-point-nine-four-oh. Or is that thing a Martian minus sign?”


  “Of course! Look! A plus sign is a hook, to hang things together; a minus sign is a knife, to cut something off from something—see, the little loop is the handle and the long pointed loop is the blade. Stylized, of course, but that’s what it is. And the fourth element, kiradavas; what’s that?”


  “Beryllium. Atomic weight given as nine-and-a-hook; actually it’s nine-point-oh-two.”


  Sid Chamberlain had been disgruntled because he couldn’t get a story about the Martians having developed atomic energy. It took him a few minutes to understand the newest development, but finally it dawned on him.


  “Hey! You’re reading that!” he cried. “You’re reading Martian!”


  “That’s right,” Penrose told him. “Just reading it right off. I don’t get the two items after the atomic weight, though. They look like months of the Martian calendar. What ought they to be, Mort?”


  Tranter hesitated. “Well, the next information after the atomic weight ought to be the period and group numbers. But those are words.”


  “What would the numbers be for the first one, hydrogen?”


  “Period One, Group One. One electron shell, one electron in the outer shell,” Tranter told her. “Helium’s period one, too, but it has the outer—only—electron shell full, so it’s in the group of inert elements.”


  “Trav, Trav. Trav‘s the first month of the year. And helium’s Trav, Yenth; Yenth is the eighth month.”


  “The inert elements could be called Group Eight, yes. And the third element, lithium, is Period Two, Group One. That check?”


  “It certainly does. Sanv, Trav; Sanv‘s the second month. What’s the first element in Period Three?”


  “Sodium, Number Eleven.”


  “That’s right; it’s Krav, Trav. Why, the names of the months are simply numbers, one to ten, spelled out.”


  “Doma‘s the fifth month. That was your first Martian word, Martha,” Penrose told her. “The word for five. And if davas is the word for metal, and sornhulva is chemistry and/or physics, I’ll bet Tadavas Sornhulva is literally translated as : ‘Of-Metal Matter-Knowledge.’ Metallurgy, in other words. I wonder what Mastharnorvod means.” It surprised her that, after so long and with so much happening in the meantime, he could remember that. “Something like ‘Journal,’ or ‘Review,’ or maybe ‘Quarterly.’ ”


  “We’ll work that out, too,” she said confidently. After this, nothing seemed impossible. “Maybe we can find—” Then she stopped short. “You said ‘Quarterly.’ I think it was ‘Monthly,’ instead. It was dated for a specific month, the fifth one. And if nor is ten, Mastharnorvod could be ‘Year-Tenth.’ And I’ll bet we’ll find that masthar is the word for year.” She looked at the table on the wall again. “Well, let’s get all these words down, with translations for as many as we can.”


  “Let’s take a break for a minute,” Penrose suggested, getting out his cigarettes. “And then, let’s do this in comfort. Jeff, suppose you and Sid go across the hall and see what you find in the other room in the way of a desk or something like that, and a few chairs. There’ll be a lot of work to do on this.”


  Sid Chamberlain had been squirming as though he were afflicted with ants, trying to contain himself. Now he let go with an excited jabber.


  “This is really it! The it, not just it-of-the-week, like finding the reservoirs or those statues or this building, or even the animals and the dead Martians! Wait till Selim and Tony see this! Wait till Tony sees it; I want to see his face! And when I get this on telecast, all Terra’s going to go nuts about it!” He turned to Captain Miles. “Jeff, suppose you take a look at that other door, while I find somebody to send to tell Selim and Tony. And Gloria; wait till she sees this—”


  “Take it easy, Sid,” Martha cautioned. “You’d better let me have a look at your script, before you go too far overboard on the telecast. This is just a beginning; it’ll take years and years before we’re able to read any of those books downstairs.”


  “It’ll go faster than you think, Martha,” Hubert Penrose told her. “We’ll all work on it, and we’ll teleprint material to Terra, and people there will work on it. We’ll send them everything we can . . . everything we work out, and copies of books, and copies of your word-lists—”


  And there would be other tables—astronomical tables, tables in physics and mechanics, for instance—in which words and numbers were equivalent. The library stacks, below, would be full of them. Transliterate them into Roman alphabet spellings and Arabic numerals, and somewhere, somebody would spot each numerical significance, as Hubert Penrose and Mort Tranter and she had done with the table of elements. And pick out all the chemistry textbooks in the Library; new words would take on meaning from contexts in which the names of elements appeared. She’d have to start studying chemistry and physics, herself—


  Sachiko Koremitsu peeped in through the door, then stepped inside.


  “Is there anything I can do—?” she began. “What’s happened? Something important?”


  “Important?” Sid Chamberlain exploded. “Look at that, Sachi! We’re reading it! Martha’s found out how to read Martian!” He grabbed Captain Miles by the arm. “Come on, Jeff; let’s go. I want to call the others—” He was still babbling as he hurried from the room.


  Sachi looked at the inscription. “Is it true?” she asked, and then, before Martha could more than begin to explain, flung her arms around her. “Oh, it really is! You are reading it! I’m so happy!”


  She had to start explaining again when Selim von Ohlmhorst entered. This time, she was able to finish.


  “But, Martha, can you be really sure? You know, by now, that learning to read this language is as important to me as it is to you, but how can you be so sure that those words really mean things like hydrogen and helium and boron and oxygen? How do you know that their table of elements was anything like ours?”


  Tranter and Penrose and Sachiko all looked at him in amazement.


  “That isn’t just the Martian table of elements; that’s the table of elements. It’s the only one there is,” Mort Tranter almost exploded. “Look, hydrogen has one proton and one electron. If it had more of either, it wouldn’t be hydrogen, it’d be something else. And the same with all the rest of the elements. And hydrogen on Mars is the same as hydrogen on Terra, or on Alpha Centauri, or in the next galaxy—”


  “You just set up those numbers, in that order, and any first-year chemistry student could tell you what elements they represented,” Penrose said. “Could if he expected to make a passing grade, that is.”


  The old man shook his head slowly, smiling. “I’m afraid I wouldn’t make a passing grade. I didn’t know, or at least didn’t realize, that. One of the things I’m going to place an order for, to be brought on the Schiaparelli, will be a set of primers in chemistry and physics, of the sort intended for a bright child of ten or twelve. It seems that a Martiologist has to learn a lot of things the Hittites and the Assyrians never heard about.”


  Tony Lattimer, coming in, caught the last part of the explanation. He looked quickly at the walls and, having found out just what had happened, advanced and caught Martha by the hand.


  “You really did it, Martha! You found your bilingual! I never believed that it would be possible; let me congratulate you!”


  He probably expected that to erase all the jibes and sneers of the past. If he did, he could have it that way. His friendship would mean as little to her as his derision—except that his friends had to watch their backs and his knife. But he was going home on the Cyrano, to be a big-shot. Or had this changed his mind for him again?


  “This is something we can show the world, to justify any expenditure of time and money on Martian archaeological work. When I get back to Terra, I’ll see that you’re given full credit for this achievement—”


  On Terra, her back and his knife would be out of her watchfulness.


  “We won’t need to wait that long,” Hubert Penrose told him dryly. “I’m sending off an official report, tomorrow; you can be sure Dr. Dane will be given full credit, not only for this but for her previous work, which made it possible to exploit this discovery.”


  “And you might add, work done in spite of the doubts and discouragements of her colleagues,” Selim von Ohlmhorst said. “To which I am ashamed to have to confess my own share.”


  “You said we had to find a bilingual,” she said. “You were right, too.”


  “This is better than a bilingual, Martha,” Hubert Penrose said. “Physical science expresses universal facts; necessarily it is a universal language. Heretofore archaeologists have dealt only with pre-scientific cultures.”


  THE GENTLE EARTH


  Christopher Anvil


  Tlasht Bade, Supreme Commander of Invasion Forces, drew thoughtfully on his slim cigar. “The scouts are all back?”


  Sission Runckel, Chief of the Supreme Commander’s Staff, nodded. “They all got back safely, though one or two had difficulties with some of the lower life forms.”


  “Is the climate all right?”


  Runckel abstractedly reached in his tunic, and pulled out a thing like a short piece of tarred rope. As he trimmed it, he scowled. “There’s some discomfort, apparently because the air is too dry. But on the other hand, there’s plenty of oxygen near the planet’s surface, and the gravity’s about the same as it is back home. We can live there.”


  Bade glanced across the room at a large blue, green, and brown globe, with irregular patches of white at top and bottom. “What are the white areas?”


  “Apparently, chalk. One of our scouts landed there, but he’s in practically a state of shock. The brilliant reflectivity in the area blinded him, a huge white furry animal attacked him, and he barely got out alive. To cap it all, his ship’s insulation apparently broke down on the way back, and now he’s in the sick bay with a bad case of space-gripe. All we can get out of him is that he had severe prickling sensations in the feet when he stepped out onto the chalk dust. Probably a pile of little spiny shells.”


  “Did he bring back a sample?”


  “He claims he did. But there’s only water in his sample box. I imagine he was delirious. In any case, this part of the planet has little to interest us.”


  Bade nodded. “What about the more populous regions?”


  “Just as we thought. A huge web of interconnecting cities, manufacturing centers, and rural areas. Our mapping procedures have proved to be accurate.”


  “That’s a relief. What about the natives?”


  “Erect, land-dwelling, ill-tempered bipeds,” said Runckel. “They seem to have little or no planet-wide unity. Of course, we have large samplings of their communications media. When these are all analyzed, we’ll know a lot more.”


  “What do they look like?”


  “They’re pink or brown in color, quite tall, but not very broad or thick through the chest. A little fur here and there on their bodies. No webs on their hands or feet, and their feet are fantastically small. Otherwise, they look quite human.”


  “Their technology?”


  Runckel sucked in a deep breath and sat up straight. “Every bit as bad as we thought.” He picked up a little box with two stiff handles, squeezed the handles hard, and touched a glowing wire on the box to his piece of black rope. He puffed violently.


  Bade turned up the air-conditioning. Billowing clouds of smoke drew away from Runckel in long streamers, so that he looked like an island looming through heavy mist. His brow was creased in a foreboding scowl.


  “Technologically,” he said, “they are deadly. They’ve got fission and fusion, indirect molecular and atomic reaction control, and a long-reaching development of electron flow and pulsing devices. So far, they don’t seem to have anything based on deep rearrangement or keyed focusing. But who knows when they’ll stumble on that? And then what? Even now, properly warned and ready they could give us a terrible struggle.”


  Runckel knocked a clinker off his length of rope and looked at Bade with the tentative, judging air of one who is not quite sure of another’s reliability. Then he said, loudly and with great firmness, “We have a lot to be thankful for. Another five or ten decades delay getting the watchships up through the cloud layer, and they’d have had us by the throat. We’ve got to smash them before they’re ready, or we’ll end up as their colony.”


  Bade’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve always opposed this invasion on philosophical grounds. But it’s been argued and settled. I’m willing to go along with the majority opinion.” Bade rapped the ash off his slender cigar and looked Runckel directly in the eyes. “But if you want to open the whole argument up all over again—”


  “No,” said Runckel, breathing out a heavy cloud of smoke. “But our micromapping and radiation analysis shows a terrific rate of progress. It’s hard to look at those figures and even breathe normally. They’re gaining on us like a shark after a minnow.”


  “In that case,” said Bade, “let’s wake up and hold our lead. This business of attacking the suspect before he has a chance to commit a crime is no answer. What about all the other planets in the universe? How do we know what they might do some day?”


  “This planet is right beside us!”


  “Is murder honorable as long as you do it only to your neighbor? Your argument is self-defense. But you’re straining it.”


  “Let it strain, then,” said Runckel angrily. “All I care about is that chart showing our comparative levels of development. Now we have the lead. I say, drag them out by their necks and let them submit, or we’ll thrust their heads underwater and have done with them. And anyone who says otherwise is a doubtful patriot!”


  Bade’s teeth clamped, and he set his cigar carefully on a tray.


  Runckel blinked, as if he only appreciated what he had said by its echo.


  Bade’s glance moved over Runckel deliberately, as if stripping away the emblems and insignia. Then Bade opened the bottom drawer of his desk, and pulled out a pad of dun-colored official forms. As he straightened, his glance caught the motto printed large on the base of the big globe. The motto had been used so often in the struggle to decide the question of invasion that Bade seldom noticed it any more. But now he looked at it. The motto read:


  Them Or Us


  Bade stared at it for a long moment, looked up at the globe that represented the mighty planet, then down at the puny motto. He glanced at Runckel, who looked back dully but squarely. Bade glanced at the motto, shook his head in disgust, and said, “Go get me the latest reports.”


  Runckel blinked. “Yes, sir,” he said, and hurried out.


  Bade leaned forward, ignored the motto, and thoughtfully studied the globe.


  Bade read the reports carefully. Most of them, he noted, contained a qualification. In the scientific reports, this generally appeared at the end:


  “. . . Owing to the brief time available for these observations, the conclusions presented herein must be regarded as only provisional in character.”


  In the reports of the scouts, this reservation was usually presented in bits and pieces:


  “. . . And this thing, that looked like a tiny crab, had a pair of pincers on one end, and I didn’t have time to see if this was the end it got me with, or if it was the other end. But I got a jolt as if somebody squeezed a lighter and held the red-hot wire against my leg. Then I got dizzy and sick to my stomach. I don’t know for sure if this was what did it, or if there are many of them, but if there are, and if it did, I don’t see how a man could fight a war and not be stung to death when he wasn’t looking. But I wasn’t there long enough to be sure . . .”


  Another report spoke of a “Crawling army of little six-legged things with a set of oversize jaws on one end, that came swarming through the shrubbery straight for the ship, went right up the side and set to work eating away the superplast binder around the viewport. With that gone, the ship would leak air like a fishnet. But when I tried to clear them away, they started in on me. I don’t know if this really proves anything, because Rufft landed not too far away, and he swears the place was like a paradise. Nevertheless, I have to report that I merely set my foot on the ground, and I almost got marooned and eaten up right on the spot.”


  Bade was particularly uneasy over reports of a vague respiratory difficulty some of the scouts noticed in the region where the first landings were planned. Bade commented on it, and Runckel nodded.


  “I know,” said Runckel. “The air’s too dry. But if we take time to try to provide for that, at the same time they may make some new advance that will more than nullify whatever we gain. And right now their communications media show a political situation that fits right in with our plans. We can’t hope for that to last forever.”


  Bade listened as Runckel described a situation like that of a dozen hungry sharks swimming in a circle, each getting its jaws open for a snap at the next one’s tail. Then Runckel described his plan.


  At the end, Bade said, “Yes, it may work out as you say. But listen, Runckel, isn’t this a little too much like one of those whirlpools in the Treacherous Islands? If everything works out, you go through in a flash. But one wrong guess, and you go around and around and around and around and you’re lucky if you get out with a whole skin.”


  Runckel’s jaw set firmly. “This is the only way to get a clear-cut decision.”


  Bade studied the far wall of the room for a moment. “I’m sorry I didn’t get a hand at these plans sooner.”


  “Sir,” said Runckel, “You would have, if you hadn’t been so busy fighting the whole idea.” He hesitated, then asked, “Will you be coming to the staff review of plans?”


  “Certainly,” said Bade.


  “Good,” said Runckel. “You’ll see that we have it all worked to perfection.”


  Bade went to the review of plans and listened as the details were gone over minutely. At the end, Runckel gave an overall summary:


  “The Colony Planet,” he said, rapping a pointer on maps of four hemispheric views, “is only seventy-five percent water, so the land areas are immense. The chief land masses are largely dominated by two hostile power groups, which we may call East and West. At the fringes of influence of these power groups live a vast mass of people not firmly allied to either.


  “The territory of this uncommitted group is well suited to our purposes. It contains many pleasant islands and comfortable seas. Unfortunately, analysis shows that the dangerous military power groups will unite against us if we seize this territory directly. To avoid this, we will act to stun and divide them at one stroke.”


  Runckel rapped his pointer on a land area lettered “North America,” and said, “On this land mass is situated a politico-economic unit known as the U.S. The U.S. is the dominant power both in the Western Hemisphere and in the West power group. It is surrounded by wide seas that separate it from its allies.


  “Our plan is simple and direct. We will attack and seize the central plain of the U.S. This will split it into helpless fragments, any one of which we may crush at will. The loss of the U.S. will, of course, destroy the power balance between East and West. The East will immediately seize the scraps of Western power and influence all over the globe.


  “During this period of disorder, we will set up our key-tool factories and a light-duty forceway network. In rapid stages will then come ore-converters, staging plants, fabricators, heavy-duty forceway stations and self-operated production units. With these last we will produce energy-conversion units and storage piles by the million in a network to blanket the occupied area. The linkage produced will power our damper units to blot out missile attacks that may now begin in earnest.


  “We will thus be solidly established on the planet itself. Our base will be secure against attack. We will now turn our energies to the destruction of the U.S.S.R. as a military power.” He reached out with his pointer to rap a new land mass.


  “The U.S.S.R. is the dominant power of the East power group. This will by now be the only hostile power group remaining on the planet. It will be destroyed in stages.


  “In Stage I we will confuse the U.S.S.R. by propaganda. We will profess friendship while we secretly multiply our productive facilities to the highest possible degree.


  “In Stage II, we will seize and fortify the western and northern islands of Britain, Novaya Zemlya, and New Siberia. We will also seize and heavily fortify the Kamchatka Peninsula in the extreme eastern U.S.S.R. We will now demand that the U.S.S.R. lay down its arms and surrender.


  “In the event of refusal, we will, from our fortified bases, destroy by missile attack all productive facilities and communication centers in the U.S.S.R. The resulting paralysis will bring down the East power group in ruins. The planet will now lay open before us.”


  Runckel looked at each of his listeners in turn.


  “Everything has been done to make this invasion a success. To crush out any possible miscalculation, we are moving with massive reserves close behind us. Certain glory and a mighty victory await us.


  “Let us raise our heads in prayer, then join in the Oath of Battle.”


  The first wave of the attack came down like an avalanche on the central U.S. Multiple transmitters went into action to throw local radar stations into confusion. Stull-gas missiles streaked from the landing ships to explode over nearby cities. Atmospheric flyers roared off to intercept possible enemy attacks. A stream of guns, tanks, and troop carriers rolled down the landing ways and fanned out to seize enemy power plants and communications centers.


  The commander of the first wave reported: “Everything proceeding according to plan. Enemy resistance negligible.”


  Runckel ordered the second wave down.


  Bade, watching it on a number of giant viewscreens in the operations room of a ship coming down, had a peculiar feeling of numbness, such as might follow a deep cut before the pain is felt.


  Runckel, his face intense, said: “Their position is hopeless. The main landing site is secure and the rest will come faster than the eye can see.” He turned to speak into one of a bank of microphones, then said, “Our glider missiles are circling over their capital.”


  A loud-speaker high on the wall said, “Landing minus three. Take your stations, please.”


  The angle of vision of one of the viewscreens tilted suddenly, to show a high, dome-topped building set in a city filled with rushing beetle shapes—obviously ground-cars of some type. Abruptly these cars all pulled to the sides of the streets.


  “That,” said Runckel grimly, “means their capital is out of business.”


  The picture on the viewscreen blurred suddenly, like the reflection from water ruffled by a breeze. There was a clang like a ten-ton hammer hitting a twenty-ton gong. Walls, floor, and ceiling of the room danced and vibrated. Two of the viewscreens went blank.


  Bade felt a prickling sensation travel across his shoulders and down his back. He glanced sharply at Runckel.


  Runckel’s expression looked startled but firm. He reached out and snapped orders into one of his microphones.


  There was an intense, high-pitched ringing, then a clap like a nuclear cannon of six paces distance.


  The wall loud-speaker said, “Landing minus two.”


  An intense silence descended on the room. One by one, the viewscreens flickered on. Bade heard Runckel say, “The ship is totally damped. They haven’t anything that can get through it.”


  There was a dull, low-pitched thud, a sense of being snapped like a whip, and the screens went blank. The wall loud-speaker dropped, and jerked to a stop, hanging by its cord.


  Then the ship set down.


  Runckel’s plan assumed that the swift-moving advance from the landing site would overrun a sizable territory during the first day. With this maneuvering space quickly gained, the landing site itself would be safe from enemy ground attack by dawn of the second day.


  Now that they were down, however, Bade and Runckel looked at the operations room’s big viewscreen, and saw their vehicles standing still all over the landscape. The troops crowded about the rear of the vehicles to watch cursing drivers pull the motors up out of their housings and spread them out on the ground. Here and there a stern officer argued with grim-faced troops who stared stonily ahead as if they didn’t hear. Meanwhile, the tanks, trucks, and weapons carriers stood motionless.


  Runckel, infuriated, had a cluster of microphones gripped in his hand, and was pronouncing death by strangling and decapitation on any officer who failed to get his unit in motion right away.


  Bade studied the baffled expressions on the faces of the drivers, then glanced at the enemy ground-cars abandoned at the side of the road. He turned to see a tall officer with general’s insignia stagger through the doorway and grip Runckel by the arm. Bade recognized Rast, General Forces Commander.


  “Sir,” said Rast, “it can’t be done.”


  “It has to be done,” said Runckel grimly. “So far we’ve decoyed the enemy missiles to a false site. Before they spot us again, those troops have got to be spread out!”


  “They won’t ride in the vehicles!”


  “It’s that or get killed!”


  “Sir,” said Rast, “you don’t understand. I came back here in a gun carrier. To start with, the driver jammed the speed lever all the way to the front shield, and nothing happened. He got up to see what was wrong. The carrier shot ahead with a flying leap, threw the driver into the back, and almost snapped our heads off. Then it coasted to a stop. We pulled ourselves together and turned around to get the cover off the motor box.


  “Wham! The carrier took off, ripped the cover out of our hands, threw us against the rear shield and knocked us senseless. Then it rolled to a stop.


  “That’s how we got here. Jump! Roll. Stop. Wait. Jump! Roll. Stop. Wait. On one of those jumps, the gun went out the back of the carrier, mount, bolts, and all. The driver swore he’d turn off the motor, and fangjaw take the planet and the whole invasion. We aren’t going to win a war with troops in that frame of mind.”


  Runckel took a deep breath.


  Bade said, “What about the enemy’s ground-cars? Will they run?”


  Rast blinked. “I don’t know. Maybe—”


  Bade snapped on a microphone lettered “Aerial Rec.” A little screen in a half-circle atop the microphone lit up to show an alert, harried-looking officer. Bade said, “You’ve noticed our vehicles are stopped?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Were the enemy’s ground-cars affected at the same time as ours?”


  “No sir, they were still moving after ours were stuck.”


  “Any motor trouble in Atmospheric Flyer Command?”


  “None that I know of, sir.”


  Bade glanced at Rast. “Try using the enemy ground-cars. Meanwhile, get the troops you can’t move back under cover of the ships’ dampers.”


  Rast saluted, whirled, and went out at a staggering run.


  Bade called Atmospheric Flyer Command, and Ground Forces Maintenance, and arranged for the captured enemy vehicles to be identified by a large yellow X painted across the top of the hood. Then he turned to Runckel and said, “We’re going to need all the support we can get. See if we can bring Landing Force 2 down late today instead of tomorrow.”


  “I’ll try,” said Runckel.


  It seemed to Bade that the events of the next twenty-four hours unrolled like the scenes of a nightmare.


  Before the troops were all under cover, an enemy reconnaissance aircraft leaked in very high overhead. The detector screens of Atmospheric Flyer Command were promptly choked with enemy aircraft coming in low and fast from all directions.


  These aircraft were of all types. Some heaved their bombs in under-hand, barreled over and streaked home for another load. Others were flying hives of anti-aircraft missiles. A third type were suicide bombers or winged missiles; these roared in head-on and blew up on arrival.


  While the dampers labored and overheated, and Flyer Command struggled with enemy fighters and bombers overhead, a long-range reconnaissance flyer spotted a sizable convoy of enemy ground forces rushing up from the southwest.


  Bade and Runckel concentrated first on living through the air attack. It soon developed that the enemy planes, though extremely fast, were not very maneuverable. The enemy’s missiles did not quite overload the dampers. The afternoon wore on in an explosive violence that was severe, but barely endurable. It began to seem that they might live through it.


  Toward evening, however, a small enemy missile streaked in on the end of a wire and smashed the grid of an auxiliary damper unit. Before this unit could be repaired, a heavy missile came down near the same place, and overloaded the damper network. Another missile streaked in. One of the ships tilted, and fell headlong. The engines of this ship were ripped out of the circuit that powered the dampers. With the next enemy missile strike, another ship was heaved off its base. This ship housed a large proportion of Flyer Command’s detector screens.


  Bade and Runckel looked at each other. Bade’s lips moved, and he heard himself say, “Prepare to evacuate.”


  At this moment, the enemy attack let up.


  It took an instant for Bade to realize what had happened. He canceled his evacuation order before it could be transmitted, then had the two thrown ships linked back into the power circuit. He turned around, and his glance fell on one of the viewscreens showing the shadowy plain outside. A brilliant flash lit the screen, and he saw dark low shapes rushing in toward the ships. Bade immediately gave orders to defend against ground attack, but not to pursue beyond range of the dampers.


  A savage, half-lit struggle developed. The enemy, whose weapons failed to work in range of the dampers, attacked with bayonets, and used guns, shovels, and picks in the manner of clubs and battle axes. In a spasm of bloody violence they fought their way in among the ships, then, confused in the dimness, were thrown back with heavy losses. As night settled down, the enemy dug in to make a fortified ring close around the landing site.


  The enemy missile attack failed to recover its former violence.


  Bade gave silent thanks for the deliverance. As the comparative quiet continued, it seemed clear that the enemy high command was holding back to avoid hitting their own men dug in nearby.


  It occurred to Bade that now might be a good time to get a little sleep. He turned to go to his cot, and there was a rush of yellow dots on Flyer Command’s pilot screen. As he stared wide-eyed, auxiliary screens flickered on and off to show a ghostly dish-shaped object that led his flyers on a wild chase all over the sky, then vanished at an estimated speed twenty times that the enemy planes were thought capable of doing.


  Runckel said, “Landing Force 2 can get here at early dawn. That’s the best we can manage.”


  Bade nodded dully.


  The ground screens now lit in brilliant flashes as the enemy began firing monster rockets at practically point-blank range.


  Night passed in a continuous bombardment.


  At early dawn of the next day, Bade put in all his remaining missiles, and bomber and interceptor flyers. For a brief interval of time, the enemy bombardment was smothered.


  Landing force 2 sat down beside Landing Force 1.


  Bade ordered the Stull-gas missiles of Landing Force 2 exploded over the enemy ground troops. In the resulting confusion, the ground forces moved out and captured large numbers of enemy troops, weapons, and vehicles. The captured vehicles were marked and promptly put to use.


  Bade spoke briefly with General Rast, commanding the ground forces.


  “Now’s your chance,” said Bade. “Move fast and we can capture supplies and reinforcements flowing in, before they realize we’ve broken their ring.”


  Under the protection of the flyers of Landing Force 2, Rast’s troops swung out onto the central plain of the North American continent.


  The advance moved fast. Enemy troops and supply convoys were caught off guard on the road. When the enemy fought, his resistance was patchy and confused.


  Bade, feeling drugged from lack of sleep, lay down on his cot for a nap. He awoke feeling fuzzy-brained and dull.


  “They’re whipped,” said Runckel gleefully. “We’ve got back the time we lost yesterday. There’s no resistance to speak of. And we’ve just made a treaty with the East bloc.”


  Bade sat up dizzily. “That’s wonderful,” he said. He glanced at the clock. “Why wasn’t I called sooner?”


  “No need,” said Runckel. “It’s all just a matter of form. Landing Force 3 is coming down tonight. The war’s over.” Runckel’s face, as he said this, had a peculiar shine.


  Bade frowned. “Isn’t the enemy making any reaction at all?”


  “Nothing worth mentioning. We’re driving them ahead of us like a school of minnows.”


  Bade got to his feet uneasily. “It can’t be this simple.” He stepped out into the operations room and detected unmistakable signs of holiday jubilation. Nearly everyone was grinning, and gawkers were standing in a thick ring before the screen showing the map room’s latest plot.


  Bade said sharply, “Don’t these men have anything to do?” His voice carried across the room with the effect of a shark surfacing in the midst of a ladies’ swimming party. Several of the men at the map jumped. Others glanced around jerkily. There was a concerted bumping of elbows, and the ring of gawkers evaporated briskly in all directions. In every part of the room there was abruptly something approaching a businesslike atmosphere.


  Bade looked around angrily and sat down at his desk. Then he saw the map. He squeezed his eyes shut, then looked again.


  In the center of the map of North America was a big blot, as if a bottle of red ink had been thrown at it. Bade turned to Runckel and asked harshly, “Is that map correct?”


  “Absolutely,” said Runckel, his face shining with satisfaction.


  Bade looked back at the map and performed a series of rapid calculations. He glanced at the viewscreens, and saw that those which would normally show the advanced ground troops weren’t in use. This, he supposed, meant that the advance had outrun the technical crews.


  Bade snapped on a microphone lettered “Supply, Ground.” In the half-circle atop the microphone appeared an officer in the last stage of sleepless exhaustion. The officer’s eyes twitched, and his skin had a drawn dull look. His head was slumped on his hand.


  “Supply?” said Bade in alarm.


  “Sorry,” mumbled the officer, “we can’t do it. We’re overstretched already. Try Flyer Command. Maybe they’ll parachute it to you.”


  Bade switched off, and glanced at the map again. He turned to Runckel. “Listen, what are we using for transport?”


  “The enemy ground-cars.”


  “Fast, aren’t they?”


  Runckel smiled cheerfully. “They are built for speed. Rast grabbed a whole fleet of them to start with, and they’ve worked fine ever since. A few wrecks, some bad cases of kinkfoot, but that’s all.”


  “What the devil is ‘kinkfoot’ ?”


  “Well, the enemy have tiny feet with little toes and no webs at all. Some of their ground-car controls are on the floor. There just isn’t much space so our men’s feet get cramped. It’s just a mild irritation.” Runckel smiled vaguely. “Nothing to worry about.”


  Bade squinted hard at Runckel. “What’s Supply using for transport?”


  “Steam trucks, of course.”


  “Do they work all right, or do they jump?”


  Runckel smiled dreamily. “They work fine.”


  Bade snapped on the Supply microphone. The same weary officer appeared, his head in his hands, and mumbled, “Sorry. We’re overloaded. Try Flyer Command.”


  Bade said angrily, “Wake up a minute.”


  The man raised his head, blinked at Bade, then straightened as if hauled by the back of the collar.


  “Sir?”


  “What’s the overall supply picture?”


  “Sir, it’s awful. Terrible.”


  “What’s the matter?”


  “The advance is so fast, and the units are all mixed up, and when we get to a place, they’ve already pulled out. Worse yet, the steam trucks—” He hesitated, as if afraid to go on.


  “Speak up,” snapped Bade. “What’s wrong with the trucks? Is it the engines? Fuel? Running gear? What is it?”


  “It’s . . . the water, sir.”


  “The water?”


  “Sir, there’s that constant loss of steam out the exhaust. At home, we just throw a few more buckets of water in the tank and go on. But here—”


  “Oh,” said Bade, the situation dawning on him.


  “But around here, sir,” said the officer, “they’ve had something called a ‘severe drought.’ The streams are dry.”


  “Can you dig down?”


  “Sir, at best there’s just muck. We know there’s water here somewhere, but meanwhile our trucks are stalled all over the country with the men dug down out of sight, and the natives standing around shaking their heads, and sure, there’s got to be water down there somewhere, but what do we use right now?”


  Bade took a deep breath. “What about the enemy trucks? Can’t you use them?”


  “If we’d started off with them, I suppose we could have. But Ground Forces has requisitioned most of them. Now we’re spread out in all directions with the front getting farther away all the time.”


  Bade switched off and got in touch with Ground Forces, Maintenance. A spruce-looking major appeared. Bade paused a moment, then asked, “How’s your work-load, major? Are you behind schedule?”


  The major looked shocked. “No, sir. Far from it. We’re away ahead of schedule.”


  “Aren’t these enemy vehicles giving you any trouble? Any difficulties in repair?”


  The major laughed. “Fangjaw, general, we don’t repair them! When they burn out, we throw them away. We pried up the hoods of some of them, pulled off the top two or three layers of machinery, and took a good look underneath. That was enough. There are hundreds of parts, all shapes and sizes. And dozens of different kinds of motors. Half of the parts are stuck so they won’t move when you try to get them out, and, to top it all, there isn’t enough room in there to squeeze in an extra grain of sand. So what’s the use? If something goes wrong with one of those things, we give it a shove off the road and forget it. There are plenty of others.”


  “I see,” said Bade. “Do you send your repair crews out to shove the ground-cars off the road?”


  “Oh, no, sir,” said the major looking startled. “Like the colonel says, ‘Let the Ground Forces do it.’ Sir, it doesn’t take any skill to do that. It’s just that that’s our policy: Don’t repair ‘em. Throw ‘em away.”


  “What about our vehicles then? Have you found out what’s wrong?”


  The major looked uncomfortable. “Well, the difficulty is that the vehicles work satisfactorily inside the ship, and for a little while outside. But then, after they’ve been out a while, a malfunction occurs in the mechanism. That’s what causes the trouble.” He looked at Bade hopefully. “Was there anything else, sir.”


  “Yes,” said Bade dryly, “it’s the malfunction I’m interested in. What is it that goes wrong?”


  The major looked unhappy. “Well, sir, we’ve had the motors apart and put back together I don’t know how many times, and the fact is, there’s nothing at all wrong with them. There’s nothing wrong, but they still won’t work. That’s not our department. We’ve handed the whole business over to the Testing Lab.”


  “Then,” said Bade, “you actually don’t have any work to do?”


  The major jumped. “Oh, no sir, I didn’t say that. We . . . we’re holding ourselves in readiness, sir, and we’ve got our shops in order, and some of the men are doing some very, ah, very important research on the . . . the structure of the enemy ground-car, and—”


  “Fine,” said Bade. “Get your colonel on this line.” When the colonel appeared, Bade said, “Ground Forces Supply has its steam trucks out of service for lack of water. Get in touch with their H.Q., find out the location of the trucks, and get out there with the water. Find out where they can replenish in the future. Take care of this as fast as you can.”


  The colonel worked his mouth in a way that suggested a weak valve struggling to hold back a large quantity of compressed air. Bade looked at him hard. The colonel’s mouth blew open, and “Yes, sir!” came out. The colonel looked startled.


  Bade immediately switched back to Supply and said, “Ground Forces Maintenance is going to help you water your trucks. Why didn’t you get in touch with them yourselves? It’s the obvious thing.”


  “Sir, we did, hours ago. They said water supply wasn’t in their department.”


  Bade seemed to see the bursting of innumerable bubbles before his eyes. It dawned on him that he was bogged down in petty details while big events rushed on unheeded. He switched back to the colonel briefly and when he switched off the colonel was plainly vibrating with energy from head to toe. Then Bade looked forebodingly at the map and ordered Liaison to get General Rast for him.


  This took a long time, which Bade spent trying to anticipate the possible enemy reaction if Supply broke down completely, and a retirement became necessary. By the time Rast appeared on the screen, Bade had thought it over carefully, and could see nothing but trouble ahead. There was a buzz, and Bade looked up to see a fuzzy picture of Rast.


  Rast, as far as Bade could judge, had a look of victory and exhilaration. But the communicator’s reception was uncommonly bad, and Rast’s image had a tendency to flicker, fade, and slide up and down. Judging by the trend of the conversation, Bade decided reception must be worse yet at the other end.


  Bade said, “Supply is in a mess. You’d better choose some sort of defensible perimeter and halt.”


  Rast said, “Thank you. The enemy is in full flight.”


  “Listen,” said Bade. “Supply is stopped. We can’t get supplies to you. Supply can’t catch up with you.”


  “We’ll pursue them day and night,” said Rast.


  “Listen to me,” said Bade. “Break off the pursuit! We can’t get supplies to you!”


  Rast’s form slowly dimmed and expanded till it filled the screen, then burst, and reappeared as a brilliant image the size of a man’s thumb. His voice cut off, then came through as a crackle.


  “Siss kissis sissis,” said the image, expanding again, “hisss siss kississ sissikississ.” This noise was accompanied by earnest gestures on the part of Rast, and a very determined facial expression. The image grew huge and dim, and burst, then started over again.


  Bade spat out a word he had promised himself never to say again under any circumstances whatever. Then he sat helpless while the image, large and clear, leaned forward earnestly and pounded one huge fist into the other.


  “Hiss! Siss! Fississ!”


  “Listen,” said Bade, “I can’t make out a word you’re saying.” He leaned forward. “WE CAN’T GET SUPPLIES TO YOU!”


  The image burst and started over, bright and small.


  Bade sucked in a deep breath. He grabbed the Communications microphone. “Listen,” he snapped, “I’ve got General Rast on the screen here and I can’t hear anything but a crackle. The image constantly expands and contracts.”


  “I know, sir,” said a gray-smocked technician with a despairing look. “I can see the monitor screen from here. It’s the best we can do, sir.”


  Out of the corner of his eye, Bade could see Rast’s image growing huge and dim. “Hiss! Siss!” said Rast earnestly.


  “What causes this?” roared Bade.


  “Sir, all we can guess is some terrific electrical discharge between here and General Rast’s position. What such a discharge might be, I can’t imagine.”


  Bade scowled, and looked at a thumb-sized Rast. Bade opened his mouth to roar out that there was no way to get supplies through. Rast’s image suddenly vibrated like a twanged string, then stopped expanding.


  Rast’s voice came through clearly, “Will you repeat that, sir?”


  “WE CAN’T SUPPLY YOU,” said Bade. “Halt your advance. Pick a good spot and HALT!”


  Rast’s image was expanding again. “Siss hiss,” he said, and saluted. His image vanished.


  Bade immediately snapped on the Communications microphone. “Do you have anyone down there who can read lips?” he demanded.


  “Read lips? Sir, I—” The technician squinted suddenly, and swung off the screen. He was back in a moment, his face clear and hopeful. “Sir, we’ve got a man in the section that’s a fanatic on communications methods. The other men think he can read lips, and I’ve sent for him.”


  “Good,” said Bade. “Set him to work on the record of that conversation with General Rast. Another thing—is there any way you can get a message though to Rast?”


  The technician looked doubtful. “Well, sir . . . I don’t know—” His face cleared slightly. “We can try, sir.”


  “Good,” said Bade. “Send ‘Supply situation bad. Strongly suggest you halt your advance and consolidate position.’ ” Bade’s glance fell on the latest plot from the map room. Glumly he asked himself how Rast or anyone else could hope to consolidate the balloon-like situation that was coming about.


  “Sir,” asked the technician, “is that all?”


  “Yes,” said Bade, “and let me know when you get through to Rast.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Bade switched off, and turned to ask Runckel for the exact time Landing Force 3 would be down. Bade hesitated, then squinted hard at Runckel.


  Runckel’s face had an unusually bright, animated look. He was glancing rapidly through a sheaf of reports, quickly scribbling comments on them, and tossing them to an excited-looking clerk, who rushed off to slap them on the desks of various exhilarated officers and clerks. These men eagerly transmitted them to their various sections. This procedure was normal, but the faces of the men all looked too excited. Their movements were jerky and fast.


  Bade became aware of the sensation of watching a scene in a lunatic asylum.


  The excited-looking clerk rushed to Runckel’s desk to snatch up a sheaf of reports, and Bade snapped, “Bring those here.”


  The clerk jumped, rushed to Bade’s desk, halted with a jerky bounce and saluted snappily. He flopped the papers on the desk, whirled around and raced off toward the desks of the officers who usually got the reports Bade was now holding. The clerk stopped suddenly, looked at his empty hands, spun around, stared at Runckel’s desk, then at Bade’s. A look of enlightenment passed across his face. “Oh,” he said, with a foolish grin. He teetered back and forth on his heels, then rushed over to look at the latest plot from the map room.


  Bade set his jaw and glanced at the reports Runckel had marked.


  The top two or three reports were simple routine and had merely been initialed. The next report, however, was headed: “Testing Lab. Report on Cause of Vehicle Failure; Recommendations.”


  Bade quickly glanced over several sheet of technical diagrams and figures, and turned to the summary. He read:


  “In short, the breakdown of normal function, and the resultant slow violent pulsing action of the motor, is caused by the abnormally low conductivity of Surface Conduction Layer S-3. The pulser current, which would normally flow across this layer is blocked, and instead builds up on projection L-26. Eventually a sufficient charge accumulates, and arcs across air gap B. This throws a shock current through the exciter such as is normally experienced only during violent acceleration. The result is that the vehicle shoots ahead from a standing start, then rolls to a stop while the current again slowly accumulates. The root cause of this malfunction is the fantastically low moisture content of the atmosphere on this planet. It is this that causes the loss of conductivity across Layer S-3.


  “Recommended measures to overcome this malfunction include:


  a) Artificial humidification of the air entering the motor, by means of sprayer and fan.


  b) Sealing of the motor unit.


  c) Coating of surface condition layer S-3 with a top-sealed permanent conducting film.


  “A) or b) probably can be carried out as soon as the requisite devices and materials are obtainable. This, however, may involve a considerable delay. C), on the other hand, will require a good deal of initial testing and experimentation, but may then be carried into effect very quickly, as the requisite tools and materials are already at hand. We will immediately carry out the initial measures for whichever plan you deem preferable.”


  Bade looked the report over again carefully, then glanced at Runckel’s scrawled comment:


  “Good work! Carry this out immediately! S.R.”


  Bade glared. Carry what out immediately?


  Bade glanced angrily at Runckel, then sat up in alarm. Runckel’s hands clenched the side of his desk. Runckel’s back was straight as a rod. His chest was inflated to huge dimensions, and he was slowly drawing in yet more air. His face bore a fixated, inward-turned look that might indicate either horror or ecstasy.


  Bade shoved his chair back and glanced around for help.


  His glance stopped at the map screen, where the huge overblown blot in the center of the continent had sprouted a long narrow pencil reaching out toward the west.


  There was a quick low gonging sound, and the semicircular rim atop the Communications microphone lit up in red. Bade snapped the microphone on and a scared-looking technician said, “Sir, we’ve worked out what General Rast said.”


  “What?” Bade demanded.


  At Bade’s side, there was a harsh scraping noise. Bade whipped around.


  Runckel lurched to his feet, his face tense, his eyes shut, his mouth half open and his hands clenched.


  Runckel twisted. There was a gagging sound, then a harsh roar:


  Ka


  Ka


  Ka


  KACHOOOOO!!


  Bade sat down in a hurry and grabbed the microphone marked, “Medical Corps.”


  A crowd of young doctors and attendants swarmed around Runckel with pulse-beat snoopers, blood pressure gauges, little lights on long rubber tubes, and bottles and jars which they filled with fluid sucked out of the suffering Runckel with long hollow needles. They whacked Runckel, pinched him, and thumped him, then jumped for cover as he let out another blast.


  “Sir,” said a young doctor wearing a “Medical-Officer-On-Duty” badge, “I’m afraid I shall have to quarantine this room and all its occupants. That includes you, sir.” He said this in a gentle but firm voice.


  Bade glanced at the doorway. A continuous stream of clerks, officers, and messengers moved in and out on necessary business. Some of these officers, Bade noticed, were speaking in low angry tones to idiotically smiling members of the staff. As one of the angry officers slapped a sheaf of papers on a desk, the owner of the desk came slowly to his feet. His chest inflated to gigantic proportions, he let out a terrific blast, reeled back against a wall, and let out another.


  The young medical officer spun around excitedly. “Epidemic!” he yelled. “Seal that door! Back, all of you!” His face had a faint glow as he turned to Bade. “We’ll have this under control in no time, sir.” He came up and plastered a red and yellow sticker over the joint where door and wall came together. He faced the room. “Everyone here is quarantined. It’s death to break that seal.”


  From Bade’s desk came an insistent ringing, and the small voice of the communications technician pleaded, “Sir . . . please, sir . . . this is important!” On the map across the room the bloated red space now had two sizable dents driven into it, such as might be expected if the enemy were opening a counteroffensive. The thin pencil line reaching toward the west was wobbling uncertainly at its far end.


  Bade became aware of a fuzzy quality in his own thinking, and struggled to fix his mind on the scene around him.


  The young doctor and his assistants hustled Runckel toward the door. As Bade stared, the doctor and assistants went out the door without breaking the quarantine seal. The sticker was plastered over the joint on the hinge side of the door. The seal bent as the door opened, then straightened out unhurt as the door shut.


  “Phew,” said Bade. He picked up the Communications microphone. “What did General Rast say?”


  “Sir, he said, ‘I can’t reach the coast any faster than a day-and-a-half!’ ”


  “The coast!”


  “That’s what he said, sir.”


  “Did you get that message to him?”


  “Not yet, sir. We’re trying.”


  Bade switched off and tried to think. His army was stretched out like a rubber balloon. His headquarters machinery was falling apart fast. An epidemic was loose among his men and plainly spreading fast. The base was still secure. But without sane men to man it, the enemy could be expected to walk in any time.


  Bade’s eyes were watering. He blinked, and glanced around for some sane face in the sea of hysterically cheerful people. He spotted an alert-looking officer with his back against the wall and a chair leg in his hand. Bade called to him. The officer looked around.


  Bade said, “Do you know when Landing Force 3 is coming down?”


  “Sir, they’re coming down right now.”


  Bade stayed conscious long enough to watch the beginning of the enemy’s counteroffensive, and also to see the start of the exploding sickness spread through the landing site. He grimly summarized the situation to the man he chose to take over command.


  This man was the leader of Landing Force 3, a general by the name of Kottek. General Kottek was a fanatic, a man with a rough hypnotic voice and a direct unblinking stare. General Kottek’s favorite drink was pure water. Food was a matter of indifference to him. His only known amusements were regular physical exercise and the dissection of military problems. To hesitate to obey a command of General Kottek’s was unheard of. To bungle in the performance of it was as pleasant as to sit down in the open mouth of a shark. General Kottek’s officers were usually recognizable by their lean athletic appearance, and a tendency to jump at unexpected noises. General Kottek’s men were nearly always to be seen in a state of good order and high spirits.


  As soon as Bade, aching and miserable, summarized the situation and ordered Kottek to take over, Kottek gave a sharp precise salute, turned, and immediately began snapping out orders.


  Heavily armed troops swung out to guard the site. Military police forced wandering gangs of sick men back to their ships. The crews of Landing Force 3 divided up to bring the depleted crews of the other ships up to minimum standards. The ships’ damper units were turned to full power, and the outside power network and auxiliary damper units were disassembled and carried into the ships. Word came that a large enemy force had made an air-borne landing not far away. Kottek’s troops marched in good order back to their ships. The ships of all three landing forces took off. They set down together in the center of the largest mass of Rast’s encircled troops. The next day passed embarking these men under the protection of Kottek’s fresh troops and the ships’ dampers. Then the ships took off and repeated the process.


  In this way, some sixty-five percent of the surrounded men were saved in the course of the week. Two more landing forces came down. General Rast and a small body of guards were found unconscious partway up an unbelievably high hill in the west. The situation at this point became hopelessly complicated by the exploding sickness.


  This sickness, which none of the doctors were able to cure or even relieve, manifested itself in various forms. The usual form began by exhilarating the victim. In this state, the patient generally considered himself capable of doing anything, however foolhardy, and regardless of difficulties. This lasted until the second phase set in with violent contractions of the chest and a sudden out-rush of air from the lungs, accompanied by a blast like a gun going off. This second stage might or might not have complications such as digestive upset, headache, or shooting pains in the hands and feet. It ended when the third and last phase set in. In this phase the victim suffered from mental depression, considered himself a hopeless failure, and was as likely as not to try to end his life by suicide.


  As a result of this suicidal impulse there were nightmarish scenes of soldiers disarming other soldiers, which brought the whole invasion force into a state of quaking uncertainty. At this critical point, and despite all precautions, General Kottek himself began to come down with the sickness. With him, the usual exhilaration took the form of a stream of violent and imperative orders.


  Troops who should have retreated were ordered to fight to the death where they stood. Savage counter-attacks for worthless objectives were driven home “to the last drop of blood.” Because General Kottek ordered it, people obeyed without thought. The hysterical light in his eye was masked by the fanatical glitter that had been there to begin with. The general himself only realized what was wrong when his chest tightened up, his body tensed, and a racking concatenation of explosions burst from his chest. He immediately brought his body to the position of attention, and crushed out by sheer will a series of incipient tickling sensations way down in his throat. General Kottek handed the command over to General Runckel and reported himself to sick bay.


  Runckel, by this time, had recovered enough from the third phase to be untied and allowed to walk around with only two guards. As he had not fully recovered his confidence, however, he immediately went to see Bade.


  Bade’s illness took the form of nausea, cold hands and feet, and a sensation of severe pressure in the small of the back. Bade was lying on a cot when Runckel came in, followed by his two watchful guards.


  Bade looked up and saw the two guards lean warily against the wall, their eyes narrowed as they watched Runckel. Runckel paused at the foot of Bade’s bed. “How do you feel?” Runckel asked.


  “Except for yesterday and day before,” said Bade, “I never felt worse in my life. How do you feel?”


  “All right most of the time.” He cleared his throat. “Kottek’s down with it now.”


  “Did he know in time?”


  “No, I’m afraid he’s left things in a mess.”


  Bade shook his head. “Do we have a general officer who isn’t sick?”


  “Not in the top brackets.”


  “Who did Kottek hand over to?”


  “Me.” Runckel looked a little embarrassed. “I’m not sure I can handle it yet.”


  “Who’s in actual charge right now?”


  “I’ve got the pieces of our own staff and the staff of Landing Force 2 working on it. Kottek’s staff is hopeless. Half of them are talking about sweeping the enemy off the planet in two days.”


  Bade grunted. “What’s your idea?”


  “Well,” said Runckel, “I still get . . . a little excited now and then. If you could possibly provide a sort of general supervision—”


  Bade looked away weakly. “How’s Rast?”


  “Tied to his bunk with half-a-dozen men sitting on him.”


  “What about Vokk?”


  “Tearing his lungs out every two or three minutes.”


  “Sokkis, then?”


  Runckel shook his head grimly. “I’m afraid they didn’t hear the gun go off in time. The doctors are still working on him, though.”


  “Well . . . is Frotch all right?”


  “Yes, thank heaven. But then he’s Flyer Command. And, worse yet, there’s nobody to put in his place.”


  “All right, how about Sozzle?”


  “Well,” said Runckel, “Sozzle may be a good propaganda man, but personally I wouldn’t trust him to command a platoon.”


  “Yes,” said Bade, rolling over to try to ease the pain in his back, “I see your point.” He took a deep breath. “I’ll try to supervise the thing.” He swung gingerly to a sitting position.


  Runckel watched him, then his face twisted. “This whole thing is all my fault,” he said. He choked. “I’m just no goo—”


  The two guards sprang across the room, grabbed Runckel by the arms and rushed him out the door. Harsh grunts and solid thumping sounds came from the corridor outside. There was a heavy crash. Somebody said, “All right, get the general by the feet, and I’ll take him by the shoulders. Phew! Let’s go.”


  Bade sat dizzily on the edge of the bed. For a moment, he had a mental image of Runckel before the invasion, leaning forward and saying impressively, “Certain glory and a mighty victory await us.”


  Bade took several slow deep breaths. Then he got up carefully, found a towel, and cautiously went to wash.


  It took Bade almost a week to disentangle the troops from the web of indefensible positions and hopeless last stands Kottek had committed them to in a day-and-a-half of peremptory orders. The enemy, meanwhile, took advantage of opportunity, using ground and air attacks, rockets, missiles and artillery in such profusion as to stun the mind. It was not until Bade’s men and officers had recovered from circulating attacks of the sickness, and another landing force had come down, that it was possible to temporarily resume the offensive. Another two weeks, and another sick landing force recovered, saw the invasion army in control of a substantial part of the central plain of the continent. Bade now had some spare moments to squint at certain reports that were piled up on his desk. Exasperatedly, he called a meeting of high officers.


  Bade was standing with Runckel at a big map of the continent when their generals came in. Bade and Runckel each looked grim and intense. The generals looked uniformly dulled and worn down.


  Bade took a last hard look at the map, then he and Runckel turned. Bade glanced at Veth, Landing Site Commander. “What’s your impression of the way things are going?”


  Veth scowled. “Well, we’re still getting eight to ten sizable missile hits a day. Of course, there’s no predicting when they’ll come in. With the men working outside the ships, any single hit could vaporize large numbers of essential technical personnel. Until we get the underground shelters built, the only way around this is to have whole site damped out all the time.” He shook his head. “This takes a lot of energy.”


  Bade nodded, and turned to Rast, Ground Forces Commander.


  “So far,” said Rast frowning, “our situation on paper looks not too bad. Morale is satisfactory. Our weapons are superior. We have strong forces in a reasonably large central area, and in theory we can shift rapidly from one front to the other, and be superior anywhere. But in practice, the enemy has so many missiles, of all types and sizes, that we can’t take advantage of the position.


  “Suppose, for instance, that I order XX and XXII Tank Armies from the eastern to the western front. They can’t go under their own power, because of fuel expenditure, the wear on their tracks, and the resulting delay for repairs. They can’t go by forceway network because there isn’t any built yet. The only way to send them is by the natives’ iron track roads. That would be fine, except that the iron track roads make beautiful targets for missile attacks. Thanks to the enemy, every bridge and junction either is, has been, or will be blown up and not once, either. The result is, we have to use slow filtration of troops from one front to the other, or we have to accept very heavy losses on route. In addition, we now know that the enemy has formidable natural defenses in the east and west, especially in the west. There’s a range of hills there that surpasses anything I’ve ever seen or heard of. Not only is the difficulty of the terrain an obstacle, but as our men go higher, movement finally becomes practically impossible. I know this from personal experience. The result of it is, the enemy need only guard the passes and he has a natural barrier behind which he can mass for attack at any chosen point.”


  Bade frowned. “Don’t the hills have the same harmful effect on the enemy?”


  “No sir, they don’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t know. But that and their missiles put us in a nasty spot.”


  Bade absorbed this, then turned to General Frotch, head of Atmospheric Flyer Command.


  Frotch said briskly, “Sir, so far as the enemy air forces are concerned, we have the situation under control. And various foreign long-range reconnaissance aircraft that have been filtering in from distant native countries, have also been successfully batted out of the sky. However, as far as . . . ah . . . missiles . . . are concerned, the situation is a little strained.”


  Bade snapped, “Go on.”


  “Well, sir,” said Frotch, “the enemy has missiles that can be fired at the fastest atmospheric flyers, that can be made to blow up near them, that can be guided to them, and even that can be made to chase and catch them.”


  “What about our weapons?”


  “They’re fine, on a percentage basis. But the enemy has a lot more missiles than we have pilots.”


  “I see,” said Bade. “Well—” He turned to speak to the Director of Intelligence, but Frotch went on:


  “Moreover, sir, we are having atmospheric troubles.”


  “ ‘Atmospheric troubles’ ? What’s that?”


  “For one thing, gigantic traveling electrical displays that disrupt plane-to-ground communications, and have to be avoided, or else the pilots either don’t come out, or else come out fit for nothing but a rest cure. Then there are mass movements of air traveling from one part of the planet to another. Like land breezes and sea breezes at home. But here the breezes can be pretty forceful. The effect is to put an unpredictable braking force on all our operations.”


  Bade nodded slowly. “Well, we’ll have to make the best of it.” He turned to General Sozzle, who was Disseminator of Propaganda.


  Sozzle cleared his throat. “I can make my report short and to the point. Our propaganda is getting us nowhere. For one thing, the enemy is apparently used to being ambushed daily by something called ‘advertising,’ which seems to consist of a series of subtle propaganda traps. By comparison our approach is so crude it throws them into hysterics.”


  Bade glanced at the Director of Intelligence, who said dully, “Sir, it’s too early to say for certain how our work will eventually turn out. We’ve had some successes; but, so far, we’ve been handicapped by translation difficulties.”


  Bade frowned. “For instance?”


  “Take the single word, ‘snow,’ ” said the Intelligence Director. “You can’t imagine the snarl my translators get into over that word. It apparently means ‘white solid which falls in crystals from the sky.’ Figure that out.”


  Bade squinted, then looked relieved. “Oh. It means, ‘dust.’ ”


  “That’s the way the interpreters translated it. Now consider this sentence from a schoolbook. ‘When April comes, the dust all turns to water and flows into the ground to fill the streams.’ ”


  “That doesn’t make any sense at all.”


  “No. But that’s what happens if you accept ‘dust’ as the translation for ‘snow.’ There are other words such as ‘winter,’ ‘blizzard,’ ‘tornado.’ Ask a native for an explanation, and with a straight face he’ll give you a string of incomprehensible nonsense that will stand you on your ear. Not that it’s important in itself. But it seems to show something about the native psychology that I can’t quite figure out. You can fight your enemy best when you can understand him. Well, from this angle they’re completely incomprehensible.”


  “Keep working on it,” said Bade, after a short silence. He turned to Runckel.


  Runckel said, “The overall situation looks about the same from my point of view. Namely, the natives are driven back, but by no means defeated. What we have to remember is that we never expected to have them defeated at this stage. True, our time schedule has been set back somewhat, but this was due not to enemy action, but to purely accidental circumstances. That is, first the atmosphere was so deficient in moisture that our ground vehicles were temporarily out of order, and, second, we were disabled by an unexpected disease. But these troubles are over with. My point is that we can now begin the decisive phase of operations.”


  “Good,” said Bade. “But to do that we have to firmly hold the ground we have. I want to know if we can do this. On the surface, perhaps, it looks like it. But there are signs here I don’t like. As the old saying goes, ‘A shark shows you his fin, not his teeth. Take warning from the fin; when you see the teeth it’s too late.’ ”


  “Yes,” said Frotch, turning excitedly to Rast, “that’s the thought exactly. Now, will you mention it, or shall I?”


  “Holy fangjaw,” growled Rast, “maybe it doesn’t really mean anything.”


  “The Supreme Commander,” said Runckel angrily, “was trying to talk.”


  Bade said, “What is it, Rast? Speak up.”


  “Well—” Rast hesitated, glanced uneasily at Runckel, then thrust out his jaw, “Sir, it looks like the whole master plan of the invasion may have come unhinged.”


  Runckel angrily started to speak.


  Bade glanced at Runckel, took out a long slender cigar, and sat down on the edge of the table to watch Runckel. He lit the cigar and put down the lighter. As far as Bade was concerned, his face was expressionless. Things seemed to have an unnatural clarity, however, as he looked at Runckel and waited for him to speak.


  Runckel looked at Bade, swallowed hard and said nothing.


  Bade glanced at Rast.


  Rast burst out, “Sir, for the last ten days or so, we’ve been wondering how long the enemy could keep up his missile attacks. Flyer Command has blasted factories vital to missile manufacture, and destroyed all their known stockpiles. Well, grant we didn’t get all their stockpiles. That’s logical enough. Grant that they had tremendous stocks stored away. Even grant that before we got here they made missiles all the time for the sheer love of making them. Maybe every man, woman, and child in the country had a missile, like a pet. Still, there’s got to be an end somewhere.”


  Bade nodded soberly.


  “Well, sir,” said Rast, “we get these missiles fired at us all the time, day after day after day, one missile after the other, like an army of men tramping past in an endless circle forever. It’s inconceivable that they’d use their missiles like this unless their supply is inexhaustible. Frotch gets hit with them, I get hit with them, Veth gets hit with them. For every job there’s a missile. We put our overall weapons superiority in one pan of the balance. They pour an endless heap of missiles in the other pan. Where do all these missiles come from?”


  For an instant Rast was silent, then he went on. “At first we thought ‘Underground factories.’ Well, we did our best to find them and it was no use. And whenever we managed to spot moving missiles, they seemed to be coming from the coast.


  “About this time, some of my officers were trying to convert a bunch of captives to our way of thinking. One of the officers noticed a peculiar thing. Whenever he clinched his argument by saying, ‘Moreover, you are alone in the world; you cannot defeat us alone,’ the captives would all look very serious. Most of them would be very still and attentive, but here and there among them, a few would choke, gag, make sputtering noises, and shake all over. The other soldiers would secretively kick these men, and jab them with their elbows until they were still and attentive. Now, however, the question arose, what did all this mean? The actions were described to Intelligence, who said they meant exactly what they seemed to mean, ‘suppressed mirth.’


  “In other words, whenever we said, ‘You can’t win, you’re alone in the world,’ they wanted to burst out laughing. My officers now varied the technique. They would say, for instance, ‘The U.S.S.R. is our faithful ally.’ Our captives would sputter, gasp, and almost strangle to death. Put this together with their inexhaustible supply of missiles and the thing takes on a sinister look.”


  “You think,” said Bade, “that the U.S.S.R. and other countries are shipping missiles to the U.S. by sea?”


  General Frotch cleared his throat apologetically, “Sir, excuse me. I have something new to add to this. I’ve set submerger planes down along all three of their coasts. Not only are the ports alive with shipping. But some of our men swam into the harbors at night and hid, and either they’re the victims of mass-hypnosis or else those ships are unloading missiles like a fish unloads spawn.”


  Bade looked at Runckel.


  Runckel said dully, “In that case, we have the whole planet to fight. That was what we had to avoid at any cost.”


  This comment produced a visible deterioration of morale. Before this attitude had a chance to set, Bade said forcefully and clearly, “I was never in favor of this attack. And this fortifies my original views. But from a strictly military point of view, I believe we can still win.”


  He went to the map, and speaking to each of the generals in turn, he explained his plan.


  In the three following days, each of the three remaining landing forces set down. The men of each landing force, as expected, became violently ill with the exploding sickness. With the usual course of the sickness known, it proved possible to care for this new horde of patients with nothing worse than extreme inconvenience for the invasion force as a whole.


  The enemy, meanwhile, strengthened his grip around the occupied area, and at the same time cut troop movements within the area to a feeble trickle. Day after day, the enemy missiles fell in an increasingly heavy rain on the road and rail centers. During the height of this bombardment, Bade succeeded in gradually filtering all of Landing Force 3 back to the protection of the ships.


  Rast now reported that the enemy attacks were mounting in force and violence, and requested permission to fall back and contract the defense perimeter.


  Bade replied that help would soon come, and Rast must make only small local withdrawals.


  Landing Forces 7, 8, and 9, cured of the exploding sickness, now took off. Immediately afterward, Landing Force 3 took off.


  Landing Forces 3 and 7, under General Kottek, came down near the base of the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, and struck south and west to rip up communications in the rear of the main enemy forces attacking General Rast.


  Landing Force 8 split, its southern section seizing the western curve of Cuba to cut the shipping lanes to the Gulf of Mexico. Its northern sections seized Long Island, to block shipping entering the port of New York, and to subject shipping in the ports of Boston, Philadelphia, Baltimore and Washington to heavy attack from the air.


  Landing Force 9 remained aloft until the enemy’s reaction to General Kottek’s thrust from the rear became evident. This reaction proved to be a quickly improvised simultaneous attack from north and south, to pinch off the flow of supplies from Kottek’s base to the point of his advance. Landing Force 9 now set down, broke the attack of the southern pincer, then struck southeastward to cut road and rail lines supplying the enemy’s northern armies. The overall situation now resembled two large, roughly concentric circles, each very thick in the north, and very thin in the south. A large part of the outer circle, representing the enemy’s forces, was now pressed between the inner circle and the inverted Y of Kottek’s attack from the north.


  A large percentage of the enemy missile-launching sites were now overrun, and Rast for the first time found it possible to switch his troops from place to place without excessive losses. The enemy opened violent attacks in both east and west to relieve the pressure on their trapped armies in the north, and Rast fell back slowly, drawing forces from both these fronts and putting them into the northern battle.


  The outcome hung in a treacherous balance until the enemy’s supplies gave out in the north. This powerful enemy force then collapsed, and Rast swung his weary troops to the south.


  Three weeks after the offensive began, it ended with the fighting withdrawal of the enemy to the east and west. The enemy’s long eastern and southern coasts were now sealed against all but a comparative trickle of supplies from overseas. General Kottek held the upper peninsula of Michigan in a powerful grip. From it he dominated huge enemy industrial regions, and threatened the flank of potential enemy counter-attacks from north or east.


  Within the main occupied region itself, the forceway network and key-tools factories were being set up.


  Runckel was only expressing the thought of nearly the whole invasion army when he walked into the operations room, heaved a sigh of relief and said to Bade, “Well, thank heaven that’s over!”


  Bade heard this and gave a noncommittal growl. He had felt this way himself some time before. During Runckel’s absence, however, certain reports had come to Bade’s desk and left him feeling like a man who goes down a flight of steps in the dark, steps off briskly, and finds there was one more step than he thought.


  “Look at this,” said Bade. Runckel leaned over his shoulder, and together they looked at a report headed, “Enemy Equipment.” Bade passed over several pages of drawings and descriptions devoted to enemy knives, guns, grenades, helmets, canteens, mess equipment and digging tools, then paused at a section marked “Enemy clothing: 1) Normal enemy clothing consists of light two-piece underwear, an inner and an outer foot-covering, and either a light two-piece or light one-piece outer covering for the arms, chest, abdomen and legs. 2) However, capture of the enemy supply trains in the recent northern offensive uncovered the following fantastic variety: a) thick inner and outer hand coverings; b) heavy one-piece undergarment covering legs, arms and body; c) heavy upper outer garment; d) heavy lower outer garment; e) heavy inner foot covering; f) massive outer foot covering; g) additional heavy outer garment; h) extraordinarily heavy outer garment designed to cover entire body with exception of head, hand, and lower legs. In addition, large extra quantities of the heavy cover normally issued to the troops for sleeping purposes were also found. The purpose of all this clothing is difficult to understand. Insofar as the activity of a soldier encased in all these garments would be cut to a minimum, it can only be assumed that all these coverings represent body-shielding against some abnormal condition. The presence of poisonous chemicals in large quantities seems a likely possibility. Yet with the exception of the massive outer foot-covering, these garments are not impermeable.”


  Bade looked at Runckel. “They do have war chemicals?”


  “Of course,” said Runckel, frowning. “But we have protective measures, and our own war chemicals, if trouble starts.”


  Bade nodded thoughtfully, slid the report aside, and picked up one headed, “Medical Report on Enemy Skin Condensation.”


  Runckel shook his head. “I can never understand those. We’ve had a flood of reports like that from various sources. At most, I just initial them and send them back.”


  “Well,” said Bade, “read the summary, at least.”


  “I’ll try,” growled Runckel, and leaned over Bade’s shoulder to read:


  “To summarize these astonishing facts, enemy captives have been observed to form, on the outer layer of their skin, a heavy beading of moisture. This effect is similar to that observed with laboratory devices maintained at depressed temperatures—that is, at reduced degrees of heat. The theory was, therefore, formed that the enemy’s skin is, similarly, maintained at a temperature lower than that of his surroundings. Complex temperature-determining apparatus were set up to test this theory. As a result, this theory was disproved, but an even more astonishing state of affairs was discovered: The enemy’s internal temperature varied very little, regardless of considerable experimental variation of the temperature of his environment.


  “The only possible conclusion was that the enemy’s body contains some built-in mechanism that actually controls the degree of heat and maintains it at a constant level.


  “Now, according to Poff’s widely accepted Principle, no complex bodily mechanism can long maintain itself in the absence of need or exercise. And what is the need for a bodily mechanism that has the function of holding body temperature constant despite wide external fluctuation? What is the need for a defense against something unless the something exists?


  “We are forced to the conclusion that the degree of heat on this planet is subject to variations sufficiently severe as to endanger life. A new examination of what has hitherto been considered to be the enemy’s mythology indicates that, contrary to conditions on our own planet, this planet is subject to remarkable fluctuations of temperature, that alternately rise to a peak, then fall to an incredible low.


  “According to this new theory, our invasion force arrived as the temperature was approaching its maximum. Since then, it has reached and passed its peak, and is now falling. All this has passed unnoticed by us, partly because the maximum here approached the ordinary condition on our home planet. The danger, of course, is that the minimum on this planet would prove insupportable to our form of life.”


  This was followed by a qualifying phrase that further tests would have to be made, and the conclusions could not be considered final.


  Bade looked at Runckel. Runckel snapped, “What do you do with a report like that? I’d tear it up, but why waste strength? It’s easier to throw them in the wastebasket and go on.”


  “Wait a minute,” said Bade. “If this report just happens to be right, then where are we?”


  “Frankly,” said Runckel, “I don’t know or care. ‘Skin condensation.’ These scientists should keep their minds on things that have some chance of being useful. It would help if they’d figure out how to cut down flareback on our subtron guns. Instead they talk about ‘skin condensation.’ ”


  Bade wrote on the report, “This may turn out to be important. List on no more than two sheets of paper possible defenses against reduced degree of heat. Get it to me as soon as possible. Bade.”


  Bade signaled to a clerk. “Snap a copy of this, send the original out, and bring me the copy.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Now,” said Bade, “we have one more report.”


  “Well, I have to admit,” said Runckel, “that I can’t see that either of these reports were of any value.”


  “Well, read this one, then.”


  Runckel shook his head in disgust, and leaned over. His eyes widened. This paper was headed, “For the Supreme Commander only. Special Report of General Kottek.”


  The report began, “Sir: It is an officer’s duty to state, plainly and without delay, any matter that requires the immediate attention of his superior. I, therefore, must report to you the following unpleasant but incontrovertible facts;


  “1) Since their arrival in this region, my troops have on three recent occasions displayed a strikingly low level of performance. Two simulated night attacks revealed feeble command and exaggerated sluggishness on the part of the troops. A defense exercise carried out at dawn to repulse a simulated amphibious landing was a complete failure; troops and officers alike displayed insufficient energy and initiative to drive the attack home.


  “2) On other occasions, troops and officers have maintained a high, sometimes strikingly high, level of energy and activity.


  “3) No explanation of this variability of performance has been forthcoming from the medical and technical personnel attached to my command. Neither have I any assurance that these fluctuations will not take place in the future.


  “4) It is, therefore, my duty to inform you that I cannot assure the successful performance of my mission. Should the enemy attack with his usual energy during a period of low activity on the part of my troops, the caliber of my resistance will be that of wax against steel. This is no exaggeration, but plain fact.


  “5) This situation requires the immediate attention of the highest military and technical authorities. What is in operation here may be a disease, an enemy nerve gas, or some natural factor unknown to us. Whatever its nature, the effect is highly dangerous.


  “6) A mobile, flexible defense in these circumstances is impossible. A rigid linear defense is worthless. A defense by linked fortifications requires depth. I am, therefore, constructing a deep fortified system in the western section of the region under my control. This is no cure, but a means of minimizing disaster.


  “7) Enemy missile activity since the defeat of their northern armies has been somewhat less that forty per cent of that expected.”


  The report ended with Kottek’s distinctive jagged signature. Bade glanced around.


  Runckel’s face was somber. “This is serious,” he said. “When Kottek yells for help, we’ve got trouble. We’ll have to put all our attention on this thing and get it out of the way as fast as we can.”


  Bade nodded, and reached out to take a message from a clerk. He glanced at it and scowled. The message was from Atmospheric Flyer Command. It read:


  “Warning! Tornado sighted and approaching main base!”


  Runckel leaned over to read the message. “What’s this?” he said angrily. “ ‘Tornado’ is just a myth. Everybody knows that.”


  Bade snapped on the microphone to Aerial Reconnaissance. “What’s this ‘tornado’ warning?” he demanded. “What’s a ‘tornado’ ?”


  “Sir, a tornado is a whirling severe breeze of destructive character, conjoined with a dark cloud in the shape of a funnel, with the smaller end down.”


  Runckel gave an inarticulate snarl.


  Bade squinted. “This thing is dangerous?”


  “Yes, sir. The natives dig holes in the ground, and jump in when one comes along. A tornado will smash houses and ground-cars to bits, sir.”


  “Listen,” snarled Runckel, “it’s just air, isn’t it?”


  Bade snapped on Landing Site Command. “Get all the men back in the ships,” he ordered. “Turn the dampers to full power.”


  “Holy fangjaw!” Runckel burst out. “Air can’t hurt us. What’s bad about a breeze, anyway?” He seized the Aerial Reconnaissance microphone and snarled. “Stand up, you! What have you been drinking?”


  Bade took Runckel by the arm. “Look there!”


  On the nearest wall screen, a wide black cloud warped across the sky, and stretched down a long arc to the ground. The whole thing grew steadily larger as they watched.


  Bade seized the Landing Site Command microphone. “Can we lift ships?”


  “No, sir. Not without tearing the power and damper networks to pieces.”


  “I see,” said Bade. He looked up.


  The cloud overspread the sky. The screen fell dark. There was a heavy clang, a thundering crash, the ship trembled, tilted, heeled, and slowly, painfully, settled back upright as Bade hung onto the desk and Runckel dove for cover. The sky began to lighten. Bade gripped the microphone and asked what had happened. He listened blank-faced as, after a moment, the first estimates of the damage came in.


  One of the thousand-foot-long ships had been tipped off its base. In falling, it struck another ship, which also fell, striking a third. The third ship struck a fourth, which fell unhindered and split up the side like a bean pod. The mouth of the tornado’s funnel then ran along the split, and the ship’s inside looked as if it had been cleaned out with a vacuum hose. A few stunned survivors and scattered bits of equipment were clinging here and there. That was all.


  The enemy chose this moment to land his heaviest missile strike in weeks.


  It took the rest of the day, all night, and all the following day to get the damage moderately well cleaned up. Then a belated report came in that Forceway Station 1 had been subjected to a bombardment of desks, chairs, communications equipment, and odd bolts and nuts that had riddled the installation from one end to the other and set completion date back four weeks.


  An intensive search now located most of the missing equipment and personnel—strewn over forty miles of territory.


  “It was,” said Runckel weakly, “only air, that’s all.”


  “Yes,” said Bade grimly. He looked up from a scientific report on the tornado. “A whirlpool is only water. Whirling water. Apparently this planet has traveling whirlpools of air.”


  Runckel groaned, then a sudden thought seemed to hit him. He reached into his wastebasket, fished around, and drew out a crumpled ball of paper. He smoothed it out, read for a while, then growled, “Scientific reports. Here’s some kind of report that came in right in the middle of a battle. According to this thing, the native name for the place where we’ve set down is ‘Cyclone Alley.’ Is there some importance in knowing a thing like that?”


  Bade felt severe prickling sensations across his back and neck. “ ‘Cyclone,’ ” he said, “Where did I hear that before? Give me that paper.”


  Runckel shrugged and tossed it over. Bade smoothed it out and read:


  “In this prevalent fairy tale, the ‘cyclone’—corresponding to our ‘sea serpent,’ or ‘Ogre of the Deep’—makes recurrent visits to communities in certain regions, frightening the inhabitants terribly and committing all sorts of prankish violence. On some occasions, it carries its chosen victims aloft, to set them down again far away. The cyclone is a frightening giant, tall and dark, who approaches in a whirling dance.


  “An interesting aspect is the contrast of this legend with the equally prevalent legend of Santa Claus. Cyclone comes from the south, Santa from the north. Cyclone is prankish, frightening. Santa is benign, friendly, and even brings gifts. Cyclone favors ‘springtime,’ but may come nearly any time except ‘winter.’ Cyclone is secular. Santa reflects some of the holy aura of the religious festival, ‘Christmas.’


  “ ‘Christmas comes but once a year. When it comes, it brings good cheer.’ Though Cyclone visits but a few favored towns at a time, Santa visits at once all, everyone, even the lowliest dweller in his humble shack. The natives are immensely earnest about both of these legends. An amusing aspect is that our present main base is almost ideally located for visits by that local Ogre of the Sea, ‘Cyclone.’ We are, in fact, situated in a location known as ‘Cyclone Alley.’ Perhaps the Ogre will visit us.”


  At the bottom of the page was a footnote: “ ‘Cyclone’ is but one name for this popular Ogre. Another common name is ‘Tornado.’ ”


  Bade sat paralyzed for a moment staring at this paper. “Tornado Alley,” he muttered. He grabbed the Flyer Command microphone to demand how the tornado warning system was coming. Then, groggily, he set the paper aside and turned his attention to the problem of General Kottek’s special report. He looked up again as a nagging suspicion began to build up in him. He turned to Runckel. “How many of these ‘myths’ have we come across, anyway?”


  Runckel looked as though a heavy burden were settling on him. He groped through his bulging wastebasket and fished out another crumpled ball of paper, then another. He located the one he wanted, smoothed it out, sucked in a deep breath, and read: “Cyclone, winter, spring, summer, hurricane, Easter bunny, autumn, blizzard, cold wave, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, lightning, Santa Claus, typhoon, mental telepathy, earthquake, levitation, volcano—” He looked up. “You want the full report on each of these things? I’ve got most of them here somewhere.”


  Bade looked warily at Runckel’s overstuffed wastebasket. “No,” he said. “But what about that report you’re reading from? Isn’t that an overall summary? Why didn’t I get a copy of that?”


  Runckel looked it over and growled, “Try to train them to send their reports to the right place. Yes, it’s an overall summary. Here, want it?”


  “Yes,” said Bade. He took the report, then stopped to wonder, where was that report he had asked for on “reduced degree of heat?” He reached for a microphone, then remembered General Kottek’s special report. Bade first sent word to Kottek that he approved what Kottek was doing, and that the problem was getting close attention. Then he read the crumpled overall summary Runckel had given him, and ended up feeling he had been on a trip through fairyland. His memories of the details evaporated even as he tried to mentally review the paper. “Hallowe’en,” he growled, “icebergs, typhoons—this planet must be a mass of mythology from one end to the other.” He picked up a microphone to call his Intelligence Service.


  A messenger hurried across the room to hand him a slip of paper. The paper was from Atmosphere Flyer Command. It read:


  “Warning! Tornado sighted approaching main base!”


  This time, the tornado roared past slightly to the west of the base. It hit, instead Forceway Station 1, and scattered sections of it all over the countryside.


  For good measure, the enemy fired in an impressive concentration of rockets and missiles. The attack did only slight harm to the base, but it finished off Forceway Station 1.


  An incoherent report now came in from the occupied western end of Cuba, to the effect that a “hurricane” had just gone through.


  Bade fished through Runckel’s wastebasket to find out exactly what a “hurricane” might be. He looked up at the end of this, pale and shaken, and sent out a strong force to put his Cuban garrison back on its feet.


  Then he ordered Intelligence, and some of his technical and scientific departments to get together right away and break down the so-called “myths” into two groups: Harmful, and nonharmful. The nonharmful group was to be arranged in logical order, and each item accompanied by a brief, straightforward description.


  As Bade sent out this order, General Kottek reported that, as a supplement to his fortified system, he was making sharp raids whenever conditions were favorable, in order to keep the enemy in his section off-balance. In one on these raids, his troops had captured an enemy document which had since been translated. The document was titled: “Characteristics of Unheatful-Blooded Animals.” Kottek enclosed a copy:


  “Unheatful-blooded animals have no built-in system for maintaining their bodily rate of molecular activity. If the surrounding temperature falls, so does theirs. This lowers their physical activity. They cannot move or react as fast as normally. Heatful-blooded animals, properly clothed, are not subject to this handicap.


  “In practical reality, this means that as unheatful conditions set in, the Invader should always be attacked during the most unheatful period possible. Night attacks have much to recommend them. So do attacks at dusk or dawn. In general, avoid taking the offensive during heatful periods such as early afternoon.


  “Forecasts indicate that winter will be late this year, but severe when it comes. Remember, there is no year on record when temperatures have not dropped severely in the depths of winter. In such conditions, it is expected that the Invader will be killed in large numbers by—untranslatable—of the blood.


  “Our job is to make sure they are kept worn down until winter comes. Our job then will be to make sure none of them live through the winter.”


  Bade looked up feeling as if his digestive system were paralyzed. A messenger hurried across the room to hand him a thick report hastily put together by the Intelligence Service. It was titled:


  “Harmful Myths and Definitions.”


  Bade spent the first part of the night reading this spine-tingling document. The second part of the night he spent in nightmares.


  Toward morning, Bade had one vivid and comparatively pleasant dream. A native wearing a simple cloth about his waist looked at Bade intently and asked, “Does the shark live in the air? Does a man breathe underwater? Who will eat grass when he can have meat?”


  Bade woke up feeling vaguely relieved. This sensation was swept away when he reached the operating room and saw the expression on Runckel’s face. Runckel handed Bade a slip of paper:


  “Hurricane Hannah approaching Long Island Base.”


  Intercepted enemy radio and television broadcasts spoke of Hurricane Hannah as “the worst in thirty years.” As Bade and Runckel stood by helplessly, Hurricane Hannah methodically pounded Long Island Base to bits and pieces, then swept away the pieces. The hurricane moved on up the shoreline, treating every village and city along the way like a personal enemy. When Hurricane Hannah ended her career, and retired to sink ships further north, the Atlantic coast was a shambles from one end to the other.


  Out of this shambles moved a powerful enemy force, which seized the bulk of what was left of Long Island Base. The remnant of survivors were trapped in the underground installations, and reported that the enemy was lowering a huge bomb down through the entrance.


  In Cuba, the reinforced garrison was barely holding on.


  A flood of recommendations now poured in on Bade:


  1) Long Island Base needed a whole landing force to escape capture.


  2) Cuba Base had to have at least another half landing force for reinforcements.


  3) The Construction Corps required the ships of two full landing forces in order to power the forceway network. Otherwise, work on the key-tools factories would be delayed.


  4) Landing Site Command would need the ships and dampers of three landing forces to barely protect the base if the power supply of two landing forces were diverted to the Construction Corps.


  5) The present main base was now completed and should be put to efficient use at once.


  6) The present main base was worthless, because Forceway Station 1 could not be repaired in time to link the base to the forceway network.


  7) Every field commander except General Kottek urgently needed heavy reinforcements without delay.


  8) Studies by the Staff showed the urgent need of building up the central reserve without delay, at the expense of the field commanders, if necessary.


  Bade gave up Long Island Base, ordered Cuba Base to hold on with what it had, told the Landing Site Commander to select a suitable new main base near some southern forceway station free of tornadoes, and threw the rest of the recommendations into the wastebasket.


  Runckel now came over with a rope smoldering stub jutting out of the corner of his mouth. “Listen,” he said to Bade, “we’re going to have a disciplinary problem on our hands. That Cuban garrison has been living on some kind of native paint-remover called ‘rum.’ The whole lot of them have a bad case of the staggering lurch from it; not even the hurricane sobered them up. Poff knew what was going on. But he and his staff covered it over. His troops are worthless. Molch and the reinforcements are doing all the fighting.”


  Bade said, “Poff is still in command?”


  “I put Molch in charge.”


  “Good. We’ll have to court-martial Poff and his staff. Can Molch hold the base?”


  “He said he could. If we’d get Poff off his neck.”


  “Fine,” said Bade. “Once he gets things in order, ship the regular garrison to a temporary camp somewhere. We don’t want Molch’s troops infected.”


  Runckel nodded. A clerk apologized and stepped past Runckel to hand Bade a message. It was from General Frotch, who reported that all his atmospheric flyers based on Long Island had been lost in Hurricane Hannah. Bade showed the message to Runckel, who shook his head wearily.


  As Runckel strode away, another clerk put a scientific report on Bade’s desk. Bade read it through, got Frotch on the line, and arranged for a special mission by Flyer Command. Then he located his report on “Harmful Myths and Definitions.” Carefully, he read the definition of winter:


  “To the best of our knowledge, ‘winter’ is a severe periodic disease of plants, the actual onset of which is preceded by the vegetation turning various colors. The tall vegetables known as ‘trees’ lose their foliage entirely, except for some few which are immune and are known as ‘evergreens.’ As the disease progresses, the juices of the plants are squeezed out and crystallize in white feathery forms known as ‘frost.’ Sufficient quantities of this squeezed-out dried juice is ‘snow.’ The mythology refers to ‘snow falling from the sky.’ A possible explanation of this is that the large trees also ‘snow,’ producing a fall of dried juice crystals. These crystals are clearly poisonous. ‘Frostbite,’ ‘chilblains,’ and even ‘freezing to death’ are mentioned in the enemy’s communication media. Even the atmosphere filled with the resulting vapor, is said to be ‘cold.’ Totally unexplainable is the common reference to children rolling up balls of this poisonous dried plant juice and hurling them at each other. This can only be presumed to be some sort of toughening exercise. More research on this problem is needed.”


  Bade set this report down, reread the latest scientific report, then got up and slowly walked over to a big map of the globe. He gazed thoughtfully at various islands in the South Seas.


  Late that day, the ships lifted and moved, to land again near Forceway Station 2. Power cables were run to the station across a sort of long narrow valley at the bottom of which ran a thin trickle of water. By early the morning of the next day, the forceway network was in operation. Men and materials flashed thousands of miles in a moment, and work on the key-tools factories accelerated sharply.


  Bade immersed himself in intelligence summaries of the enemy communications media. An item that especially interested him was “Winter Late This Year.”


  By now there were three viewpoints on “winter.” A diehard faction doggedly insisted that it was a myth, a mere quirk of the alien mentality. A large and very authoritative body of opinion held the plant juice theory, and bolstered its stand with reams of data sheets and statistics. A small, vociferous group asserted the heretical water crystal hypotheses, and ate alone at small tables for doing so.


  General Frotch called Bade to say that the special Flyer Command mission was coming in to report.


  General Kottek sent word that enemy attacks were becoming more daring, that his troops’ periods of inefficiency were more frequent, and that the vegetation in his district was turning color. He mentioned, for what it was worth, that troops within the fortifications seemed less affected than those outside. Troops far underground, however, seemed to be slowed down automatically, regardless of conditions on the surface, unless they were engaged in heavy physical labor.


  Bade scowled and set off inquiries to his scientific section. Then he heard excited voices and looked up.


  Four Flyer Command officers were coming slowly into the room, bright metal poles across their shoulders. Slung from the poles was a big plastic-wrapped bundle. The bundle was dripping steadily, and leaving a trail of droplets that led back out the door into the hall. The plastic was filmed over with a layer of tiny beads of moisture.


  Runckel came slowly to his feet.


  The officers, breathing heavily, set the big bundle on the floor near Bade’s desk.


  “Here it is, sir.”


  Bade’s glance was fastened on the object.


  “Unwrap it.”


  The officers bent over the bundle, and with clumsy fingers pulled back the plastic layer. The plastic stood up stiffly, and bent only with a hard pull. Underneath was something covered with several of the enemy’s thick dark sleeping covers. The officers rolled the bundle back and forth and unwound the covers. An edge of some milky substance came into view. The officers pulled back the covers and a milky, semitransparent block sat there, white vapor rolling out from it along the floor.


  There was a concerted movement away from the block and the officers.


  Bade said, “Was the whole place like that?”


  “No, sir, but there was an awful lot of this stuff. And there was a compacted powdery kind of substance, too. We didn’t bring enough of it back and it all turned to water.”


  “Did you wear the protective clothes we captured?”


  “Yes, sir, but they had to be slit and zippered up the legs, because the enemy’s feet are so small. The arms were a poor fit and there had to be more material across the chest.”


  “How did they work?”


  “They were a great help, sir, as long as we kept moving. As soon as we slowed down, we started to stiffen up. The hand and foot gear was improvised and hard to work in, though.”


  Bade looked thoughtfully at the smoldering block, then got up, stepped forward, and spread his hand close to the block. A numbness gradually dulled his hand and moved up his arm. Then Bade straightened up. He found he could move his hand only slowly and painfully. He motioned to Runckel. “I think this is what ‘cold’ is. Want to try it?” Runckel got up, held his hand to the block, then straightened, scowling.


  Bade felt a tingling sensation and worked his hand cautiously as Runckel, his face intent, slowly spread and closed his fingers.


  Bade thoughtfully congratulated the officers, then had the block carried off to the Testing Lab.


  The report on defense against “reduced degree of heat” now came in. Bade read this carefully several times over. The most striking point, he noticed, was the heavy energy expenditure involved.


  That afternoon, several ships took off, separated, and headed south.


  The next few days saw the completion of the first key-tool factory, the receipt of reports from insect-bitten scouts in various regions far to the south, and a number of terse messages from General Kottek. Bade ordered plans drawn up for the immediate withdrawal of General Kottek’s army, and for the possible withdrawal by stages of other forces in the north. He ordered preparations made for the first completed factories to produce anti-reduced-degree-of-heat devices. He read a number of reports on the swiftly changing state of the planet’s atmosphere. Large quantities of rain were predicted.


  Bade saw no reason to fear rain, and turned to a new problem: The enemy’s missiles had produced a superabundance of atomic debris in the atmosphere. Testing Lab was concerned over this, and suggested various ways to get rid of it. Bade approved the projects and turned to the immediate problem of withdrawing the bulk of General Kottek’s troops from their strong position without losing completely the advantages of it.


  Bade was considering the idea of putting a forceway station somewhere in Kottek’s underground defenses, so that he could be reinforced or withdrawn at will. This would involve complicated production difficulties; but then Kottek had said the slowing-down was minimized under cover, and it might be worthwhile to hold an option on his position. While weighing the various intangibles and unpredictables, Bade received a report from General Rast. Rast was now noticing the same effect Kottek had reported.


  Word came in that two more key-tools factories were now completed.


  Intelligence reports of enemy atmospheric data showed an enormous “cold air mass moving down through Canada.”


  General Frotch, personally supervising high-altitude tests, now somehow got involved in a rushing high-level air stream. Having the power of concentrating his attention completely upon whatever he was doing, Frotch got bound up in the work and never realized the speed of the air stream until he came down again—just behind the enemy lines.


  When Bade heard of this, he immediately went over the list of officers, and found no one to replace Frotch. Bade studied the latest scientific reports and the disposition of his forces, then ordered an immediate switching of troops and aircraft through the forceway network toward the place where Frotch had vanished. A sharp thrust with local forces cut into the enemy defense system, was followed up by heavy reinforcements flowing through the forceway network, and developed an overpowering local superiority that swamped the enemy defenses.


  Runckel studied the resulting dispositions and said grimly, “Heaven help us if they hit us hard in the right place just now.”


  “Yes,” said Bade, “and heaven help us if we don’t get Frotch back.” He continued his rapid switching of forces, and ordered General Kottek to embark all his troops, and set down near the main base.


  Flyer Command meanwhile began to show signs of headless disorientation, the ground commanders peremptorily ordering the air forces around as nothing more than close-support and flying artillery. The enemy behind-the-lines communications network continued to function.


  Runckel now reported to Bade that no reply had been received from Kottek’s headquarters. Runckel was sending a ship to investigate.


  Anguished complaints poured in from the technical divisions that their work was held up by the troops flooding the forceway network.


  The map now showed Bade’s men driving forward in what looked like a full-scale battle to break the enemy’s whole defensive arrangements and thrust clear through to the sea. Reports came in that, with the enemy’s outer defense belt smashed, signs of unbelievable weakness were evident. The enemy seemed to have nothing but local reserves and only a few of them. The general commanding on the spot announced that he could end the war if given a free hand.


  Bade now wondered, if the enemy’s reserves weren’t there, where were they? He repeated his original orders.


  Runckel now came over with the look of a half-drowned swimmer and motioned Bade to look at the two nearest viewscreens.


  One of the viewscreens showed a scene in shades of white. A layer of white covered the ground, towering ships were plastered on one side with white, obstacles were heaped over with white, the air was filled with horizontal streaks of white. Everything on the screen was white or turning white.


  “Kottek’s base,” said Runckel dully.


  The other screen gave a view of the long narrow valley just outside. This “valley” was now a rushing torrent of foaming water, sweeping along chunks of floating debris that bobbed a hand’s breadth under the power cables from the ships to Forceway Station 2.


  The only good news that day and the next was the recapture of General Frotch. In the midst of crumbling disorder, Flyer Command returned to normal.


  Bade sent off a specially-equipped mission to try and find out what had happened to General Kottek. Then he looked up to see General Rast walking wearily into the room. Rast conferred with Runckel in low dreary tones, then the two of them started over toward Bade.


  Bade returned his attention to a chart showing the location of the key-tools factories and the forceway network.


  A sort of groan announced the arrival of Rast and Runckel. Bade looked up. Rast saluted. Bade returned the salute. Rast said stiffly, “Sir, I have been defeated. My army no longer exists.”


  Bade looked Rast over quickly, studying his expression and bearing.


  “It’s a plain fact,” said Rast. “Sir, I should be relieved of command.”


  “What’s happened?” said Bade. “I have no reports of any new enemy attack.”


  “No,” said Rast, “there won’t be any formal report. The whole northern front is anaesthetized from one end to the other.”


  “Snow?” said Bade.


  “White death,” said Rast.


  A messenger stepped past the two generals to hand Bade a report. It was from General Frotch:


  “1) Aerial reconnaissance shows heavy enemy forces moving south on a wide front through the snow-covered region. No response or resistance has been noted on the part of our troops.


  “2) Aerial reconnaissance shows light enemy forces moving in to ring General Kottek’s position. The enemy appears to be moving with extreme caution.


  “3) It has so far proved impossible to get in touch with General Kottek.


  “4) It must be reported that on several occasions our ground troops have, as individuals, attempted to seize from our flyer pilots and crews, their special protective anti-reduced-degree-of-heat garments. This problem is becoming serious.”


  Bade looked up at Rast. “You’re Ground Forces Commander, not commander of a single front.”


  “That’s so,” said Rast. “I should be. But all I command now is a kind of mob. I’ve tried to keep the troops in order, but they know one thing after another is going wrong. Naturally, they put the blame on their leaders.”


  The room seemed to Bade to grow unnaturally light and clear. He said, “Have you had an actual case of mutiny, Rast?”


  Rast stiffened. “No, sir. But it is possible for troops to be so laggardly and unwilling that the effect is the same. What I mean is that there is the steady growth of a cynical attitude everywhere. Not only in the troops but in the officers.”


  Bade looked off at the far corner of the room for a moment. He glanced at Runckel. “What’s the state of the key-tools factories?”


  “Almost all completed. But the northern ones are now in the reduced-degree-of-heat zone. Part of the forceway network is, too. Using the key-tools plants remaining, it might be possible to patch together some kind of a makeshift. But the reduced-degree-of-heat zone is still moving south.”


  A pale clerk apologized, stepped around the generals and handed Bade two messages. The first was from Intelligence:


  “Enemy propaganda broadcasts beamed at our troops announce General Kottek’s unconditional surrender with all his forces. We have no independent information on Kottek’s actual situation.”


  The second message was from the commander of Number 1 Shock Infantry Division. This report boiled down to a miserable confession that the commanding officer found himself unable to prevent:


  1) Fraternization with the enemy.


  2) The use of various liquid narcotics that rendered troops unfit for duty.


  3) The unauthorized wearing of red, white, and blue buttons lettered, “Vote Republican.”


  4) An ugly game called “footbase,” in which the troops separated into two long lines armed with bats, to hammer, pound, beat, and kick, a ball called “the officer,” from one end of the field to the other.


  Bade looked up at Rast. “How is it I only find out about this now?”


  “Sir,” said Rast, “each of the officers was ashamed to report it his superior.”


  Bade handed the report to Runckel, who read it through and looked up somberly. “If it’s hit the shock troops, the rest must have it worse.”


  “Yet,” said Bade, “the troops fought well when we recaptured Frotch.”


  “Yes,” said Rast, “but it’s the damned planet that’s driving them crazy. The natives are remarkable propagandists. And the men can plainly see that even when they win a victory, some freak like the exploding sickness, or some kind of atmospheric jugglery, is likely to take it right away from them. They’re in a bad mood and the only thing that might snap them out of it is decisive action. But if they go the other way we’re finished.”


  “This,” said Bade, “is no time for you to resign.”


  “Sir, it’s a mess, and I’m responsible. I have to make the offer to resign.”


  “Well,” said Bade, “I don’t accept it. But we’ll have to try to straighten out this mess.” Bade pulled over several sheets of paper. On the first, he wrote:


  “Official News Bureau: 1) Categorically deny the capture of General Kottek and his base. State that General Kottek is in full control of Base North, that the enemy has succeeded in infiltrating troops into the general region under cover of snow, but that he has been repulsed with heavy losses in all attacks on the base itself.


  “2) State that the enemy announcement of victory in the area is a desperation measure, timed to coincide with their almost unopposed advance through the evacuated Northern Front.


  “3) The larger part of the troops in the Northern Front were withdrawn prior to the attack and switched by forceway network to launch a heavy feinting attack against the enemy. State that the enemy, caught by surprise, appears to be rushing reserves from his northern armies to cover the areas threatened by the feint.


  “4) Devoted troops who held the Northern Front to make the deception succeed have now been overrun by the enemy advance under cover of the snow. Their heroic sacrifice will not be forgotten.


  “5) The enemy now faces the snow time alone. His usual preventive measures have been drastically slowed down. His intended decisive attack has failed of its object. The snow this year is unusually severe, and is already working heavy punishment on the enemy.


  “6) Secret measures are now for the first time being brought into the open that will place our troops far beyond the reach of snow.”


  On the second sheet of paper, Bade wrote:


  “Director of Protocol: Prepare immediately: 1) Supreme Commander’s Citation for Extraordinary Bravery and Resourcefulness in Action: To be awarded General Kottek. 2) Supreme Commander’s Citation for Extraordinary Devotion to Duty: To be awarded singly, to each soldier on duty during the enemy attack on the entire Northern Front. 3) These awards are both to be mentioned promptly in the Daily Notices.”


  Bade handed the papers to Runckel, “Send these out yourself.” As Runckel started off, Bade looked at Rast, then was interrupted by a messenger who stepped past Rast, and handed Bade two slips of paper. With an effort of will, Bade extended his hand and took the papers. He read:


  “Sir: Exploration Team South 3 has located ideal island base. Full details follow. Frotch.”


  “Sir: We have finally contacted General Kottek. He and his troops are dug into underground warrens of great complexity beneath his system of fortifications. Most of the ships above-ground are mere shells, all removable equipment having been stripped out and carried below for the comfort of the troops. Most of the ships’ engines have also been disassembled one at a time, carried below, and set up to run the dampers—which are likewise below ground—and the ‘heating units’ devised by Kottek’s technical personnel. His troops appear to be in good order and high spirits. Skath, Col., A.F.C., forwarded by Frotch.”


  Bade sucked in a deep breath and gave silent thanks. Then he handed the two reports to Rast. Bade snapped on a microphone and got in touch with Frotch. “Listen, can you get pictures of Kottek and his men?”


  Frotch held up a handful of pictures, spread like playing cards. “The men took them for souvenirs and gave me copies. You can have all you want.”


  Bade immediately called his photoprint division and gave orders for the pictures to be duplicated by the thousands. The photoprint division slaved all night, and the excited troops had the pictures on their bulletin boards by the next morning.


  The Official News Service meanwhile was dinning Bade’s propaganda into the troops’ ears at every opportunity. The appearance of the pictures now plainly caught the enemy propaganda out on a limb. Doubting one thing the enemy propaganda had said, the troops suddenly doubted all. A violent revulsion of feeling took place. Before anything else could happen, Bade ordered the troops embarked.


  By this time, the apparently harmless rain had produced a severe flood, which repeatedly threatened the power cables supplying the forceway network. The troops had to use this network to get to the ships in time.


  As Bade’s military engineers blasted out alternate channels for the rising water, and a fervent headquarters group prayed for a drought, the troops poured through the still-operative forceway stations and marched into the ships with joyful shouts.


  The enemy joined the celebration with a mammoth missile attack.


  The embarkation, together with the disassembling of vital parts of the accessible key-tools factories, took several days. During this time, the enemy continued his steady methodical advance well behind the front of the cold air mass. The enemy however, made no sudden thrust on the ground to take advantage of the embarkation. Bade pondered this sign of tiredness, then sent up a ship to radio a query home. When the answer came, Bade sent a message to the enemy government. The message began:


  “Sirs: This scouting expedition has now completed its mission. We are now withdrawing to winter quarters, which may be: a) an unspecified distant location; b) California; c) Florida. If you are prepared to accept certain temporary armistice conditions, we will choose a). Otherwise, you will understand we must choose b) or c). If you are prepared to consider these armistice conditions, you are strongly urged to send a plenipotentiary without delay. This plenipotentiary should be prepared to consider both the temporary armistice and the matters of mutual benefit to us.”


  Bade waited tensely for the reply. He had before him two papers, one of which read:


  “. . . the enemy-held peninsula of Florida has thus been found to be heavily infested with heartworms—parasites which live inside the heart, slow circulation, and lower vital activity sharply. While the enemy appears to be immune to infestation, our troops plainly are not. The four scouts who returned here have at last, we believe, been cured—but they have not as yet recovered their strength. The state of things in nearby Cuba is not yet known for certain. Possibly, the troops’ enormous consumption of native ‘rum’ has interacted medicinally with our blood chemistry to retard infestation. If so, we have our choice of calamities. In any case, a landing in Florida would be ruinous.”


  As for California, the other report concluded:


  “. . . Statistical studies based on past experience lead us to believe that myth or no myth, immediately upon our landing in California, there will be a terrific earthquake.”


  Bade had no desire to go to Florida or California. He fervently hoped the enemy would not guess this.


  At length the reply came, Bade read through ominous references to the growing might of the United States of the World, then came to the operative sentence:


  “. . . Our plenipotentiary will be authorized to treat only with regard to an armistice; he is authorized only to transmit other information to his government. He is not empowered to make any agreement whatever on matters other than an armistice.”


  The plenipotentiary was a tall thin native, who constantly sponged water off his neck and forehead, and who looked at Bade as if he would like cram a nuclear missile down his throat. Getting an agreement was hard work. The plenipotentiary finally accepted Bade’s first condition—that General Kottek not be attacked for the duration of the armistice—but flatly refused the second condition allowing the continued occupation of western Cuba. After a lengthy verbal wrestling match, the plenipotentiary at last agreed to a temporary continuation of the western Cuban occupation, provided that the Gulf of Mexico blockade be lifted. Bade agreed to this and the plenipotentiary departed mopping his forehead.


  Bade immediately lifted ships and headed south. His ships came down to seize sections of Sumatra, Java, and Borneo, with outposts on the Christmas and Cocoa islands and on small islands in the Indonesian archipelago.


  Bade’s personal headquarters were on a pleasant little island conveniently located in the Sunda Strait between Java and Sumatra. The name of the island was Krakatoa.


  Bade was under no illusion that the inhabitants of the islands welcomed his arrival. Fortunately, however, the armament of his troops outclassed anything in the vicinity, with the possible exception of a bristly-looking place called Singapore. Bade’s scouts, after studying Singapore carefully, concluded it was not mobile, and if they left it alone, it would leave them alone.


  The enemy plenipotentiary now arrived in a large battleship, and was greeted in the islands with frenzied enthusiasm. Bade was too absorbed in reports of rapidly-improving morale, and highly-successful mass-swimming exercises to care about this welcome. Although an ominous document titled “War in the Islands: U.S.—Japan,” sat among the translated volumes of history at Bade’s elbow, and served as a constant reminder that this pleasant situation could not be expected to last forever, Bade intended to enjoy it while it did last.


  Bade greeted the plenipotentiary in his pleasant headquarters on the leveled top of the tall picturesque cone-shaped hill that rose high above Krakatoa, then dropped off abruptly by the sea.


  The plenipotentiary, on entering the headquarters, mopped his brow constantly, kept glancing furtively around, and was plainly ill at ease. The interpreters took their places, and the conversation opened.


  “As you see,” said Bade, “we are comfortably settled here for the winter.”


  The plenipotentiary looked around and gave a hollow laugh.


  “We are,” added Bade, “perfectly prepared to return next . . . a . . . ‘summer’ . . . and take up where we left off.”


  “By next summer,” said the plenipotentiary, “the United States will be a solid mass of guns from one coast to the other.”


  Bade shrugged, and the plenipotentiary added grimly, “And missiles.”


  Despite himself, Bade winced.


  One of Bade’s clerks, carrying a message across the far end of the room, became distracted in his effort to be sure he heard everything. The clerk was busy watching Bade when he banged into the back of a tall filing case. The case tilted off-balance, then started to fall forward.


  A second clerk sprang up to catch the side of the case. There was a low heavy rumble as all the drawers slid out.


  The plenipotentiary sprang to his feet, and looked wildly around.


  The filing case twisted out of the hands of the clerk and came down on the floor with a thundering crash.


  The plenipotentiary snapped his eyes tightly shut, clenched his teeth, and stood perfectly still.


  Bade and Runckel looked blankly at each other.


  The plenipotentiary slowly opened his eyes, looked wonderingly around the room, jumped as the two clerks heaved the filing case upright, turned around to stare at the clerks and the case, turned back to look sharply at Bade, then clamped his jaw.


  Bade, his own face as calm as he could make it, decided this might be as good a time as any to throw in a hard punch. He remarked, “You have two choices. You can make a mutually profitable agreement with us. Or you can force us to switch heavier forces and weapons to this planet and crush you. Which is it?”


  “We,” said the plenipotentiary coldly, “have the resources of the whole planet at our disposal. You have to bring everything from a distance. Moreover, we have captured a good deal of your equipment, which we may duplicate—”


  “Lesser weapons,” said Bade. “As if an enemy captured your rifles, duplicated them at great expense, and was then confronted with your nuclear bomb.”


  “This is our planet,” said the plenipotentiary grimly, “and we will fight for it to the end.”


  “We don’t want your planet.”


  The plenipotentiary’s eyes widened. Then he burst into a string of invective that the translators couldn’t follow. When he had finished, he took a deep breath and recapitulated the main point, “If you don’t want it, what are you doing here?”


  Bade said, “Your people are clearly warlike. After observing you for some time, a debate arose on our planet as to whether we should hit you or wait till you hit us. After a fierce debate, the first faction won.”


  “Wait a minute. How could we hit you? You come from another planet, don’t you?”


  “Yes, that’s true. But it’s also true that a baby shark is no great menace to anyone. Except that he will grow up into a big shark. That is how our first faction looked on earth.”


  The plenipotentiary scowled. “In other words, you’ll kill the suspect before he has a chance to commit the crime. Then you justify it by saying the man would have committed a crime if he’d lived.”


  “We didn’t intend to kill you—only to disarm you.”


  “How does all this square with your telling us you’re just a scout party?”


  “Are you under the impression,” said Bade, “that this is the main invasion force? Would we attack without a full reconnaissance first? Do you think we would merely make one sizable landing, on one continent? How could we hope to conquer in that way?”


  The plenipotentiary frowned, sucked in a deep breath, and mopped his forehead. “What’s your offer?”


  “Disarm yourselves voluntarily. All hostilities will end immediately.”


  The plenipotentiary gave a harsh laugh.


  Bade said, “What’s your answer?”


  “What’s your real offer?”


  “As I remarked,” said Bade, “there were two factions on our planet. One favored the attack, as self-preservation. The other faction opposed the attack, on moral and political grounds. The second faction at present holds that it is now impossible to remain aloof, as we had hoped to before the attack. One way or the other, we are now bound up with Earth. We either have to be enemies, or friends. As it happens, I am a member of the bloc that opposed the attack. The bloc that favored the attack has lost support owing to the results of our initial operations. Because of this political shift, I have practically a free hand at the moment.” Bade paused as the plenipotentiary turned his head slightly and leaned forward with an intent look.


  Bade said, “Your country has suffered by far the most from our attack. Obviously, it should profit the most. We have a number of scientific advances to offer as bargaining counters. Our essential condition is that we retain some overt standing—some foothold—some way of knowing by direct observation that this planet—or any nation of it—won’t attack us.”


  The plenipotentiary scowled. “Every nation on Earth is pretty closely allied as a result of your attack. We’re a world of united states—all practically one nation. And all the land on the globe belongs to one of us or the other. While there’s bound to be considerable regional rivalry even when we have peace, that’s all. Otherwise we’re united. As a result, there’s not going to be any peace as long as you’ve got your foot on land belonging to any of us. That includes Java, Sumatra, and even this . . . er . . . mountain we’re on now.” He looked around uneasily, and added, “We might let you have a little base, somewhere . . . maybe in Antarctica but I doubt it. We won’t want any foreign planet sticking its nose in our business.”


  Bade said, “My proposal allows for that.”


  “I don’t see how it could,” said the plenipotentiary. “What is it?”


  Bade told him.


  The plenipotentiary sat as if he had been hit over the head with a rock. Then he let out a mighty burst of laughter, banged his hand on his knee and said, “You’re serious?”


  “Absolutely.”


  The plenipotentiary sprang to his feet. “I’ll have to get in touch with my government. Who knows? Maybe—Who knows?” He strode out briskly.


  About this time, a number of fast ships arrived from home. These ships were much in use during the next months. Delegations from both planets flew in both directions.


  Runckel was highly uneasy. Incessantly he demanded, “Will it work? What if they flood our planet with a whole mob—”


  “I have it on good authority,” said Bade, “that our planet is every bit as uncomfortable for them as theirs is for us. We almost lost one of their delegates straight down through the mud on the last visit. They have to use dozens of towels for handkerchiefs every day, and that trace of ammonia in the atmosphere doesn’t seem to agree with them. Some of them have even gotten fog-sick.”


  “Why should they go along with the idea, then?”


  “It fits in with their nature. Besides, where else are they going to get another one? As one of their senators put it, ‘Everything here on Earth is sewed up.’ There’s even a manifest destiny argument.”


  “Well, the idea has attractions, but—”


  “Listen,” said Bade, “I’m told not to prolong the war, because it’s too costly and dangerous; not to leave behind a reservoir of fury to discharge on us in the future; not to surrender; not, in the present circumstances, to expect them to surrender. I am told to somehow keep a watch on them and bind their interests to ours; and not to forget the tie must be more than just on paper, it’s got to be emotional as well as legal. On top of that, if possible, I’m supposed to open up commercial opportunities. Can you think of any other way?”


  “Frankly, no,” said Runckel.


  There was a grumbling sound underneath them, and the room shivered slightly.


  “What was that?” said Runckel.


  Bade looked around, frowning. “I don’t know.”


  A clerk came across the room and handed Runckel a message and Bade another message. Runckel looked up, scowling. “The sea water here is beginning to have an irritating effect on our men’s skin.”


  “Never mind,” said Bade, “their plenipotentiary is coming. We’ll know one way or the other shortly.”


  Runckel looked worried, and began searching through his wastebasket.


  The plenipotentiary came in grinning. “O.K.,” he said, “the Russians are a little burned up, and I don’t think Texas is any too happy, but nobody can think of a better way out. You’re in.”


  He and Bade shook hands fervently. Photographers rushed in to snap pictures. Outside, Bade’s band was playing “The Star-Spangled Banner.”


  “Another state,” said the plenipotentiary, grinning expansively. “How’s it feel to be a citizen?”


  Runckel erupted from his wastebasket and bolted across the room.


  “Krakatoa is a volcano!” he shouted. “And here’s what a volcano is!”


  There was a faint but distinct rumble underfoot.


  The room emptied fast.


  On the way home, they were discussing things.


  Bade was saying, “I don’t claim it’s perfect, but then our two planets are so mutually uncomfortable there’s bound to be little travel either way till we have a chance to get used to each other. Yet, we can go back and forth. Who has a better right than a citizen? And there’s a good chance of trade and mutual profit. There’s a good emotional tie.” He frowned. “There’s just one thing—”


  “What’s that?” said Runckel.


  Bade opened a translated book to a page he had turned down. He read silently. He looked up perplexedly.


  “Runckel,” he said, “there are certain technicalities involved in being a citizen.”


  Runckel tensed. “What do you mean?”


  “Oh—Well, like this.” He looked back at the book for a moment.


  “What is it?” demanded Runckel.


  “Well,” said Bade, “what do you suppose ‘income tax’ is?”


  Runckel looked relieved. He shrugged.


  “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “It’s too fantastic. Probably it’s just a myth.”


  ENVIRONMENT


  Chester S. Geier


  The sun was rising above the towers and spires of the city to the west. It sent questing fingers of brightness through the maze of streets and avenues, wiping away the last, pale shadows of night. But in the ageless splendor of the dawn, the city dreamed on.


  The ship came with the dawn, riding down out of the sky on wings of flame, proclaiming its arrival in a voice of muted thunder. It came out of the west, dropping lower and lower, to cruise finally in great, slow circles. It moved over the city like a vast, silver-gray hunting hawk, searching for prey. There was something of eagerness in the leashed thunder of its voice.


  Still the city dreamed on. Nothing, it seemed, could disturb its dreaming. Nothing could. It was not a sentient dreaming. It was a part of the city itself, something woven into every flowing line and graceful curve. As long as the city endured, the dream would go on.


  The voice of the ship had grown plaintive, filled with an aching disappointment. Its circling was aimless, dispirited. It rose high in the sky, hesitated, then glided down and down. It landed on an expanse of green in what had once been a large and beautiful park.


  It rested now on the sward, a great, silver-gray ovoid that had a certain harsh, utilitarian beauty. There was a pause of motionlessness, then a circular lock door opened in its side. Jon Gaynor appeared in the lock and jumped to the ground. He gazed across the park to where the nearest towers of the city leaped and soared, and his gray eyes were narrowed in a frown of mystification.


  “Deserted!” he whispered. “Deserted—But why?”


  Jon Gaynor turned as Wade Harlan emerged from the lock. The two glanced at each other, then, in mutual perplexity, their eyes turned to the dreaming city. After a long moment, Wade Harlan spoke.


  “Jon, I was thinking—Perhaps this isn’t the right planet. Perhaps . . . perhaps old Mark Gaynor and the Purists never landed here at all—”


  Jon Gaynor shook his brown head slowly. He was a tall, lean figure in a tight-fitting, slate-gray overall. “I’ve considered that possibility, Wade. No—this is the place, all right. Everything checks against the data given in that old Bureau of Expeditions report. Seven planets in the system—this the second planet. And this world fits perfectly the description given in the report—almost a second Earth. Then there’s the sun. Its type, density, rate of radiation, spectrum—all the rest—they check, too.”


  Gaynor shook his head again. “Granted there could exist another system of seven planets, with the second habitable. But it’s too much to suppose that the description of that second planet, as well as the description of its sun, would exactly fit the expedition report. And the report mentioned a deserted city. We’re standing in the middle of it now. The only thing that doesn’t check is that it’s still deserted.”


  Harlan gave a slight shrug. “That may not mean anything, Jon. How can you be certain that Mark Gaynor and the Purists came back here at all? The only clue you have is that old Bureau of Expeditions report, describing this city and planet, which you found among the personal effects Mark Gaynor left behind. It may not have meant anything.”


  “Perhaps—But I’m pretty sure it did. You see, old Mark and the Purists wanted to live far from all others, somewhere where there would be none to laugh at them for their faith in the ancient religious beliefs. The only habitable planets which answered their purposes were a tremendously remote few. Of them all, this was the only one possessing a city—and a deserted city at that.”


  “So you think they must have come here because of the benefits offered by the city?”


  “That’s one reason. The other . . . well, old Mark had a pile of Bureau of Expedition reports dating back for two hundred years. The report relating to this planetary system was marked in red, as being of special interest. It was the only report so marked—”


  Harlan smiled in friendly derision. “Add that to a misplaced hero-worship for a crackpot ancestor—and the answer is that we’ve come on a goose chase. Lord, Jon, even with the Hyperspacial Drive to carry us back over the immense distance, it’s going to be a terrific job getting back to Earth. You know what a time we had, finding this planet. The Hyperspacial Drive is a wonderful thing—but it has its drawbacks. You go in here, and you come out there—millions of miles away. If you’re lucky, you’re only within a few million miles or so of your destination. If not—and that’s most of the time—you simply try again. And again—”


  “That’s a small worry,” Gaynor replied. “And as for old Mark, he was hardly a crackpot. It took one hundred and twenty years for the world to realize that. His ideas on how people should live and think were fine—but they just didn’t fit in with the general scheme of things. On a small group, they could have been applied beautifully. And such a group, living and thinking that way, might have risen to limitless heights of greatness. Hero-worship? No—I never had such feelings for my great-great-uncle, Mark Gaynor. I just had a feverish desire to see how far the Purists had risen—to see if their way of life had given them an advantage over others.”


  Harlan was sober. “Maybe we’ll never learn what happened to them, Jon. The city is deserted. Either the Purists came here and left—or they never came here at all.”


  Gaynor straightened with purpose. “We’ll learn which is the answer. I’m not leaving until we do. We’ll—” Gaynor broke off, his eyes jerking toward the sky. High up and far away in the blue, something moved, a vast swarm of objects too tiny for identification. They soared and circled, dipped and swooped like birds. And as the two men from another planet watched, sounds drifted down to them—sweet, crystalline tinklings and chimings, so infinitely faint that they seemed to be sensed rather than heard.


  “Life—” Harlan murmured. “There’s life here of sorts, Jon.”


  Gaynor nodded thoughtfully. “And that may mean danger. We’re going to examine the city—and I think we’d better be armed.”


  While Harlan watched the graceful, aimless maneuvers of the aerial creatures, Gaynor went back into the ship. In a moment, he returned with laden arms. He and Harlan strapped the antigravity flight units to their backs, buckled the positron blasters about their waists. Then they lifted into the air, soared with easy speed toward a cluster of glowing towers.


  As they flew, a small cloud of the aerial creatures flashed past. The things seemed to be intelligent, for, as though catching sight of the two men, they suddenly changed course, circling with a clearly evident display of excited curiosity. The crystalline chimings and tinklings which they emitted held an elfin note of astonishment.


  If astonishment it actually was, Gaynor and Harlan were equally amazed at close view of the creatures. For they were great, faceted crystals whose interiors flamed with glorious color—exquisite shades that pulsed and changed with the throb of life. Like a carillon of crystal bells, their chimings and tinklings rang out—so infinitely sweet and clear and plaintive that it was both a pain and a pleasure to hear.


  “Crystalline life!” Harlan exclaimed. His voice became thoughtful. “Wonder if it’s the only kind of life here.”


  Gaynor said nothing. He watched the circling crystal creatures with wary eyes, the positron blaster gripped in his hand. But the things gave no evidence of being inimical—or at least no evidence of being immediately so. With a last exquisite burst of chimings, they coalesced into a small cloud and soared away, glittering, flashing, with prismatic splendor in the sunlight.


  On the invisible wings of their antigravity flight units, Gaynor and Harlan had approached quite close to the cluster of towers which was their goal. Gliding finally through the space between two, they found themselves within a snug, circular enclosure, about the circumference of which the towers were spaced. The floor of the enclosure was in effect a tiny park, for grass and trees grew here, and there were shaded walks built of the same palely glowing substance as the towers. In the exact center of the place was a fountain, wrought of some lustrous, silvery metal. Only a thin trickle of water came from it now.


  Gaynor dipped down, landed gently beside the fountain. He bent, peering, then gestured excitedly to Harlan, who was hovering close.


  “Wade—there’s a bas-relief around this thing! Figures—”


  Harlan touched ground, joined Gaynor in a tense scrutiny of the design. A procession of strange, lithe beings was pictured in bas-relief around the curving base of the fountain. Their forms were essentially humanoid, possessed of two arms, two legs, and large, well-formed head. Except for an exotic, fawnlike quality about the graceful, parading figures, Gaynor and Harlan might have been gazing at a depiction of garlanded, Terrestrial youths and maidens.


  “The builders of the city,” Gaynor said softly. “They looked a lot like us. Parallel evolution, maybe. This planet and sun are almost twins of ours. Wade—I wonder what happened to them?”


  Harlan shook his shock of red hair slowly, saying nothing. His blue eyes were dark with somber speculation.


  Gaynor’s voice whispered on. “The city was already deserted when that government expedition discovered it some one hundred and thirty years ago. The city couldn’t always have been that way. Once there were people on this planet—beings who thought and moved and dreamed, who built in material things an edifice symbolic of their dreaming. Why did they disappear? What could have been responsible? War, disease—or simply the dying out of a race?”


  Harlan shrugged his great shoulders uncomfortably. His voice was gruff. “Maybe the answer is here somewhere. Maybe not. If it isn’t, maybe we’ll be better off, not knowing. When an entire race disappears for no apparent reason, as the people of this city seem to have done, the answer usually isn’t a nice one.”


  The two men took to one of the paths radiating away from the fountain, followed it to a great, arching entranceway at the base of a tower-building. Slowly they entered—the sunlight dimmed and they moved through a soft gloom. Presently they found themselves in a vast foyer—if such it was. In the middle of the place was a circular dais, with steps leading to a small platform at the top.


  They mounted the steps, gained the platform. Of a sudden, a faint whispering grew, and without any other warning, they began to rise slowly into the air. Harlan released a cry of surprise and shock. Gaynor ripped his positron blaster free, sought desperately to writhe from the influence of the force that had gripped him.


  And then Gaynor quieted. His eyes were bright with a realization. “An elevator!” he gasped. “Wade—we stepped into some kind of elevating force.”


  They ceased struggling and were borne gently up and up. They passed through an opening in the ceiling of the foyer, found themselves within a circular shaft, the top of which was lost in the dimness above. Vertical handrails lined the shaft. It was only after passing two floors that they divined the purpose of these. Then, reaching the third floor, each gripped a handrail, and they stepped from the force.


  They found themselves within a vast, well-lighted apartment. The source of illumination was not apparent, seeming to emanate from the very walls. Room opened after spacious room—and each was as utterly barren of furnishings as the last. Barren, that is, except for two things. The first was that the walls were covered with murals or paintings—life-sized, rich with glowing color, and almost photographic in detail. The second was that one wall of each room contained a tiny niche. Gaynor and Harlan investigated a niche in one room they entered. Within it was a solitary object—a large jewel, or at least what seemed to be a jewel.


  “This is screwy,” Harlan muttered. “It doesn’t make sense. How could anyone have lived in a place like this?”


  Gaynor’s eyes were dark with thought. He answered slowly, “Don’t make the mistake of judging things here according to our standard of culture. To the builders of this city, Wade, these rooms might have been thoroughly cozy and comfortable, containing every essential necessary to their daily lives.”


  “Maybe,” Harlan grunted. “But I certainly don’t see those essentials.”


  “This thing—” Gaynor lifted the jewel from its niche. “Maybe this thing holds an answer of some kind.” Gaynor balanced the jewel in his palm, gazing down at it frowningly. His thoughts were wondering, speculative. Then the speculation faded—he found himself concentrating on the thing, as though by sheer force of will he could fathom its purpose.


  And then it happened—the jewel grew cold in his hand—a faint, rose-colored glow surrounded it like an aura. A musical tinkling sounded. Harlan jumped, a yell bursting full-throated from his lungs. Gaynor spun about, surprised, uncomprehending.


  “I . . . I saw things!” Harlan husked. “Objects, Jon—The room was full of them—angular ghosts!”


  Gaynor stared at the other without speaking. His features were lax with a dawning awe.


  Harlan said suddenly, “Try it again, Jon. Look at that thing. Maybe—”


  Gaynor returned his gaze to the jewel. He forced his mind quiet, concentrated. Again the jewel grew cold, and again the tinkling sounded. Harlan was tense, rigid, his narrowed eyes probing the room. Within the room, outlines wavered mistily—outlines of things which might have been strange furniture, or queer, angular machines.


  “Harder, Jon! Harder!” Harlan prompted.


  Gaynor was sweating. He could feel the perspiration roll down his temples. His eyes seemed to be popping from their sockets.


  Harlan strained with his peering. The outlines grew stronger, darkened—but only for a moment. The next they wavered mistily again, thinned, and were gone.


  Gaynor drew a sobbing breath, straightened up. He asked, “Wade—what did you see?”


  “I don’t know for sure. Things—or the ghosts of things. Here—give me that. I’m going to see what I can do.”


  Gaynor relinquished the jewel. Holding it in his palm, Harlan gathered his thoughts, poised them, focused them. And, watching, Gaynor saw the ghostly outlines for the first time—misty suggestions of angles and curves, hints of forms whose purpose he could not guess. Alien ghosts of alien objects, summoned by will from some alien limbo.


  Abruptly, the outlines faded and were gone. The tinkling of the jewel thinned and died.


  Harlan drew a shuddering breath. “Jon—you saw them?”


  “Yes. Dimly.”


  “We . . . we haven’t got the strength, Jon. We haven’t got the power necessary to materialize the objects—whatever they are.”


  “Maybe that’s the drawback. Or—maybe we’ve got the strength, but simply can’t materialize things—objects—whose size, shape, and purpose we do not know and cannot guess.”


  “That might be it.” Harlan’s voice grew sharp. “But, great space, Jon, what possibly could be the idea behind it? Why did they—that other race—construct buildings in which the rooms were left unfurnished, or which could be furnished merely by concentrating on . . . on these jewels? What could have been the reason behind it?”


  Gaynor shook his head. “We’ll never know that, perhaps. At least, we’ll never know if we persist in thinking in terms of our own culture. The builders of this city were humanoid, Wade—but mentally they were alien. Don’t forget that. These rooms may not have been living quarters at all. They may have been repositories for valuable things, of which the jewels were the means of materializing. Only those who knew how could materialize them. Thus, perhaps, those things were kept safe.”


  “That might be it,” Harlan muttered. “It makes sense.”


  “These pictures”—Gaynor gestured at the paintings on the walls—“might contain the answer. If we knew how to read them, they might tell us the purpose of these empty rooms—why the furnishings or machines had to be materialized. I wonder, Wade . . . I wonder if each of these pictures is complete in itself, or if each is part of a greater series. You know—like a book. You read one page, and it doesn’t make sense. You read the whole thing—and it does.”


  “The beginning, Jon,” Harlan whispered. “We’d have to start at the beginning.”


  “Yes—the beginning.”


  Harlan replaced the jewel in its niche, and on the invisible wings of their antigravity flight units, they glided back to the force shaft. Here they switched off their units, allowed the force to carry them up. But the apartments on the upper floors contained nothing new or illuminating. Like the first they had visited, these were empty, save for the wall paintings and the jewels in their niches. They returned to the shaft again, this time to meet a complication.


  “Say—how do we get down?” Harlan puzzled. “This thing has been carrying us up all the time, and there doesn’t seem to be another one for descending.”


  “Why, you simply will yourself to go down,” Gaynor said. Then he looked blankly surprised.


  Harlan nodded gravely. “Of course,” he said. “That’s the answer. I should have thought of it myself.”


  They descended. Outside, the sun was bright and warm. Under its light the city dreamed on.


  Gaynor and Harlan soared through the warmth. The city was very bright and still. Far away and high in the blue, glittering swarms of the crystal creatures darted. Their tinkling and chiming drifted down to the two men.


  Gaynor and Harlan descended several times to investigate tower buildings, but these were very much like the first they had visited. The spacious apartments seemed to echo in their strange emptiness, each one seemingly louder than the last. Twice they took turns, attempted to materialize the unguessable furnishings of the rooms. Each time they failed. And afterward they did not disturb the jewels in their niches. They merely gazed at the flaming wall paintings, and came away.


  Again they glided through the air, though slowly and thoughtfully, now. They were silent. Beneath them, the city dreamed. Once a cloud of crystal creatures flashed past, sparkling, chiming, but the two did not seem to notice.


  “Jon—?” Harlan’s voice was hesitant.


  “Yes?”


  “I don’t know how to put it into words, but—well, don’t you feel that you are beginning to know?”


  “Yes—there’s the ghost of something in my mind. Those pictures, Wade—”


  “Yes, Jon, the pictures.”


  Again they were silent. Gaynor broke the silence.


  “Wade—all my life I’ve been reading primers. Someone just gave me a college textbook, and I glanced through several pages. Naturally, I did not understand, but here and there I found words familiar to me. They left a ghost in my mind—”


  “You’ve got to go back to the beginning, Jon. You’ve got to read all the books which will help you to understand that college textbook.”


  “Yes, Wade, the beginning—”


  They drifted on while the city dreamed beneath them. The sun was a swaddling blanket of brightness. Like memory-sounds, faint chimings and tinklings wafted on the air.


  And then Gaynor was grasping Harlan’s arm. “Wade—down there. Look!” He pointed tensely.


  Harlan stiffened as he saw it. The ship was a tiny thing, almost lost amid the greenery of the park. Almost in unison, the two touched the controls of their antigravity flight units, arrowed down in a swift, gentle arc.


  The ship was very big, like no ship they had ever seen before. It was a thing of harsh angles, built of some strange red metal or alloy that gleamed in the sunlight with the hue of blood. A square opening gaped in its side. Slowly, Gaynor and Harlan entered it.


  It was as though they entered the gloom of another world. Little of what they saw was familiar to them, and they had to guess the purpose of the rest. There were passageways and corridors, and rooms opened from these. A few they were able to identify, but the rest, filled with queer, angular furniture and sprawling machines, escaped classification. They left the ship—and the sunlight felt good.


  Gaynor’s voice rustled dryly. “They were humanoid, Wade, the people who built that ship. If nothing else made sense, the things we saw showed that. But the people who made that ship were not of the city. They were spawned on some planet circling another sun.”


  “They came here,” Harlan rasped. “They came—and they left that ship behind—Jon . . . they came . . . and they never left this world—”


  “Wade—I’m thinking. There might have been other ships—”


  Harlan touched the butt of his positron blaster, and his face was pale. “We’ve got to look, Jon. That’s something we’ve got to know.”


  They lifted into the air. Circling and dipping, they searched. The sun was at zenith when they found the second ship. By mid-afternoon they had found a third and a fourth. The fourth was the Ark, the hyperspacial cruiser in which old Mark Gaynor and his band of Purists had left the Earth some one hundred and twenty years before.


  The four ships which Gaynor and Harlan had found had two things in common. Each had been built by a different humanoid people, and each was completely deserted. Other than this, there was no basis of comparison between them. Each was separate and distinct, unique in its alienness. Even the Ark, long outmoded, seemed strange.


  In the Ark, Gaynor and Harlan found nothing to indicate what had happened to its passengers. Everything was orderly and neat—more, even in the most excellent condition. Nothing written had been left behind, not the slightest scrap of rotting paper.


  Gaynor whispered, “They did come here, then. And the same thing happened to them that happened to all the rest of the people who landed here. The same thing, I’m sure, that happened to the builders of the city. Why did they leave these ships behind? Where did they go? What could have happened to them?”


  Harlan shook his red head somberly. “We’d better not know that. If we stay and try to find out, the same thing will happen to us. The government expedition which discovered this planet encountered the same mystery—but they didn’t try to find out. They returned to Earth. Jon—we’d better get back to the Paragon. We’d better leave while we can.”


  “And in time more people would come to settle here. And there would be more empty ships.” Gaynor’s lips tightened to a stubborn line. “Wade—I’m not leaving until I crack the mystery of this place. I’m going to find what happened to old Mark and the Purists. We’ve been warned—we’ll be on the alert.”


  Harlan met Gaynor’s determined gaze, and then he looked away. He moistened his lips. After a long moment he gave a stiff nod. His voice was very low.


  “Then we’ve got to start at the beginning, Jon. Those pictures—”


  “Yes, Wade, the pictures. I’m sure they hold the answer to the whole thing. We’ve got to find that beginning. You’ve noticed how the city is strung out. At one end is the beginning, at the other—”


  “The end!” Harlan said abruptly.


  “No. Wade. The answer.”


  They returned first to the Paragon, to satisfy pangs of hunger too intense to be ignored any longer. Then, donning their antigravity flight units once more, they took to the air. They circled several times, set out finally for a point on the horizon where the city thinned out and finally terminated.


  Their flight ended at a single, slender tower set in the midst of a parklike expanse. That they had reached the end of the city, they knew, for ahead of them no other building was in sight. They floated to the ground, stared silently at the tower. It glowed with a chaste whiteness in the late afternoon light—serene, somewhat aloof, lovely in its simplicity and solitariness.


  Harlan spoke softly. “The beginning? Or—the end?”


  “That’s what we have to find out,” Gaynor responded. “We’re going in there, Wade.”


  The interior of the tower was dark and cool, filled with the solemn hush of a cathedral. It consisted solely of one great room, its ceiling lost in sheerness of height. And except for the ever-present wall paintings, it was empty—utterly bare.


  Gaynor and Harlan gazed at the paintings, and then they looked at each other, and slowly they nodded. Silently they left.


  “That . . . that wasn’t the beginning,” Harlan stated slowly.


  “No, Wade. That was—the end. The beginning lies on the opposite side of the city. But we’ll have to postpone our investigation until morning. We wouldn’t reach the other end of the city until dark.”


  They returned to the Paragon. The sun was setting behind the towers of the city to the east, sinking into a glory of rose and gold. Slowly the paling fingers of its radiance withdrew from the city. Night came in all its starry splendor.


  Gaynor and Harlan were up with the dawn. Eagerness to be back at their investigations fired them. They hurried impatiently through breakfast. Then, attaching kits of emergency ration concentrates to their belts and donning their antigravity flight units, they took to the air.


  As they flew, Gaynor and Harlan had to remind themselves that this was the second day of their visit and not the first, so closely did the new day resemble the one preceding. Nothing had changed. The city beneath them still dreamed on. And far away and high in the blue, glittering clouds of the crystal creatures darted and danced, their chimings and tinklings sounding like echoes of melody from an elfin world.


  The sun was bright and warm when Gaynor and Harlan reached the end of the city opposite the one which they had investigated the day before. Here they found no slender tower. There was nothing to show that this part of the city was in any way different from the rest. The general plan of tower-encircled courts was the same as everywhere else. The city merely terminated—or looking at it the other way, merely began.


  Gaynor and Harlan glided down into one of the very first of the tower-encircled courts. They touched ground, switched off their flight units, stood gazing slowly about them.


  Gaynor muttered, “The beginning? Or—Maybe we were wrong, Wade. Maybe there is no beginning.”


  “Those towers should tell us,” Harlan said. “Let’s have a look inside them, Jon.”


  They entered an arching doorway, strode into a great foyer. Within this they had their first indication that this part of the city actually was different from the rest. For within the foyer was no dais and force shaft as they had found previously. Instead, a broad stairway led to the floors above.


  They mounted the stairs. The walls of the first apartment they investigated were covered with paintings, as everywhere else, but this time the spacious rooms were not empty. They were furnished. Gaynor and Harlan gazed upon softly gleaming objects which very clearly were tables and chairs, deep, luxurious couches, and cabinets of various sizes and shapes. At first everything seemed strange to them, and as they glanced about, they found themselves comparing the furniture to that which they had seen in homes on Earth. And after a while things no longer seemed strange at all.


  Gaynor blinked his eyes rapidly several times. He frowned puzzledly. “Wade—either I’m crazy, or this room has changed.”


  Harlan was gazing at the wall paintings. His voice came as from far away. “Changed? Why, yes. Things are as they should be—now.”


  Gaynor gazed at the walls, and then he nodded. “That’s right, Wade. Of course.”


  Gaynor walked over to a low cabinet. Somewhere before he had seen a cabinet like this one. He felt that he should know its purpose, yet it eluded him. He stared at it musingly. And then he remembered something—his eyes lifted to the paintings on the wall. No. The other wall? Yes.


  Gaynor looked at the cabinet again—and now a slow murmur of melody arose within the room. Hauntingly familiar, poignantly sweet, yet formless. Gaynor looked at the walls again. The melody shaped itself, grew stronger, and the lilting strains of a spaceman’s song flooded richly through the room.


  I’m blasting the far trails,


  Following the star trails,


  Taking the home trails,


  Back, dear, to you—


  “The Star Trails Home to You,” Gaynor whispered. Sudden nostalgia washed over him in a wave. Home. The Earth—His eyes lifted to the walls, and he was comforted.


  Gaynor looked around for Harlan. He found the other standing before a second cabinet across the room. Gaynor approached him, noting as he did so that Harlan stood strangely rigid and still. In alarm, Gaynor ran the remaining distance. Harlan did not seem to notice. His face was rapt, trance-like.


  Gaynor grasped Harlan’s arm, shook him. “Wade! Wade—what is it? Snap out of it!”


  Harlan stirred. Expression came back into his features—his eyes sharped upon Gaynor’s face. “What . . . what—Oh, it’s you, Jon. She . . . she had red hair, and . . . and her arms were around me, and—” Harlan broke off, flushing.


  Investigation of the cabinets in the other rooms produced still more interesting results. One had a spigot projecting from its front, with a catchbasin below, much like a drinking fountain. Gaynor looked at the wall paintings, and then he looked at the spigot, and suddenly liquid jetted from it. He tasted it cautiously, nodded approvingly, not at all surprised.


  “Scotch,” he said. “I’ll have it with soda.”


  “Hurry up, then,” Harlan prompted impatiently.


  There was another cabinet that they found particularly interesting. This one had a foot-square opening in its front, and after Gaynor and Harlan had gotten their proper instructions from the paintings, they moved on—each munching at a delicious leg of roast chicken.


  Not all the cabinets produced things which were edible or audible, but all opened up new vistas of thought and experience. Gaynor and Harlan learned the purpose of each, and already in their minds they were devising new methods of test and application. The wall paintings were very extensive, and they were learning rapidly.


  That was the beginning—


  After the cabinets, which supplied every possible physical or mental want, came the machines. Simple things at first, for Gaynor and Harlan were still in the equivalent of kindergarten. But they were humanoid—and, therefore, inquisitive. The machines were delightful and of absorbing interest. Once their purpose and function became known, however, their novelty died, and Gaynor and Harlan quested on for new fields to conquer. Thus, in a very few days, they moved to the next unit.


  Here was the same plan of tower-encircled court, but the cabinets and machines had become more complicated, more difficult of operation. But Gaynor and Harlan had become quite adept at reading the wall paintings which were their primers. They learned—


  Instruction followed application, and in a very few days again, Gaynor and Harlan moved on. Thus they went, from unit to unit, and always the wall paintings pointed out the way.


  The sun rose and the sun set, and the city dreamed on. And always, high in the sky, the crystal creatures circled and soared, tinkling and chiming. The days passed gently, mere wraiths of sunlight.


  The machines grew larger, more intricate, ever more difficult of solution. Each was a new test upon the growing knowledge of Gaynor and Harlan. And each test was harder than the last, for the wall paintings no longer pointed out the way, but merely hinted now.


  Gaynor and Harlan progressed more slowly, though none the less steadily. They were not impatient. They had no sense of restless striving toward a future goal. They lived for the present. They were submerged heart and soul in the never-ending fascinations of their environment to the exclusion of all else.


  The machines continued to grow larger. At one point they were so huge, that a single machine filled an entire apartment. But that was the climax, for afterward the machines grew smaller, ever smaller, until at last they came to a unit the apartments of which were empty. Empty, that is, except for the wall paintings and the jewels in their niches.


  Harlan peered about him, frowning. “I seem to remember this place.”


  “It is familiar,” Gaynor said. His brows drew together, and after a time he nodded. “We were here before, I think. But that was many toree ago, when we were children.”


  “Yes—when we were children. I recall it, now.” Harlan smiled reminiscently. “It is strange we knew so little as children that it should be so easily forgotten.”


  “Yes, we have grown. The memories of childhood are very dim. I can recall some things, but they are not very clear. There was a purpose that brought us to the city. A purpose—But what else could it have been than to learn? And there was a mystery. But there is nothing mysterious about the city, nothing strange at all. Mere imaginings of childhood perhaps—meaningless trifles at best. We will not let them concern us now. We have grown.”


  Harlan nodded gravely, and his blue eyes, deep with an ocean of new knowledge, lifted to the painting-covered walls. “Events of the past should no longer concern us. We have entered upon the Third Stage. The tasks of this alone should occupy our thoughts.”


  “Yes—the past has been left behind.” Gaynor was looking at the walls. “The Third Stage. The tasks will be very difficult, Wade—but interesting. We’ll be putting our knowledge into practice—actually creating. This means we’ll have to deal directly with the powers of the various soldani and varoo. As these are extradimensional, control will be solely by cholthening at the six level, through means of the taadron. We’ll have to be careful, though—any slightest relaxation of the sorran will have a garreling effect—”


  “I guessed that. But there must be some way to minimize the garreling effect, if it should occur.”


  “A field of interwoven argroni of the eighth order should prevent it from becoming overpowering.”


  “We can try it. You’re working on the woratis patterns?”


  “Yes. I’ve managed to cholthen them into the fifth stage of development.”


  “Mine’s the vandari patterns. I’ve found them more interesting than those of the woratis. Fourth stage of development. I’m starting at once. I’ll use the next room.”


  Harlan left, and Gaynor took the jewel from its niche—the taadron, that is—and set his cholthening power at the sixth level. The thing flamed gloriously in his hand—light pulsed out in great, soft waves, washed over the wall paintings, made them glow with exquisite richness. Unearthly melody filled the room, tuneless, silver-sweet. Gaynor was creating. And as he did so, things began to take on form and substance within the room—things which might have been machines, but weren’t machines, because they were intelligent and alive in a way no machine can ever be. Finally, Gaynor and his creations communicated. It was somewhat difficult at first, but he was well along now, and took the difficulty in his stride.


  Gaynor learned things—just as, in the other room, Harlan was learning, too. And then he took up the taadron again and cholthened. The things which he had created vanished. He began to develop the woratis patterns into the fifth stage—


  Bright day blended into bright day, gently, unnoticeably. The city floated on the gentle, green swells of the planet, and floating, dreamed.


  After a time, Gaynor and Harlan moved on to the next unit. Then the next—and the next. Soon it came to pass that they entered the Fourth Stage. This, they knew, was the last one, but what came afterward did not worry them. They had reached a level of mind which was beyond all worrying.


  The Third Stage had changed them greatly, though they were not aware of it. They would not have been concerned even if they had. They no longer used their natural vocal apparatus, now, for they had come to think in terms which simply could not have been put into words. They had become telepathic, conversing in pure ideas of the highest order. And they no longer materialized their food from the atoms of the air. A simple rearrangement of their body cells—simple, when understood as they understood it—now enabled them to feed directly upon certain nourishing extradimensional subatomic energies. And the antigravity flight units, which they had reduced to the size of peas for convenience, were now discarded entirely. They had learned to fly without the aid of any device.


  The Fourth Stage changed them still further. They created now—the word does not quite describe their activities—without the aid of the taadron, for they had learned to ennathen, which was as great an advancement over cholthening as telepathy is over speech. Thus is came about that Gaynor and Harlan—or the beings who once had been Gaynor and Harlan—found their bodies an annoying encumbrance. For arms and legs, heart and lungs, and the senses and nerves which use of these required, had become quite unnecessary to them. They had outgrown these impedimenta of their childhood.


  They spoke of this now by a telepathic means that was not quite telepathy, and they wondered what to do. For though they had mastered well the wall paintings which were their college textbooks, there was no clear answer. Their discussion of the problem could not have been made understandable, however roughly it might have been put, but suffice it to say that at last they reached a decision.


  They had progressed from one end of the city to the edge of the other. Not quite the edge, though—for there was one building in which they had not yet narleened. They had examined it before, of course, but that was when they had been children—in those dim, pale days when they did not understand.


  They decided to vogelar to this very last building. Here, perhaps, every question would be answered.


  It was dawn when they vogelared through the arching doorway. The first feeble rays of morning crept through the opening—the interior of the Temple was very dark and cool. All the dreaming of the city seemed to be concentrated here in one vast stillness.


  The beings who once had been Gaynor and Harlan narleened the paintings on the walls of the Temple, gazed upon them with this new, all-embracing sense which went far beyond the limited realms of mere vision—so that almost the paintings spoke to them and they answered back. They narleened the paintings.


  Their every question was answered—for all eternity.


  And thus it came about, after a time, that two great, faceted crystals emerged from the doorway of the Temple, and lifted, pulsing with a vibrant new life, flashing in rainbow splendor, into the sky. Higher, they lifted, and higher, chiming and tinkling, soaring to join the others of their kind.


  The sun shone brightly in the sky. High and far away in the blue, glittering clouds of crystal creatures darted and danced, sending wave after exquisite wave of crystalline melody upon the gentle shores of air. Among them now were two who had still to learn the intricacies of flight.


  And the city dreamed on.


  A perfect environment, the city. Ideal for the inquisitive humanoid.


  LIANE THE WAYFARER


  Jack Vance


  Through the dim forest came Liane the Wayfarer, passing along the shadowed glades with a prancing light-footed gait. He whistled, he caroled, he was plainly in high spirits. Around his finger he twirled a bit of wrought bronze—a circlet graved with angular crabbed characters, now stained black.


  By excellent chance he had found it, banded around the root of an ancient yew. Hacking it free, he had seen the characters on the inner surface—rude forceful symbols, doubtless the cast of a powerful antique rune . . . Best take it to a magician and have it tested for sorcery.


  Liane made a wry mouth. There were objections to the course. Sometimes it seemed as if all living creatures conspired to exasperate him. Only this morning, the spice merchant—what a tumult he had made dying! How carelessly he had spewed blood on Liane’s cock comb sandals! Still, thought Liane, every unpleasantness carried with it compensation. While digging the grave he had found the bronze ring.


  And Liane’s spirits soared; he laughed in pure joy. He bounded, he leapt. His green cape flapped behind him, the red feather in his cap winked and blinked . . . But still—Liane slowed his step—he was no whit closer to the mystery of the magic, if magic the ring possessed.


  Experiment, that was the word!


  He stopped where the ruby sunlight slanted down without hindrance from the high foliage, examined the ring, traced the glyphs with his fingernail. He peered through. A faint film, a flicker? He held it at arm’s length. It was clearly a coronet. He whipped off his cap, set the band on his brow, rolled his great golden eyes, preened himself . . . Odd. It slipped down on his ears. It tipped across his eyes. Darkness. Frantically Liane clawed it off . . . A bronze ring, a hand’s-breadth in diameter. Queer.


  He tried again. It slipped down over his head, his shoulders. His head was in the darkness of a strange separate space. Looking down, he saw the level of the outside light dropping as he dropped the ring.


  Slowly down . . . Now it was around his ankles—and in sudden panic, Liane snatched the ring up over his body, emerged blinking into the maroon light of the forest.


  He saw a blue-white, green-white flicker against the foliage. It was a Twk-man, mounted on a dragon-fly, and light glinted from the dragon-fly’s wings.


  Liane called sharply, “Here, sir! Here, sir!”


  The Twk-man perched his mount on a twig. “Well, Liane, what do you wish?”


  “Watch now, and remember what you see.” Liane pulled the ring over his head, dropped it to his feet, lifted it back. He looked up to the Twk-man, who was chewing a leaf. “And what did you see?”


  “I saw Liane vanish from mortal sight—except for the red curled toes of his sandals. All else was as air.”


  “Ha!” cried Liane. “Think of it! Have you ever seen the like?”


  The Twk-man asked carelessly, “Do you have salt? I would have salt.”


  Liane cut his exultation short, eyed the Twk-man closely.


  “What news do you bring me?”


  “Three erbs killed Florejin the Dream-builder, and burst all his bubbles. The air above the manse was colored for many minutes with the flitting fragments.”


  “A gram.”


  “Lord Kandive the Golden has built a barge of carven mo-wood ten lengths high, and it floats on the River Scaum for the Regatta, full of treasure.”


  “Two grams.”


  “A golden witch named Lith has come to live on Thamber Meadow. She is quiet and very beautiful.”


  “Three grams.”


  “Enough,” said the Twk-man, and leaned forward to watch while Liane weighed out the salt in a tiny balance. He packed it in small panniers hanging on each side of the ribbed thorax, then twitched the insect into the air and flicked off through the forest vaults.


  Once more Liane tried the bronze ring, and this time brought it entirely past his feet, stepped out of it and brought the ring up into the darkness beside him. What a wonderful sanctuary! A hole whose opening could be hidden inside the hole itself! Down with the ring to his feet, step through, bring it up his slender frame and over his shoulders, out into the forest with a small bronze ring in his hand.


  Ho! and off to Thamber Meadow to see the beautiful golden witch.


  Her hut was a simple affair of woven reeds—a low dome with two round windows and a low door. He saw Lith at the pond bare-legged among the water shoots, catching frogs for her supper. A white kirtle was gathered up tight around her thighs; stock-still she stood and the dark water rippled rings away from her slender knees.


  She was more beautiful than Liane could have imagined, as if one of Florejin’s wasted bubbles had burst here on the water. Her skin was pale creamed stirred gold, her hair a denser, wetter gold. Her eyes were like Liane’s own, great golden orbs, and hers were wide apart, tilted slightly.


  Liane strode forward and planted himself on the bank. She looked up startled, her ripe mouth half-open.


  “Behold, golden witch, here is Liane. He has come to welcome you to Thamber; and he offers you his friendship, his love . . .”


  Lith bent, scooped a handful of slime from the bank and flung it into his face.


  Shouting the most violent curses, Liane wiped his eyes free, but the door to the hut had slammed shut.


  Liane strode to the door and pounded it with his fist.


  “Open and show your witch’s face, or I burn the hut!”


  The door opened, and the girl looked forth, smiling. “What now?”


  Liane entered the hut and lunged for the girl, but twenty thin shafts darted out, twenty points pricking his chest. He halted, eyebrows raised, mouth twitching.


  “Down, steel,” said Lith. The blades snapped from view. “So easily could I seek your vitality,” said Lith, “had I willed.”


  Liane frowned and rubbed his chin as if pondering. “You understand,” he said earnestly, “what a witless thing you do. Liane is feared by those who fear fear, loved by those who love love. And you—” his eyes swam the golden glory of her body—“you are ripe as a sweet fruit, you are eager, you glisten and tremble with love. You please Liane, and he will spend much warmness on you.”


  “No, no,” said Lith, with a slow smile. “You are too hasty.”


  Liane looked at her in surprise. “Indeed?”


  “I am Lith,” said she. “I am what you say I am. I ferment, I burn, I seethe. Yet I may have no lover but him who has served me. He must be brave, swift, cunning.”


  “I am he,” said Liane. He chewed his lip. “It is not usually thus. I detest this indecision.” He took a step forward. “Come, let us—”


  She backed away. “No, no. You forget. How have you served me, how have you gained the right to my love?”


  “Absurdity!” stormed Liane. “Look at me! Note my perfect grace, the beauty of my form and feature, my great eyes, as golden as your own, my manifest will and power . . . It is you who should serve me. That is how I will have it.” He sank upon a low divan. “Woman, give me wine.”


  She shook her head. “In my small domed hut I cannot be forced. Perhaps outside on Thamber Meadow—but in here, among my blue and red tassels, with twenty blades of steel at my call, you must obey me . . . So choose. Either arise and go, never to return, or else agree to serve me on one small mission, and then have me and all my ardor.”


  Liane sat straight and stiff. An odd creature, the golden witch. But, indeed, she was worth some exertion, and he would make her pay for her impudence.


  “Very well, then,” he said blandly. “I will serve you. What do you wish? Jewels? I can suffocate you in pearls, blind you with diamonds. I have two emeralds the size of your fist, and they are green oceans, where the gaze is trapped and wanders forever among vertical green prisms . . .”


  “No, no jewels—”


  “An enemy, perhaps. Ah, so simple. Liane will kill you ten men. Two steps forward, thrust—thus!” He lunged. “And souls go thrilling up like bubbles in a beaker of mead.”


  “No. I want no killing.”


  He sat back, frowning. “What, then?”


  She stepped to the back of the room and pulled at a drape. It swung aside, displaying a golden tapestry. The scene was a valley bounded by two steep mountains, a broad valley where a placid river ran, past a quiet village and so into a grove of trees. Golden was the river, golden the mountains, golden the trees—golds so various, so rich, so subtle that the effect was like a many-colored landscape. But the tapestry had been rudely hacked in half.


  Liane was entranced. “Exquisite, exquisite . . .”


  Lith said, “It is the Magic Valley of Ariventa so depicted. The other half has been stolen from me, and its recovery is the service I wish of you.”


  “Where is the other half?” demanded Liane. “Who is the dastard?”


  Now she watched him closely. “Have you ever heard of Chun? Chun the Unavoidable?”


  Liane considered. “No.”


  “He stole the half to my tapestry, and hung it in a marble hall, and this hall is in the ruins to the north of Kaiin.”


  “Ha!” muttered Liane.


  “The hall is by the Place of Whispers, and is marked by a leaning column with a black medallion of a phoenix and a two-headed lizard.”


  “I go,” said Liane. He rose. “One day to Kaiin, one day to steal, one day to return. Three days.”


  Lith followed him to the door. “Beware of Chun the Unavoidable,” she whispered.


  And Liane strode away whistling, the red feather bobbing in his green cap. Lith watched him, then turned and slowly approached the golden tapestry. “Golden Ariventa,” she whispered, “my heart cries and hurts with longing for you . . .”


  The Derna is a swifter, thinner river than the Scaum, its bosomy sister to the south. And where the Scaum wallows through a broad dale, purple with horse-blossom, pocked white and gray with crumbling castles, the Derna has sheered a steep canyon, overhung by forested bluffs.


  An ancient flint road long ago followed the course of the Derna, but now the exaggeration of the meandering has cut into the pavement, so that Liane, treading the road to Kaiin, was occasionally forced to leave the road and make a detour through banks of thorn and the tube-grass which whistled in the breeze.


  The red sun, drifting across the universe like an old man creeping to his death-bed, hung low to the horizon when Liane breasted Porphiron Scar, looked across white-walled Kaiin and the blue bay of Sanreale beyond.


  Directly below was the market-place, a medley of stalls selling fruits, slabs of pale meat, mollusks from the slime banks, dull flagons of wine. And the quiet people of Kaiin moved among the stalls, buying their sustenance, carrying it loosely to their stone chambers.


  Beyond the market-place rose a bank of ruined columns, like broken teeth—legs to the arena built two hundred feet from the ground by Mad King Shin; beyond, in a grove of bay trees, the glossy dome of the palace was visible, where Kandive the Golden ruled Kaiin and as much of Ascolais as one could see from a vantage on the Porphiron Scar.


  The Derna, no longer a flow of clear water, poured through a network of dank canals and subterranean tubes, and finally seeped past rotting wharves into the Bay of Sanreale.


  A bed for the night, thought Liane; then to his business in the morning.


  He leapt down the zig-zag steps—back, forth, back, forth—and came out into the market-place. And now he put on a grave demeanor. Liane the Wayfarer was not unknown in Kaiin, and many were ill-minded enough to work him harm.


  He moved sedately in the shade of the Pannone Wall, turned through a narrow cobbled street, bordered by old wooden houses glowing the rich brown of old stump-water in the rays of the setting sun, and so came to a small square and the high stone face of the Magician’s Inn.


  The host, a small fat man, sad of eye, with a small fat nose the identical shape of his body, was scraping ashes from the hearth. He straightened his back and hurried behind the counter of his little alcove.


  Liane said, “A chamber, well-aired, and a supper of mushrooms, wine and oysters.”


  The innkeeper bowed humbly.


  “Indeed, sir—and how will you pay?”


  Liane flung down a leather sack, taken this very morning. The innkeeper raised his eyebrows in pleasure at the fragrance.


  “The ground buds of the spase-bush, brought from a far land,” said Liane.


  “Excellent, excellent . . . Your chamber, sir, and your supper at once.”


  As Liane ate, several other guests of the house appeared and sat before the fire with wine, and the talk grew large, and dwelt on wizards of the past and the great days of magic.


  “Great Phandaal knew a lore now forgot,” said one old man with hair dyed orange. “He tied white and black strings to the legs of sparrows and sent them veering to his direction. And where they wove their magic woof, great trees appeared, laden with flowers, fruits, nuts, or bulbs of rare liqueurs. It is said that thus he wove Great Da Forest on the shores of Sanra Water.”


  “Ha,” said a dour man in a garment of dark blue, brown and black, “this I can do.” He brought forth a bit of string, flicked it, whirled it, spoke a quiet word, and the vitality of the pattern fused the string into a tongue of red and yellow fire, which danced, curled, darted back and forth along the table till the dour man killed it with a gesture.


  “And this I can do,” said a hooded figure in a black cape sprinkled with silver circles. He brought forth a small tray, laid it on the table and sprinkled therein a pinch of ashes from the hearth. He brought forth a whistle and blew a clear tone, and up from the tray came glittering motes, flashing the prismatic colors red, blue, green, yellow. They floated up a foot and burst in coruscations of brilliant colors, each a beautiful star-shaped pattern, and each burst sounded a tiny repetition of the original tone—the clearest, purest sound in the world. The motes became fewer, the magician blew a different tone, and again the motes floated up to burst in glorious ornamental spangles. Another time—another swarm of motes. At last the magician replaced his whistle, wiped off the tray, tucked it inside his cloak and lapsed back to silence.


  Now the other wizards surged forward, and soon the air above the table swarmed with visions, quivered with spells. One showed the group nine new colors of ineffable charm and radiance; another caused a mouth to form on the landlord’s forehead and revile the crowd, much to the landlord’s discomfiture, since it was his own voice. Another displayed a green glass bottle from which the face of a demon peered and grimaced; another a ball of pure crystal which rolled back and forward to the command of the sorcerer who owned it, and who claimed it to be an earring of the fabled master Sankaferrin.


  Liane had attentively watched all, crowing in delight at the bottled imp, and trying to cozen the obedient crystal from its owner, without success.


  And Liane became pettish, complaining that the world was full of rock-hearted men, but the sorcerer with the crystal earring remained indifferent, and even when Liane spread out twelve packets of rare spice he refused to part with his toy.


  Liane pleaded, “I wish only to please with witch Lith.”


  “Please her with the spice, then.”


  Liane said ingenuously, “Indeed, she has but one wish, a bit of tapestry which I must steal from Chun the Unavoidable.”


  And he looked from face to suddenly silent face.


  “What causes such immediate sobriety? Ho, Landlord, more wine!”


  The sorcerer with the earring said, “If the floor swam ankle-deep with wine—the rich red wine of Tanvilkat—the leaden print of that name would still ride the air.”


  “Ha,” laughed Liane, “let only a taste of that wine pass your lips, and the fumes would erase all memory.”


  “See his eyes,” came a whisper. “Great and golden.”


  “And quick to see,” spoke Liane. “And these legs—quick to run, fleet as starlight on the waves. And this arm—quick to stab with steel. And my magic—which will set me to a refuge that is out of all cognizance.” He gulped wine from a beaker. “Now behold. This is magic from antique days.” He set the bronze band over his head, stepped through, brought it up inside the darkness. When he deemed that sufficient time had elapsed, he stepped through once more.


  The fire glowed, the landlord stood in his alcove, Liane’s wine was at hand. But of the assembled magicians, there was no trace.


  Liane looked about in puzzlement. “And where are my wizardly friends?”


  The landlord turned his head. “They took to their chambers; the name you spoke weighed on their souls.”


  And Liane drank his wine in frowning silence.


  Next morning he left the inn and picked a roundabout way to the Old Town—a gray wilderness of tumbled pillars, weathered blocks of sandstone, slumped pediments with crumbled inscriptions, flagged terraces overgrown with rusty moss. Lizards, snakes, insects crawled the ruins; no other life did he see.


  Threading a way through the rubble, he almost stumbled on a corpse—the body of a youth, one who stared at the sky with empty eye-sockets.


  Liane felt a presence. He leapt back, rapier half-bared. A stooped old man stood watching him. He spoke in a feeble, quavering voice: “And what will you have in the Old Town?”


  Liane replaced his rapier. “I seek the Place of Whispers. Perhaps you will direct me.”


  The old man made a croaking sound at the back of his throat. “Another? Another? When will it cease? . . .” He motioned to the corpse. “This one came yesterday seeking the Place of Whispers. He would steal from Chun the Unavoidable. See him now.” He turned away. “Come with me.” He disappeared over a tumble of rock.


  Liane followed. The old man stood by another corpse with eye-sockets bereft and bloody. “This one came four days ago, and he met Chun the Unavoidable . . . And over there behind the arch is still, a great warrior in cloison armor. And there—and there—” he pointed, pointed. “And there—and there—like crushed flies.”


  He turned his watery blue gaze back to Liane. “Return, young man, return—lest your body lie here in its green cloak to rot on the flagstones.”


  Liane drew his rapier and flourished it. “I am Liane the Wayfarer; let them who offend me have fear. And where is the Place of Whispers?”


  “If you must know,” said the old man, “it is beyond that broken obelisk. But you go to your peril.”


  “I am Liane the Wayfarer. Peril goes with me.”


  The old man stood like a piece of weathered statuary as Liane strode off.


  And Liane asked himself, suppose this old man were an agent of Chun, and at this minute were on his way to warn him? . . . Best to take all precautions. He leapt up on a high entablature and ran crouching back to where he had left the ancient.


  Here he came, muttering to himself, leaning on his staff. Liane dropped a block of granite as large as his head. A thud, a croak, a gasp—and Liane went his way.


  He strode past the broken obelisk, into a wide court—the Place of Whispers. Directly opposite was a long wide hall, marked by a leaning column with a big black medallion, the sign of a phoenix and a two-headed lizard.


  Liane merged himself with the shadow of a wall, and stood watching like a wolf, alert for any flicker of motion.


  All was quiet. The sunlight invested the ruins with dreary splendor. To all sides, as far as the eye could reach, was broken stone, a wasteland leached by a thousand rains, until now the sense of man had departed and the stone was one with the natural earth.


  The sun moved across the dark-blue sky. Liane presently stole from his vantage-point and circled the hall. No sight nor sign did he see.


  He approached the building from the rear and pressed his ear to the stone. It was dead, without vibration. Around the side—watching up, down, to all sides; a breach in the wall. Liane peered inside. At the back hung half a golden tapestry. Otherwise the hall was empty.


  Liane looked up, down, this side, that. There was nothing in sight. He continued around the hall.


  He came to another broken place. He looked within. To the rear hung the golden tapestry. Nothing else, to right or left, no sight or sound.


  Liane continued to the front of the hall and sought into the eaves; dead as dust.


  He had a clear view of the room. Bare, barren, except for the bit of golden tapestry.


  Liane entered, striding with long soft steps. He halted in the middle of the floor. Light came to him from all sides except the rear wall. There were a dozen openings from which to flee and no sound except the dull thudding of his heart.


  He took two steps forward. The tapestry was almost at his fingertips.


  He stepped forward and swiftly jerked the tapestry down from the wall.


  And behind was Chun the Unavoidable.


  Liane screamed. He turned on paralyzed legs and they were leaden, like legs in a dream which refused to run.


  Chun dropped out of the wall and advanced. Over his shiny black back he wore a robe of eyeballs threaded on silk.


  Liane was running, fleetly now. He sprang, he soared. The tips of his toes scarcely touched the ground. Out the hall, across the square, into the wilderness of broken statues and fallen columns. And behind came Chun, running like a dog.


  Liane sped along the crest of a wall and sprang a great gap to a shattered fountain. Behind came Chun.


  Liane darted up a narrow alley, climbed over a pile of refuse, over a roof, down into a court. Behind came Chun.


  Liane sped down a wide avenue lined with a few stunted old cypress trees, and he heard Chun close at his heels. He turned into an archway, pulled his bronze ring over his head, down to his feet. He stepped through, brought the ring up inside the darkness. Sanctuary. He was alone in a dark magic space, vanished from earthly gaze and knowledge. Brooding silence, dead space . . .


  He felt a stir behind him, a breath of air. At his elbow a voice said, “I am Chun the Unavoidable.”


  Lith sat on her couch near the candles, weaving a cap from frogskins. The door to her hut was barred, the windows shuttered. Outside, Thamber Meadow dwelled in darkness.


  A scrape at her door, a creak as the lock was tested. Lith became rigid and stared at the door.


  A voice said, “Tonight, O Lith, tonight it is two long bright threads for you. Two because the eyes were so great, so large, so golden . . .”


  Lith sat quiet. She waited an hour; then, creeping to the door, she listened. The sense of presence was absent. A frog croaked nearby.


  She eased the door ajar, found the threads and closed the door. She ran to her golden tapestry and fitted the threads into the raveled warp.


  And she stared at the golden valley, sick with longing for Ariventa, and tears blurred out the peaceful river, the quiet golden forest. “The cloth slowly grows wider . . . One day it will be done, and I will come home . . .”


  SPAWN


  P. Schuyler Miller


  Pedants spout glibly of probability, quibble and hedge, gulp at imagined gnats. Nothing is impossible to mathematics. Only improbable. Only very improbable.


  Only impossibly improbable.


  Earth, for example, is improbable. Planets should not logically exist, nor on existing planets life. Balances of forces are too impossibly delicate; origins too complexly coincidental. But Earth does exist—and on Earth life.


  We see Earth and we see life, or we see something, however improbable, and call it Earth and life. We forget probabilities and mathematics and live by our senses, by our common sense. Our common sense sees Earth and it sees life, and in a kind of darkened mirror it sees men—but men are utterly improbable!


  Ooze to worms and worms to fishes. Fishes to frogs and frogs to lizards. Lizards to rats and rats to men, and men at last to bloated, futuristic Brains. Brains are improbable: brains and senses, and above all, common sense. Not impossible—because nothing is impossible—but so improbable that nowhere in all the improbable stars, nowhere in all the improbably empty space between the stars, is there room for other Earths and other rats and men.


  Nowhere—life.


  An improbable man is tight. A man with improbably carrot-colored hair, with an improbably enormous nose. With a cold in that nose. With a quart of potato rot-gut to encourage the utter improbability of that cold and that nose, and of the world in general. With a plane’s rudder bar under his feet and a plane’s stick between his knees, and the Chilean Andes improbably gigantic underneath.


  A man is tight. And coincident with that tightness he is witness to the Improbable:


  Friday, the 25th of July: James Arthur Donegan, thirty-odd, red-haired, American, has witnessed the Improbable.


  A cliff, hard and quartz-white, softening—puddling—pulping away in a vast heaped monstrousness fat with thick ropes of gold. Raw gold—yellow in the Andean sunlight. Mother-gold—knotted in wadded worm-nests in the shining rock. Medusae of golden fascination. Gold burning in hemp-dream arabesques in the naked cliff-face, in the white quartz that is pulping, dripping, sloughing into monstrosity.


  Jim Donegan tipped his bottle high and lifted his plane out of insanity. Jim Donegan’s brain reeled with the raw white fire of potato whiskey and the raw yellow lustre of fat gold. And with the gold a quartz cliff melting, puddling—stone into pudding—sense into nonsense.


  Jim Donegan tipped his bottle again and remembered to forget. Landed in Santiago. Disappeared.


  An improbable man is sober. A thousand improbable men and a thousand even less credible women, and of them all only a hundred drunk. Only another hundred tight, or boiled, or mildly blotto. And half a thousand improbable men and women, drunk and sober, see and hear and photograph the Improbable eating whales:


  Wednesday, the 20th of August: Richard Chisholm, fifty, grizzled, British, has entered the Improbable in his log. Has stirred one wrinkled cerebrum, accustomed to the investigation of probabilities, in unaccustomed ways.


  Zoologist Heinrich Wilhelm Sturm leaned with polished elbows on a polished rail and stared at a burnished sea. Daughter Marie Elsa Sturm leaned and stared beside him. Secretary Rudolf Walter Weltmann leaned and stared, but not at waves.


  Waves lifted lazily along a great ship’s flank. Waves swelled and fell unbroken with the listless, oily languor of old dreams. And caught in the warm web of the sun and the malachitic waxenness of the waves a score of whales basked, rolling and blowing, under the weary eyes of Zoologist Heinrich Sturm.


  The molten, lucent fluid of the sea clotted and cooled. Color went swiftly out of it: greenstone to apple jade, jade into chrysoprase, prase into beryl spume. It folded in uneven glistening hillocks of illogical solidity, and Zoologist Heinrich Sturm choked on his German oaths as a score of drowsing whales fought suddenly with death!


  Acres of empty sea became quivering pulp. Grey puffs of it pushed out of the waves and sank again. Horrible, avid ripples shuddered and smoothed across its sleekness. And twenty whales were caught: gigantic, blunted minnows wallowing in a pudding mould; titanic ebon microbes studding an agar bowl. Drowned by the grey-green stuff that oozed into their gullets and choked their valved blow-holes! Strangled and stifled by it.


  Swallowed and eaten by it!


  The sound of it was unreal—the whoosh of blown breath splattering jellied ooze—the soft, glutting gurgle of flowing pulp—the single soughing sob as giant flukes pulled loose to fling aloft and smash into the rippled greenness that was darkening with the shadow of the ship.


  One last sucking sigh—the fling of one mighty glistening upsilon against the sky—the babble of half a thousand human beings gulping breath. And Zoologist Heinrich Sturm, staring through thick, dark lenses at the blob of grey-green jelly on his wrist, at the spatter of jelly on the deck at his feet, and swearing happily his guttural German oaths . . .


  A dead man lay in state.


  And I was there:


  Friday, the 22nd of August: Nicholas Svadin lies for the third day in solemn state before the peoples of the world.


  Nicholas Svadin, Dictator of Mittel-Europa, lay waxen white under the heaped callas, under the August sun of Budapest. Nicholas Svadin, son of a Slavic butcher, grandson of German fuhrers, lay with six soft-nosed bullets in his skull and breast. Nicholas Svadin—whose genius for government had won the loyalty instead of the hatred of nations, whose greedy hand fed on the conflict of languages and races, whose shadow had covered Europe from the Volga to the Rhine. Nicholas Svadin—who had held all Europe under his humane tyranny save for the bickering fringe of Latin states and the frozen, watchful silence of the Anglo-Scandinavian confederacy.


  Nicholas Svadin—dead in the August sun, with all Europe trembling in metastable balance under the fast-unfolding wings of Chaos.


  And four men were the world. And four men were afraid.


  They stood as they had stood when Svadin’s great rolling voice burst in a bloody cough and his great body, arms upflung in the compassionate gesture of the Cross, slumped like a greasy rag on the white steps of the Peace Hall. They stood with the world before them, and the world’s dead master, and the vision of the morrow brooded in their eyes.


  Four men were the world. Rasmussen, bearded, blond, steel-eyed premier of Anglo-Scandia. Nasuki at his elbow, little and cunning with the age-old subtlety of the East. Gonzales, sleek, olive-skinned heir of the Neo-latin dictator. Moorehead the American, lean and white-headed and oldest of the four. Two and two in the August sun with the sickly scent of the death-lilies cloying in their nostrils, and I with my camera marking Time’s slow march.


  I marked the four where they stood by the open bier. I marked the spilling lines of mourners that flowed in black runnels through the silent streets of Budapest. I marked the priests where they came, slow-treading with the stateliness of an elder civilization.


  I marked the resurrection of the dead!


  Nicholas Svadin rose on his white-banked bier and stared at the world of men. Nicholas Svadin rose with the white wax softening in his massive jowls and the round blue scar of a soft-nosed slug between his corpse’s eyes. Nicholas Svadin swung his thick legs with an ugly stiffness from the bier and stood alone, alive, staring at mankind, and spoke four words—once, slowly, then again:


  “I—am—Nicholas Svadin.”


  “I am Nicholas Svadin!”


  And men had found a god.


  Svadin had been a man, born of woman, father of men and women, the greatest Earth had known. His genius was for mankind, and he enfolded humanity in his kindly arms and was the father of a world. Svadin was a man, killed as men are killed, but on the third day he rose from his bed of death and cried his name aloud for the world to hear.


  Svadin the man became Svadin the god.


  I photographed the world-assembly at Leningrad when Svadin called together the scientists of the Earth and gave them the world to mould according to their liking. I marked the gathering in America’s halls of Congress when the rulers of the world gave their nations into his bloodless hands and received them again, reborn into a new order of democracy. I watched, and my camera watched, as the world poured itself into these new-cut patterns of civilization and found them good. And then, because men are men and even a Golden Age will pall at last, I turned to other things:


  A bathysphere torn from its cable in mid-deep.


  Fishing fleets returning with empty holds after weeks and months at sea.


  Eels gone from their ancient haunts, and salmon spawning in dozens where once streams had been choked with their lusting bodies.


  Cattleships lost in mid-Atlantic, and then a freighter, and another, gone without a trace.


  Two men and a girl whose names were on the rolls of every ship that crossed and recrossed the haunted waters of the North Atlantic.


  And from the South vague rumors of a god:


  Miami’s sun-bathed beaches were black with human insects. Miami’s tropic night throbbed with the beat of music and the sway and glide of dancers. Maria Elsa Sturm glided and swayed in the strong, young arms of Rudolf Weltmann and laughed with her night-blue eyes and poppy lips, but Heinrich Sturm stood alone in the star-strewn night and stared broodingly at the sleeping sea. Maria basked in the smoldering noonday sun, a slender golden flame beside the swarthy handsomeness of her companion, but the old masked eyes of Heinrich stared beyond her beauty at the sea.


  Long waves swelled sleepily against the far blue of the Gulf Stream and sank and swelled again and creamed in tepid foam along the sands. Gay laughter rippled and prismatic color played with kaleidoscopic lavishness under the golden sun. Wave after wave of the sea, rising and falling and rising against the sky—and a wave that did not fall!


  It came as the others had come, slowly, blue-green and glistening in the sunlight. It rose and fell with the ceaseless surge of the Atlantic at its back, and rose again along the white curve of the beach. It was like a wall of water, miles in length, rushing shoreward with the speed of a running man. Men ran from it and were caught. Spots of bright color spun in its sluggish eddies and went down. Tongues of it licked out over the warm sands, leaving them naked and bone-white, and flowed lazily back into the monstrous thing that lay and gorged in the hot sun.


  It was a sea-green tumulus, vast as all Ocean. It was a league-long hillock of green ooze, apple-jade-green, chrysoprase-green, grey-green of frosted flint. It was a thing of Famine—not out of Bibles, not out of the histories of men—a thing that lay like a pestilence of the sea upon the warm, white beaches of Miami, black with humanity running, screaming, milling—a thing that was greedy and that fed!


  Tatters of bright rag swirled in its sluggish eddies, oozed from its gelid depths; fragments of white bone, chalk-white and etched, rose and were spewed on the white sands. Arms of it flowed like hot wax, knowingly, hungrily. Veins in it, pale like clear ribbons of white jade in green translucency, ran blossom-pink, ran rose, ran crimson-red.


  Maria Elsa Sturm lay in the white sand, in the warm sun, in the strong arms of healthy Rudolf Weltmann, under the unseeing eyes of Heinrich Sturm. Zoologist Heinrich Sturm woke to the world with horror in his eyes, horror in his brain, shrieking horror come stark into this life. Zoologist Heinrich Sturm saw tongues of the green-sea-stuff licking over Miami’s bone-white sands, supping up morsels of kicking life, spewing out dead things that were not food. Zoologist Heinrich Sturm saw the Incredible, mountain-high, suck up the golden straw that was Maria Strum, suck up the brown, strong straw that was Rudolf Weltmann, swell like a flooding river against the sea-wall at his feet, purling and dimpling with greedy inner currents—saw it ebb and lie drowsing, relishing its prey—saw the bright, scarlet rag that had wrapped Maria Sturm oozing up out of its green horridness, saw the black rag that had clothed Rudolf, saw two white, naked skulls that dimpled its glistening surface before they were sloughed away among tide-rows of eaten bones.


  League-long and hill-high the wave that was not a wave lay glutting on young flesh, supping up hot blood. League-long and hill-high, with the little insect myriads of mankind running and screaming, standing and dying—with the buzzing wings of mankind circling over it and men’s little weapons peppering at its vast, full-fed imperturbability. Bombs fell like grain from a sower’s fist, streaming shadows of them raining out of the bare blue sky. Vast sound shattered the ears of gaping men, crushing in windows, shaking down ceilings, thundering with boastful vengeance. Fountains of green jelly rose stringily; wounds like the pit of Kimberly opened and showed sea-green, shadowed depths, stirring as the sea stirs, closing as the sea closes, with no scar. Bricks crumbled in little streams from a broken cornice; glass tinkled from gaping windows; men wailed and babbled and stared in fascination at Death. And Zoologist Heinrich Sturm stood alone, a gray old rock against which the scrambling tide beat and broke, seeing only the golden body of Maria Elsa Sturm, the laughing upturned face of Maria Elsa Sturm, the night-blue eyes and poppy lips of Maria Elsa Sturm . . .


  Long waves swelled sleepily against the far blue of the Gulf Stream, and sank and swelled again, and creamed in soft foam against the bone-white sands. Wave after wave, rising and falling and rising higher with the flooding tide. Waves rising to lap the sea-green tumulus, to bathe its red-veined monstrousness whose crimson rills were fading to pink, to grey, to lucent white. Waves laving it, tickling its monstrous fancies, pleasing it mightily. Waves into which it subsided and left Miami’s white beaches naked for a league save for the windrows of heaped bones and the moist, bright rags that had been men’s condescension to the morality of men.


  Cameras ground clickingly along that league-long battlefront while horror fed; microphones gathered the scream of the sight of Death from a thousand quavering lips—but not mine.


  Men turned away, sickened, to turn and stare again with horrid fascination at the wet white windrows that were girls’ bones and men’s bones, and children’s—but not I.


  Other eyes saw that vision of the Incredible; other lips told me of it when I asked. I did not see Zoologist Heinrich Sturm when he turned his back on the drift of smiling skulls and went wearily with the human stream, when he paid with creased and hoarded notes the accounts of Maria Elsa Sturm, deceased, and of Rudolf Walter Weltmann, deceased, of Heinrich Wilhelm Sturm.


  I did not see Zoologist Heinrich Sturm when he stepped out of the hotel with his battered suitcase, plastered with paper labels, his round black hat, his thick dark glasses, and disappeared.


  No one who saw cared.


  There was no one, now, to care . . .


  Out of the South the rumor of a god!


  Out of the Andes word of a God of Gold, stalking the mountain passes with Wrath and Vengeance smoking in his fists. A god wrathful in the presence of men and the works of men. A god vengeful of man’s slavery of rock and soil and metal. Jealous of man’s power over the inanimable. A god growing as the mountains grow, with bursting, jutting angularities shifting, fusing, moulding slowly into colossal harmonies of foam and function, with growing wisdom in his golden skull and growing power in his crystal fists. A god for the weak, contemptuous of the weak but pitiless to the strong—straddling adobe huts to trample the tin-roof huddle of shacks at the lip of some gaping wound in the ancient flesh of Earth.


  A god with power tangible and cruel, alien to pewling Black-Robe doctrines of white men’s love of men. A god speaking voicelessly out of the distances of things that awoke old memories, roused old grandeurs in the blood of small brown men and in other men in whose veins the blood of brown kings flowed.


  A god of red justice. A god of Revolution!


  A god to bring fear again to men!


  In the South—Revolution. Little brown men swarming in the mountains, pouring into the valleys, hacking, clubbing, stabbing, burning. Revolution in small places without names. Revolution in mud villages with names older than America. Revolution flaming in towns named in the proud Castilian tongue—in cities where white women promenaded and white men ogled, and brown men were dust in the gutters. Revolution in Catamarca, in Tucuman, in Santiago del Estero. Revolution half a thousand miles away, in Potosi, in Cochabamba, in Quillacolla. Revolution sweeping the royal cities of the Andes—Santiago, La Paz, Lima, Quito, Bogotá! Revolution stalking up the up-thrusting spine of a continent like a pestilence, sucking in crazed brown warriors from the montes, from the pampas, from barren deserts and steaming jungles. Blood of brown ancestors rising beneath white skins, behind blue eyes. Revolution like a flame sweeping through brown man and white and mostly-white and half-white and very-little-white and back to the brown blood of ancient, feathered kings! Guns against machetes. Bayonets against razor-whetted knives. Poison gas against poison darts.


  And in their wake the tread of a God of Gold!


  Revolution out of Chile, out of the Argentine, into Bolivia, into Peru of the Incas. Revolution out of the hot inland through the Amazon, rippling through Brazil, through the Guianas, into Ecuador, into Colombia, into Venezuela. Revolution choking the ditch of Panama, heaping the bigger ditch of Managua with bleeding corpses, seething through the dark forests of Honduras, Guatemala, Yucatan. A continent overwhelmed and nothing to show why. A continent threatened, and only the whispered rumor of a God of Gold!


  Men like me went to see, to hear, to tell what they had seen and heard. Men like me crept into the desolate places where Revolution had passed, and found emptiness, found a continent trampled under the running, bleeding feet of a myriad of small brown men driven by a Fear greater than the fear of Death—crushed and broken under the relentless, marching hooves of the God of Gold.


  A village, then a city—a nation, then a continent—and the armies of the white nations mobilizing along the border of Mexico, in the arid mountains of the American south-west, watching—waiting—fearing none knew what. A necklace of steel across the throat of the white man’s civilization.


  Repeated circumstance becomes phenomenon; repeated phenomena are law. I found a circumstance that repeated again and again, that became phenomenal, that became certainty. A man with red hair, with a bulbous nose, with a bird’s knowledge of the air. An old man peering through thick glasses muttering in his beard. How they came together no man knew. Where they went man could only guess. The wings of their giant plane slid down out of the sunset, rose black against the sunrise, burned silver white in the blaze of noon . . . They went—they returned—and none questioned their coming or going.


  War on the edge of America. War between white man and brown—and more than man behind the brown. Death rained from the sky on little brown men scattering in open deserts, on green jungles where brown men might be lurking, on rotten rock where brown men might have tunneled. Death poisoned the streams and the rock-hewn cenotes, death lay like a yellow fog in the arroyos and poured through gorges where brown men lay hidden behind rocks and in crannies of the rock. Flame swept over the face of Mexico and the brown hordes scattered and gave way in retreat, in flight, in utter rout. White fury blazed where brown hatred had smouldered. Brown bodies sprawled, flayed and gutted where white corpses had hung on wooden crosses, where white hearts had smoked in the noon sun and white men’s blood had dribbled down over carved stone altars. Hell followed Hell.


  Then from Tehuantepac a clarion challenge, checking the rout, checking the white wave of vengeance. The challenge of a god!


  Planes droned in the bare blue sky over Oaxaca, riddling the mountains with death. Polite, trim generals sat and drank and talked in half a dozen languages wherever there was shade. The sun blazed down on the plaza of Oaxaca in the time of siesta, and the grumble of war sank to a lullaby. Then out of the mountains of the east, rolling and rocking through the naked hills, sounded the shouted challenge of the God of Gold!


  I heard it like a low thunder in the east, and a German major at the next table muttered “Dunder!” I heard it again, growling against the silence, and the Frenchman beside him looked up a moment from his glass. It came a third time, roaring like the voice of Bashan in the sky, and all up and down the shaded plaza men were listening and wondering.


  Far away, across the mountains in Tehuantepec, the guns began to thud and mutter, and in the radio shack behind us a telegraph key was clicking nervously. The Frenchman was listening, his lips moving. An English lieutenant strode in out of the sun, saluted, melted into the shadow of the colonnade.


  Out of the East the challenge of a God!


  I heard the triumphant, bull-bellied shout thundering across the ranges as the guns of Tehuantepec grumbled for the last time. I saw a light that should not be there—a mad, frantic light—gleaming in the eyes of an officer of Spanish name, from the Mexican province of Zacatecas. The German’s eyes were on him, and the Frenchman’s, and those of the English subaltern, following him as he stole away. The wireless operator came out and saluted, and handed a slip of yellow paper to the Frenchman. He passed it, shrugging, to the German. A Russian came and looked over his shoulder, an Italian, an American, a Japanese, and their heads turned slowly to listen for the chuck and patter of distant guns that they would never hear again. And then, again, that voice of the mountains bellowed its triumphant challenge, stirring a cold current of dread in my veins—in the veins of all men of Oaxaca—of all men who heard it.


  The victorious God of Gold shouted his challenge to mankind, and in answer came the distant burring of a plane in the north.


  It passed over us and circled for a landing outside the city. An army car raced away and returned. I knew two of the three men who climbed stiffly out of the tonneau. I saw tall, red-headed air-fiend Jim Donegan. I saw stooped, grey, boggling Zoologist Heinrich Sturm.


  I saw Nicholas Svadin, once-dead master of the world.


  Svadin against the God of Gold!


  Again that bull-throated, brazen thunder rolled across the ranges and I saw Svadin’s blunt, hairless skull cocked sidewise, listening. Old Heinrich Sturm was listening too, and Red Jim Donegan. But I saw only Nicholas Svadin.


  It was five full years since that August day in Budapest. Wax was heavy in his blue-white jowls. Wax weighted down his heavy-lidded eyes. A puckered blue hole probed his sleek white brow. His great body was soft and bloated and his stubby fingers blue under their cropped nails. There was an acrid odor in the air, the odor that heaped callas had hidden in the sun of Budapest, that not even the stench of a thousand sweating men could hide under the sun of Mexico.


  They talked together—Svadin, the generals, Sturm, Red Jim Donegan of Brooklyn. Donegan nodded, went to the waiting car, disappeared into the white noon-light. Soon his great silver plane droned overhead, heading into the north.


  One day—two—three. We on the outside saw nothing of Svadin, but men of all nations were at work in the blazing sun and the velvet night, sawing, bolting, riveting, building a vast contrivance of wood and metal under the direction of Heinrich Sturm. Four days—five, and at last we stood at the edge of the man-made city of Oaxaca, staring at that monstrous apparatus and at the lone figure that stood beside it—Svadin. His puffed blue fingers went to the switch on its towering side, and out of that giant thing thundered the bellowed defiance of Mankind, hurled at the giant thing that walked the ranges, bull-baiting the God of Gold!


  Its vast clamor shuddered in the packed earth underfoot. Its din penetrated the wadding in our ears and drummed relentlessly against our senses. It boomed and thundered its contempt, and in answer that other voice thundered beyond the blue-tipped mountains. Hour after hour—until madness seemed certain and madness was welcome—until the sun lay low in a red sky, painting the ranges—until only Svadin and grey old Heinrich Sturm remained, watching beside their vast, insulting, defiant Voice. Then in the east a flicker of light tipped the farthest ranges!


  It was a creeping diamond of light above the purple horizon. It was a needle of white fire rising and falling above the mountains, striding over valleys, vaulting the naked ridges, growing and rising higher and vaster and mightier against the shadow of the coming night. It was a pillar of scintillant flame over Oaxaca.


  It was the God of Gold!


  Quartz is rock, and quartz is jelly, and quartz is a crystal gem. Gold is metal, and gold is color, and gold is the greed of men. Beauty and fear—awe and greed—the Thing over Oaxaca was a column of crystal fires, anthropomorphic, built out of painted needle-gems, with the crimson and blue and smoky wine-hues of colloidal gold staining its jeweled torso—with veins and nerves and ducts of the fat yellow gold of Earth—with a pudding of blue quartz flowing and swelling and flexing on its stony frame. It was a giant out of mythery—a jinn out of hashish madness—a monster born of the Earth, thewed with the stuff of Earth, savagely jealous of the parasitic biped mammals whose form it aped. Its spiked hooves clashed on the mountaintops with the clamor of avalanches. Its flail-arms swung like a flickering scourge, flaying the bare earth of all that was alive. Its skull was a crystal chalice wadded with matted gold, brain-naked, set with eyes like the blue sapphires of Burma, starred with inner light. It roared with the thunder of grinding, tearing, grating atoms, with the sullen voice of earthquakes. It was the spectre of Earth’s last vengeance upon delving, burrowing, gutting little Man, the flea upon her flesh. It stood, a moment, straddling the horizon—and out of the north a plane was winging, midge-small against the watching stars. So high it was that though the sun had gone and the shadow of the Earth lay purple on the sky, its wings were a sliver of light, dwindling, climbing to that unimaginable height where the rays of the vanished sun still painted the shoulders of the God of Gold. A plane—and in its wake another, and another—a score of whispering dots against the tropic night.


  Red Jim Donegan saw the monstrous, faceless visage upturned to watch his coming. He saw the white fires chill in its moon-great eyes, saw vast arm-things forming on its formless body, like swinging ropes of crystal maces. He saw the sinews of massive yellow gold that threaded its bulk, tensing and twisting with life, and the brain of knotted gold that lay in its cupped skull like worms in a bowl of gems. He saw that skull grow vaster as his plane rushed on—mountain-vast, filling the night—saw these star-backed eyes blazing—saw the evil arms sweeping upward—then was in empty air, sprawled over vacancy, his ship driving down into that monstrous face, between the staring sapphire eyes.


  He swung from a silk umbrella and saw those kraken-arms paw at the crystal skull where a flower of green flame blossomed—saw the second plane diving with screaming wings—a third beyond it—and a fourth. The air was full of the white bubbles of parachutes, sinking into the edge of night. He saw the shadow of the world’s edge creeping up over that giant shape, standing spread-legged among the barren hills, and green flame burning in its golden brain. A flame eating quartz as a spark eats tinder. A flame devouring gold, sloughing away crystalline immensity in a rain of burning tears, ever deeper, ever faster, as plane after plane burst with its deadly load against that crystal mass.


  In blind, mad torture the God of Gold strode over Oaxaca. Green fire fell from it like blazing snow, pocking the naked rock. One dragging hoof furrowed the rocky earth, uprooting trees, crags, houses, crushing the man-made lure that had dared it to destruction. Fragments of eaten arms crashed like a meteor-fall and lay burning in the night. A moment it towered, dying, over ruined Oaxaca, where Nicholas Svadin stood dwarfed among the shambles of broken houses, the slight, stooped form of Heinrich Sturm beside him. Then in the sky that consuming flame blazed bright as some vital source was touched. A pillar of licking light wiped out the stars. It took one giant stride, another, and the world shook with the fall of the living mountain that crashed down out of the burning night. Among the eastern hills the fractured limbs of the colossus of the South lay strewn like snowy grain, and in the rocky flank of San Felipe a pit of cold green fire ate slowly toward the heart of Earth.


  One who had been a man turned away from that holocaust and vanished in the darkness. Nicholas Svadin, his dead flesh clammy with dew, his gross bulk moving with the stealthy silence of a cat, with Heinrich Sturm trotting after him through the night.


  Svadin, who had met the challenge of a God of Gold—and won!


  A Thing of the Sea—a Thing of the Earth—a Thing of Men! Three Things outrageous to Man’s knowledge of himself and of his world, improbable beyond calculation, impossible if impossibility could exist. Three Things raised from the dead, from the inanimate, from the inanimable, who lived and ate and walked properly, probably, possibly. Three Things that sought the sovereignty of Earth—a Thing of ravening hunger, a Thing with a hate of men, and a Thing that was god-hero of all men.


  One of the Three lay destroyed beyond Oaxaca, and the brown men who had done its will were fugitives from vengeance. One still basked and fed in the tropic sea. And the third was Nicholas Svadin.


  Rumors spread like ripples in a quiet pool. Even a god grows old. Svadin was a god whose word was law, whose wisdom was more than human, whose brain devised strange sciences, who brought the world comfort and contentment greater than it had ever known. In life he was a genius; dead, a martyr. He rose from the dead, wearing the mark of death, and men worshipped him as a god, saw in him a god’s omnipotent wisdom. He remade a world, and the world was content. He slew the giant God of Gold and men followed him like sheep. But there were others who were not impressed by gods, or men like gods, and there were rumors, whisperings, wonderings.


  It was my work to hear such rumors, listen to whisperings, tell men the truth about what they wondered.


  Few men were close to Svadin, but of those who were, one told strange stories. A man who in other times had made his living on the fruits of such stories. Svadin—from whom the marks of death had never vanished, though he had risen from the dead—in whose forehead the puckered mark of a bullet still showed, whose face was white with the mortician’s wax, whose fingers were puffed and blue, whose body was a bloated sack. Whose flesh reeked with the fluids which preserve corpses. Who fed privately on strange foods, quaffed liquids which reeked as those fluids reeked. Who showed strange vacancies of memory, absences of knowledge about common things, yet was a greater genius than in life-before-death. Whose only confidant was the mad zoologist, Heinrich Wilhelm Sturm.


  I heard of the strange wicker and elastic form which was made by a craftsman in Vienna and worn under his heavy, padded clothes. I heard of a woman of impressive birth who offered herself as women have—and of the dull, uncomprehending stare which drove her shivering from his chamber. I heard of the rats that swarmed in his apartments, where no cat would stay, and of the curious devices he had erected around his bed—of the day when a vulture settled on his shoulder and others circled overhead, craning their wattled necks.


  I saw Nils Svedberg, attaché of the Anglo-Scandian legation in Berlin, when he fired three Mauser bullets into the flabby paunch of the Master of the World—saw too what the crowd discarded when its fanatic vengeance was sated, and children scampered home with bloody souvenirs of what had been a man. I heard Svadin’s thick voice as he thanked them.


  Rumors—whisperings—questions without an answer. Svadin—to some a god, born into pseudo-human form, immortal and omnipotent. To some a man, unclean, with the awakening lusts and habits of a man. To some a Thing brought out of Hell to damn Mankind.


  And a Thing of the sea, feeding in the Caribbean, in the turgid outpourings of the Amazon, along the populous coasts of Guiana and Brazil. Devil’s Island a graveyard. And at last—Rio!


  A plane with a red-haired, large-nosed American pilot cruised the coasts of South America. A worn, greyed, spectacled old man sat with him, peering down into the shallow, shadowed waters for darker shadows. They marked the slow progress of Death along the tropic coasts, and in Rio de Janeiro, Queen City of the South, the mightiest engineering masterpiece of Man was near completion.


  Jim Donegan and Heinrich Sturm watched and carried word of what they saw, while Nicholas Svadin schemed and planned in Rio of the south.


  Rio—rebuilt from the shell of Revolution. Rio fairer than ever, a white jewel against the green breast of Brazil. Rio with her mighty harbor strangely empty, her horseshoe beaches deserted, and across the sucking mouth of the Atlantic a wall, with one huge gateway.


  Crowds on the mountainsides, waiting. Drugged carrion bobbing in the blue waters of the harbor—slaughtered cattle from the Argentine, from America, from Australia—fish floating white-bellied in the trough of the waves—dead dogs, dead cats, dead horses—all the dead of Rio and the South, larded with opiates, rocking in the chopped blue waters of the harbor of Rio de Janeiro. And at the Gateway to the sea a glistening greening of the waves, a slick mound flowing landward between the guarding walls—a grey-green horror scenting prey. A silver plane above it in the sky. A small black dot on the curved white beach.


  Svadin—and the Thing of the Sea.


  Food was offered, and it fed. It poured sluggishly into the great land-locked harbor of Rio. It supped at the meagre morsels floating in the sea and flowed on toward the deserted city and the undead man who stood watching it. And as its last glistening pseudopod oozed through the man-made gates, a sigh went up from the people on the mountainsides. Slowly and ponderously the barrier gate slid shut behind it, sealing the harbor from the sea. Great pumps began to throb, and columns of clear green brine of a river’s thickness foamed into the unfillable Atlantic.


  The plane had landed on the beach and Svadin climbed in. Now it was aloft, circling over the city and the harbor. The Thing was wary. It had learned, as all preying things learn, that each tiny insect has its sting. It sensed a subtle difference in the tang of the brine in which it lay—felt a motion of the water as Svadin’s colossal pumps sucked at the harbor—detected a tension in the air. Its eddying lust for flesh quieted. It gathered itself together—swirled uneasily in the confines of the walled harbor—lapped questingly against the rampart that barred it from the Atlantic. Its glistening flanks heaved high out of the blue waters. It gathered itself into a great ball of cloudy jade that rose and fell in the surge of the quiet sea. It lay as a frightened beast lies—frozen—but without fear, biding its time.


  Day after day after day. Day after day under the burning sun, while curious human mites dotted the Beira Mar, thronged on the white moon-rind beaches—while devout thousands crammed the Igreja de Penha, spared by Revolution, knelt on its winding stair, prayed and knelt in the many Houses of God of Rio of the South—while inch by inch and foot by foot the sparkling waters of Rio’s mighty harbor sank and the grey-black ooze of the sea floor steamed and stank in the tropic sun, and the vast green Thing from the sea lay drugged amid the receding waters.


  Atop hunched Corcovado the majestic Christ of Rio stared down on Mankind and the enemy of Mankind. Atop sky-stabbing Sugarloaf, poised between sea and land, Nicholas Svadin stood and stared, and with him Heinrich Sturm. Above the sinking waters of the bay, great ships of the air droned and circled, dropping the fine, insidious chemical rain that drugged the Thing with sleep. And in the jewel-city below, Ramon Gonzales, human link between the Latin blood of old Europe and new America, stood and stared with burning eyes. Leagues across the oily, sleeping sea, three other men stood or sat staring, grim-eyed, into nothing. Moorehead the American. Nasuki the Asiatic. Blond Rasmussen of Anglo-Scandia.


  Day after day after day, while the miasmic stench of Rio’s draining harbor rose over the white avenues of Rio de Janeiro, while the darkening waters lapped lower and ever lower on the glistening jade-green mountain of jellied ooze that lay cooking in the sun. Day after day after day, while those who had crept back to the Beira Mar, to rock-rimmed Nictheroy, returned to the green, cool hills to watch and wait. A handful of sullen men in the Queen City of the South. Another handful on the naked cap of Sugarloaf and at the feet of the mighty Christ of Corcovado, miraculously untouched by the ravening of the God of Gold. And above it all the whine and drone of the circling planes and the far, dull mutter of the giant pumps.


  Living things acquire a tolerance of drugs, demand more and more and more to sate their appetite. Drugged meat had lulled the Thing, and the rain of drugs from circling planes had kept it torpid, soothed by the slow lap of brine against its gelid flanks, dreaming of future feasts. Now as the waters sank and the sun beat down on its naked bulk, the vast Thing roused. Like a great green slug it crept over the white thread of the Beira Mar, into the city of jewels. Buildings crumpled under its weight, walls were burst by the pressure of its questing pseudopods. Into the pockets of the hills it crept, over the broken city, and behind it on the summit of Sugarloaf was frantic activity. Nicholas Svadin’s puffed blue hand pointed, and where he gestured a ring of fire slashed across Rio’s far-reaching avenues, barring the exit to the sea. Slowly the zone of flame crept inward, toward the empty harbor, and before its fierce heat the Sea-Thing retreated, grinding the city under its slimy mass. Little by little it roused—its ponderous motion became quicker, angrier. Little by little fear woke in it, where fear had never been—fear of the little gabbling human things that stung it with their puny weapons. It lay like a glassy blanket over the ruined streets of Rio—a knot of twisting serpent-forms craving the cool wet blackness of the deep sea. Before its awakened fury the wall across Rio’s harbor would be like a twig across the path of an avalanche. Its fringe of lolloping tentacles dabbled in the salt-encrusted pool that was all the pumps had left of the Bay of Rio, and in minutes the rippling mirror was gone, sucked into the Sea-Things’ avid mass.


  And then Svadin struck.


  I stood with my camera beneath the Christ of Corcovado. The sun was setting, and as the shadow of the western summits crept over gutted Rio the Sea-Thing gathered itself for the assault that would carry it over Sugarloaf, over the wall that men had made, into the welcoming Atlantic. Then in the north, where the sun yet shone, came a flicker of metal gnats against the cloudless sky, the burr of their roaring engines speeding them through the advancing twilight. From Sugarloaf a single rocket rose and burst, a pale star over the sea, showering spangled flame, and the heavens were filled with the thunder of Man’s aerial hosts—bombers, transports, planes of all sizes and all nations in a monster fleet whose shadow lay long on the curling sea like a streamer of darkness. Their first rank swung low over the hollow harbor and out of them rained a curtain of white missiles, minute against the immensity of Rio’s circling hills. Like hail they fell, and after them a second shower, and a third as the fleet roared by above. And then the first bombs hit!


  A ribbon of fire burst against the twilight. Fountains of golden flame vomited skyward, scores of feet over the naked surface of the Thing. Hundreds—thousands of bursting dots of fire, sweeping swaths of fiery rain, cascades of consuming flame—until the Sea-Thing blazed with one mighty skyward-reaching plume of golden glory that licked at the darkening heavens where the wings of Mankind’s army of destruction still roared past, the rain of death still fell like a white curtain, painted by the leaping yellow flame of burning sodium.


  I saw it then as old Heinrich Sturm had seen it months and years before, as Nicholas Svadin had seen it when he began his colossal plan to bait the Thing into the land-locked bay of Rio de Janeiro. Flame, killing and cleansing where no other weapon of man would serve. Green flame devouring the Earth-born God of Gold, corroding its crystal thews and consuming its golden brain. Yellow flame feeding on the sea-green pulp of the Sea-born Thing—changing the water that was its life into the caustic venom that slew it. As that colossal golden torch flared skyward over broken Rio I saw the mountainous bulk of the Sea-Thing shrivel and clot into a pulp of milky curds, crusted with burnt alkali. Water oozed from it like whey from pressed cheese, and tongues of the yellow flame licked along it, drinking it up. The black ooze of the harbor was drying and cracking under the fierce heat. Palms that still stood along the bare white beaches were curling, crisping, bursting into splinters of red flame, and even against the rising breeze the steaming stench of cooked flesh reeked in our nostrils.


  The murmur of voices behind me stilled. I turned. The crowd had given way before the little knot of men who were coming toward me, driven from the crest of Sugarloaf by the fierce heat of the burning Thing. Flame-headed, red-nosed Donegan pushing a way for those who followed him. Grey-whiskered Heinrich Sturm pattering after him. Behind them, surrounded by men in braided uniforms, the fish-white, corpse-flesh shape of Nicholas Svadin.


  I gave no ground to them. I stood at the Christ’s feet and gave them stare for stare. I stared at Red Jim Donegan, at Zoologist Heinrich Sturm, and I stared at the gross, misshapen thing that was master of the world.


  I had not seen him since that night in Oaxaca, three years before. He had been hideous then, but now the scent and shape of Death were on him as they were on Lazarus when he arose blank eyed from the grave. A grey cloak swirled from his shoulders and fell billowing over a body warped and bloated out of all human semblance. Rolls of polished flesh sagged from his face, his neck, his wrists. His fingers were yellow wads of sickening fat, stained with blue, and his feet were clumping pillars. Out of that pallid face his two bright eyes peered like raisins burnt glassy and stuck in sour dough. The reek of embalming fluids made the air nauseous within rods of where he stood. Nicholas Svadin! Living dead man—master of the world!


  I knew Donegan from Oaxaca. He told me what I had guessed. Old Sturm’s researches, made on bits of the jelly left by the Thing, on fragments hewed from it by volunteers, showed it to be built largely of linked molecules of colloidal water. Water—stuff of the Sea—bound by the life-force into a semblance of protoplasm—into a carnate pulp that fed on the Sea and took life from it even as it fed on living flesh for the needful elements that the water could not give it. Living water—mountain huge—destroyed by forces that no water could quench—by bombs of metallic sodium, tearing apart the complex colloidal structure of its aqueous flesh and riving it into flames of burning hydrogen and crusting, gelling alkali. Chemical fire, withering as it burnt.


  I knew, too, Ramon Gonzales. I had seen him when he stood beside Svadin’s bier in the sun of Budapest—when Svadin gave him the United Latin states of two continents to govern—when he stood ankle-deep in the green slime that the Sea-Thing had left coating the white walls of gutted Rio. I saw him now, his dark face ghastly in the yellow glare, screaming accusation at the immobile, pasty face of Nicholas Svadin. Those button eyes moved flickeringly to observe him; the shapeless bulk gathered its cloak closer about it and swiveled to consider him. Higher and higher Gonzales’ hysterical voice raged—cursing Svadin for the doom he had brought on Rio, cursing him for the thing he had been as a man and for the thing he was now. No sign of understanding showed on that bloated face—no sign of human feeling. I felt a tension in the air, knew it was about to break. My camera over Jim Donegan’s shoulder saw Ramon Gonzales as his sword lashed out, cutting through Svadin’s upflung arm, biting deep into his side, sinking hilt-deep in his flesh. I saw its point standing out a foot behind that shrouded back, and the flare of Jim Donegan’s gun licked across my film as he shot Gonzales down. I saw, too, the thick, pale fluid dripping slowly from the stump of Svadin’s severed arm, and the puffed, five-fingered thing that twitched and scrabbled on the gravel at his feet.


  Above us, lit by the dying yellow flame, the Christ of Corcovado looked down on the man who had risen from the dead to rule the world.


  Four men were the world when Svadin rose from the dead in Budapest. Nasuki. Rasmussen. Gonzales. Moorehead. Gonzales was dead.


  Two men had stood at Svadin’s side when he slew the Thing of the Earth and the gelid Thing of the Sea. Donegan. Heinrich Sturm. Sturm alone remained.


  I showed the pictures I had taken on Corcovado to drawn-faced Richard Moorehead in the White House at Washington. I showed them to Nasuki in Tokyo and to Nils Rasmussen in London. I told them other things that I had seen and heard, and gave them names of men who had talked and would talk again. I wore a small gold badge under my lapel—a badge in the shape of the crux ansata, the looped Egyptian cross of natural, holy life.


  I went to find Jim Donegan before it should be too late. It was too late. Since the morning of the day when Nicholas Svadin’s silver plane slipped to the ground at the airport of Budapest, and Svadin’s closed black limousine swallowed him, and Donegan, and Heinrich Sturm, the tall, red-haired American had not been seen. Sturm was there, close to Svadin, with him day and night, but no one could speak with him. And gradually he too was seen less and less as Svadin hid himself in curtained rooms and sent his servants from the palace, drew a wall of steel around him through which only Zoologist Heinrich Sturm might pass.


  Something was brewing behind that iron ring—something that had been boding since long before Svadin stood in Oaxaca and lured the God of Gold to its death—since long before he was first approached by the bearded, spectacled little German scientist who was now the only man who saw him or knew that he was alive. Yet Svadin’s orders went out from the great, empty palace in Budapest, and the world grew sullen and afraid.


  When he was newly risen from the bier, Nicholas Svadin had in him the understanding of a leader of Mankind and the genius of a god. Men took him for a god and were not betrayed. He thought with diamond clearness, saw diamond-keenly the needs and weaknesses of men and of men’s world. He made of the world a place where men could live happily and securely, without want, without discomfort—and live as man.


  As the months went by Svadin had changed. His genius grew keener, harder, his thinking clearer. Scientist—economist—dictator—he was all. The things he ordained, and which men throughout the world did at his command, were things dictated by reason for the good of the human race. But at the same time humanity had gone out of him.


  Never, since that day when the heaped callas fell from his stiffly rising frame in the sun of Budapest, had he spoken his own name. He was Svadin, but Svadin was not the same. He was no longer a man. He was a machine.


  Conceivably, a machine might weigh and balance all the facts governing the progress and condition of one man or of all humanity, and judge with absolute, mathematical fairness what course each should take in order that the welfare of all should be preserved. If it meant death or torment for one, was that the concern of the many? If a city or a nation must be crushed, as Rio had been crushed, to wipe out a monstrous Thing that was preying on Mankind, should not Rio rejoice at its chance to be the benefactor of the race? No man would say so. But Svadin was not a man. What he was—what he had become—it was the purpose of the League of the Golden Cross to discover.


  No movement is greater than its leaders. Those who wore the looped cross of Life were led by the three men to whom the world looked, next to Svadin, for justice—to whom they looked, in spite of Svadin, for human justice. Before he rose from his bier, they had ruled the world. It was their intention to rule it again. No lesser men could have planned as they planned, without Svadin’s knowledge, each last step of what must happen. That things went otherwise was not their fault—it was the fault of the knowledge that they had, or their interpretation of that knowledge. I had not yet found Jim Donegan. I had not seen Heinrich Sturm.


  Through all the world the seeds of revolt were spreading, deeper and further than they had spread among the little brown-blooded men who were rallied by fear of the God of Gold. But throughout all the world those seeds fell on the fallow soil of fear—fear of a man who had risen from death—of a man who was himself a god, with a god’s power and a god’s unseeing eye, with a god’s revenge. Men—little superstitious men in thousands and millions, feared Svadin more than they hated him. At his word they would slay brothers and cousins, fathers and lovers, friend and foe alike. Reason, justice meant nothing to them. There must be a greater fear to drive them—and it was my job to find that fear.


  In every place where Svadin had his palaces, his steel-jacketed guards, I peered and pried, watching for the sight of a red head, an improbably bulbous nose. And not for a long, long time did I find it.


  Svadin’s grim castle loomed among weedy gardens, above Budapest. I found old men who had planned those gardens, others who had laid them out, who had built their drains and sunk the foundations of the palace in a day before Svadin was born. Where only rats had gone for a generation, I went. Where only rats’ claws had scrabbled, my fingers tapped, pressed, dug in the fetid darkness. Ladders whose iron rungs had rusted to powder bore my weight on the crumbling stumps of those rungs. Leaves that had drifted for years over narrow gratings were cleared away from beneath, and light let in. The little Egyptian ankh became the symbol of a brotherhood of moles, delving under the foundations of Nicholas Svadin’s mighty mausoleum. And one day my tapping fingers were answered!


  Tap, tap, tap through the thick stone—listen and tap, tap, and listen. More men than Donegan had disappeared, and they crouched in their lightless cells and listened to our questions, answered when they could, guided the slow gnawing of our drills and shovels through the rock under Budapest. Closer—closer. They had their ways of speaking without words, but no word came from the red-headed, big-nosed American of whom their tapping told. Something prevented—something they could not explain. And still we dug, and tapped, and listened, following their meagre clues.


  There came a time when we lost touch with the world outside. Three of us, in a world of our own, forgot that there was an outside, that there was anything but the one great purpose that drove us on through the dark and the damp. We had no word of the world, nor the world of us. Nasuki grew impatient, and the man who was in Gonzales’ place. The work of the Golden Cross was progressing, its ring of Rebellion strengthening. To Rasmussen, to Moorehead, they cried for action. The brooding stillness that lay over Svadin’s palace, the brutal coldness of the orders that issued through Heinrich Sturm’s lips, shaping the civilization of a world as a sculptor would chisel granite, drove them to the edge of madness. Revolution flamed again—and this time brother was pitted against brother all across the face of the planet—fear against fury—Svadin against the Four.


  I have seen pictures of the Svadin whom that flame of war drew to the balcony of his palace, to shout his thunderous command of death above the kneeling throng. The disease, if disease it was that changed him, was progressing swiftly. There was little resemblance to the man who lay dead a handful of years before, and on whom life fell out of an empty sky. He was huge, misshapen, monstrous, but so utter was their fear and awe that those groveling thousands questioned no word of his and cut down their kin as they would reap corn. The looped cross was an emblem of certain death. Men cast it from them, forswore its pledge, betrayed others who were faithful. At least one desperate, embattled horde stormed the grim castle above Budapest, while the sullen ring of the faithful closed in around them. Under their feet, ignorant of what was happening above us, we three dug and tapped, tapped and dug—and found!


  I remember that moment when I knelt in the stuffy darkness of the tunnel, digging my fingers into the cracks on either side of that massive block. For hours, two sleeping while one worked we had chiseled at it, widening the crevices, carving a grip, loosening it from the bed in which it had been set a lifetime before. My numbed fingers seemed to become part of the cold stone. Dunard was tugging at me, begging me to give him his chance. Then the great block shifted in its bed, tilted and slid crushingly against me. Barely in time I slipped out from under it, then I was leaning over its slimy mass, Smirnoff’s torch in my hand, peering into the black cavern beyond. The round beam of the torch wavered across mouldering straw—across dripping, fungus-feathered walls. It centered on a face, huge-nosed, topped with matted red hair.


  It was Donegan!


  We fed him while Dunard hacked at the gyves that held him spread-eagled against the wall. As he grew stronger he talked—answering my questions—telling of things that grew too horribly clear in the light of past happenings. At last we parted, Dunard and Smirnoff to carry word to the Brotherhood of the Cross—Donegan and I into the donjon-keep of Nicholas Svadin!


  The guard at the cell door died as other guards have died before; we had no choice. I remembered those voices which were only fingers tap, tap, tapping through stone. I knew what those buried men would do if only they could—and gave them their chance. We were a little army in ourselves when we charged up the great central staircase of Svadin’s castle against the grim line of faithful guards. At the landing they held us—and outside, battling in the gardens beyond the great doors, we could hear the gunfire of that last stand of our Brotherhood against ignorance and fear. We thought then that Dunard and Smirnoff had won through, had given their message to those who could light the flame of revolt. We did not know that they were cut down before they could reach our forces. But armed with what we could find or wrest from the men who opposed us, we charged up that broad staircase into the face of their fire, burst over them and beat them down as a peasant flails wheat, turned their machine gun on their fleeing backs and mowed them down in a long, heaped windrow strewn down the length of the corridor to Svadin’s door.


  We stood there at the head of the stairs, behind the gun, staring at that door—half-naked, filthy, caked with blood. There was a great, breathless silence broken only by the patter of gunfire in the courtyard outside, muffled by the walls. Then Donegan picked up the gun and stepped over the crumpled body of a guard. His bare feet slapped on the cold stone of the hall and behind him our footsteps echoed, in perfect time, drumming the death-roll of Nicholas Svadin. We came to the door—and it opened!


  Heinrich Sturm stood there. Sturm—grown bent and little. Sturm with horror in his eyes, with horror twisting his face and blood streaming down his chest from a ripped-out throat. Sturm—babbling blood-choked German words, tottering, crumpling at our feet, who stood staring over him into the great, dark room beyond, at Svadin, red-mouthed, standing beside the great canopied bed, at the ten foul things that stood behind him!


  Donegan’s machine-gun sprayed death over the bleeding body of Zoologist Heinrich Wilhelm Sturm. Soft slugs ploughed into the soft body of Nicholas Svadin, into the bodies of the ten things at his feet. He shook at their impact, and the pallid flesh ripped visibly where they hit, but he only stood and laughed—laughed as the God of Gold had laughed, in a voice that meant death and doom to the human race!


  Laughed and came striding at us across the room with his hell-pack trotting at his heels.


  There are fears that can surpass all courage. That fear drenched us then. We ran—Donegan with his gun like a child in his arms, I with old Heinrich Sturm dragging like a wet sack behind me, the others like ragged, screaming ghosts. We stumbled over the windrows of dead in the corridor, down those sweeping stairs into the lower hall, through the open doors into the courtyard. We stood, trapped between death and death.


  A hundred men remained of the Brotherhood of the Cross. They were huddled in a knot in the center of the court, surrounded by the host who were faithful to fear, and to Svadin. As we burst through the great doors of the castle, led by the naked, haggard, flaming-haired figure of Jim Donegan, every eye turned to us—every hand fell momentarily from its work of killing. Then miraculously old Heinrich Sturm was struggling up in my arms, was shouting in German, in his babbling, blood-choked voice, and in the throng other voices in other languages were taking up his cry, translating it—sending it winging on:


  “He is no god! He is from Hell—a fiend from Hell! Vampire—eater of men! He—and his cursed spawn!”


  They knew him, every one. They knew him for Svadin’s intimate—the man who spoke with Svadin’s voice and gave his orders to the world. They heard what he said—and in the doorway they saw Svadin himself.


  He was naked, as he had stood when that door swung open and Sturm came stumbling through. He was corpse-white, blotched with the purple-yellow of decay, bloated with the gases of death. Svadin—undead—unhuman—and around his feet ten gibbering simulacra of himself—ten pulpy, fish-white monsters of his flesh, their slit-mouths red with the lapped blood of Heinrich Sturm!


  He stood there, spread-legged, above the crowd. His glassy eyes stared down on the bloody, upturned faces, and the stump of his hacked arm pounded on his hairless breast where the line of bullet-marks showed like a purple ribbon. His vast voice thundered down at them, and it was like the bellowing of a lusting bull:


  “I am Nicholas Svadin!”


  And in hideous, mocking echo the ten dwarfed horrors piped after him:


  “I am Nicholas Svadin!”


  In my arms old Heinrich Sturm lay staring at the Thing whose slave and more than slave he had been, and his old lips whispered five words before his head sagged down in death. Red Jim Donegan heard them and shouted them for the world to hear. Svadin heard, and if that dead-man’s face could show expression, fear sloughed over it, and his thick red lips parted in a grin of terror over yellowed fangs.


  “Burn him! Fire is clean!”


  I caught up the body of Heinrich Sturm and ran with it, out of the path of the mob that surged up the castle steps, Jim Donegan at their head. Svadin’s splayed feet sounded across the floor of the great hall, his hell-brood pattering after him. Then the crowd caught them and I heard the spat of clubbed fists on soft flesh, and a great roaring scream of fury went up over the yammer of the mob.


  They tore the little fiends to shreds and still they lived. They bound the Thing that had been Svadin and carried him, battered and twisting, into the courtyard. They built a pyre in the streets of Budapest, and when the flames licked high they cast him in, his hell-spawn with him, and watched with avid eyes as he writhed and crisped, and listened to his screaming. The beast is in every man when hate and fear are roused. Far into the night, when Svadin and his brood were ashes underfoot, the mad crowd surged and fought through the streets, looting, burning, ravening.


  When Svadin died, four men had ruled the world. Today four men rule a world that is better because Svadin rose from the dead that day in Budapest, that is free because of his inhuman tyranny. Moorehead—Nasuki—Rasmussen—Corregio. Red Jim Donegan is a hero, and I and a hundred other living men, but none pays homage to dead old Heinrich Wilhelm Sturm. He was too long identified with Nicholas Svadin for men to love him now.


  What we know of Svadin, and of other things, Sturm had learned, little by little, through the years. He told certain things to Donegan, before Svadin grew suspicious and ordered the American’s death. It was Heinrich Sturm’s mercy that won Donegan a cell instead of a bullet or the knife, or even worse. For somewhere during his association with the perverted dregs of Europe’s royal courts the reborn Svadin had acquired, among other things, a taste for human blood and human flesh.


  “All I know is what Sturm told me,” Donegan says. “The old man was pretty shrewd, and what he didn’t know he guessed—and I reckon he guessed close. It was curiosity made him stay on with Svadin—first off, anyway. Afterwards he knew too much to get away.


  “There must have been spores of life, so Sturm said. There was a Swede by the name of Arrhenius—back years ago—who thought that life might travel from planet to planet in spores so small that light could push them through space. He said that a spore-dust from ferns and moss and fungus, and things like bacteria that were very small, could pass from world to world that way. And he figured there might be spores of pure life drifting around out there in space between the stars, and that whenever they fall on a planet, life would start there.


  “That’s what happened to us, according to the old man. There were three spores that fell here, all within a short time of each other. One fell in the sea, and it brought the Sea-Thing to life, made mostly of complex molecules of colloidal water and salts out of the sea-ooze where the spore fell. It could grow by sucking up water, but it needed those salts from decomposed, organic things too. That’s why it attacked cities, where there was plenty of food for it.


  “The second spore fell on quartz—maybe in some kind of colloidal gel, like they find sometimes in the hard stuff. There was gold there, and the Thing that came alive was what I saw, and what the Indians thought was one of their old gods come to life again—the god of gold and crystal. Svadin killed it with some radium compound that he invented.


  “The third seed fell on Svadin and brought him to life. He wasn’t a man, really, but he had all the organs and things that a man would have. He had the same memories in his brain, and the same traits of character, until other things rooted them out. He came to life—but to stay alive he had to be different from other men. He had embalming fluid instead of blood, and wax in his skin, and things like that, and he had to replace them the way we eat food to replace our tissues. When he changed, it was in ways a dead man would change, except that he used his brain better and more logically than any live man ever did. He had to learn how a man would act, and he had some willing enough teachers to show him the rotten along with the good.


  “Those other things grew as they fed, and so did Svadin, but he was more complex than they were—more nearly like men. Where they grew, he reproduced, like the simplest kinds of living things, by budding off duplicates of himself, out of his own flesh. It was like a hydra—like a vegetable—like anything but a man. Maybe you noticed, too—a couple of those things that grew after he lost his arm in Rio, had only one arm too. They were him, in a way. They called his name when he did, there at the last . . .”


  The sweat is standing out on his weather-beaten forehead as he remembers it. I see the vision that he does—those ten miniature Svadins growing, budding in their turn, peopling the Earth anew with a race of horrors made in mockery of man. He reaches for the bottle at his elbow:


  “We’ve seen Nature—the Universe—spawning,” he says. “Maybe it’s happened on Earth before; maybe it’ll happen again. Probably we, and all the other living things on Earth got started that way, millions of years ago. For a while, maybe, there were all kinds of abortive monsters roaming around the world, killing each other off the way Svadin killed the Sea-Thing and the God of Gold. They were new and simple—they reproduced by dividing, or budding, or crystallizing, and it was hard to kill them except with something like fire that would destroy the life-germs in them. After a while, when the seed of life in them would be pretty well diluted, it would be easier. Anyway, that’s how I figure it.


  “Svadin looked human, at first, but he wasn’t—ever. What he was, no one knows. Not even old Sturm. It’s pretty hard to imagine what kind of thoughts and feelings a living dead man would have. He had some hang-over memories from the time he was really Svadin, so he started in to fix over the world. Maybe he thought men were his own kind, at first—at least, they looked like him. He fixed it, all right—only, after a while there wasn’t anything human left in him, and he began to plan things the way a machine would, to fit him and the race he was spawning. It’s no more than we’ve done since Time began—killing animals and each other to get what we want, eating away the Earth to get at her metals, and oil, and so on. The God of Gold was kin to the Earth, in a way, and I guess he resented seeing her cut up by a lot of flesh and blood animals like us.


  “I said he learned some of our perversions. Once someone had taught him a thing like that, and he liked it, it became part of the heritage that he passed down to future generations. Somehow he got the taste for flesh—raw flesh—humans were just like another animal to him. After Sturm stopped being useful to him, he attacked the old man too.


  “You see—he had a human brain, and he could think like a man, and scheme and sense danger to his plans. Only—he didn’t ever really understand human psychology. He was like an amoeba, or a polyp, and I don’t guess they have emotions. He didn’t understand religion, and the feeling people had that he was a kind of god. He used it—but when awe turned into hate, and people thought of him as a devil instead of a god, they treated him like one. They burned him the way their ancestors burned witches!”


  He tosses down a shot of rye and wipes his lips. “Next time it happens,” he says, “I’m going to be drunk. And this time I’ll stay drunk!”


  ST. DRAGON AND THE GEORGE


  Gordon R. Dickson


  I


  A trifle diffidently, Jim Eckert rapped with his claw on the blue-painted door.


  Silence.


  He knocked again. There was the sound of a hasty step inside the small, oddly peak-roofed house and the door was snatched open. A thin-faced old man with a tall pointed cap and a long, rather dingy-looking white beard peered out, irritably.


  “Sorry, not my day for dragons!” he snapped. “Come back next Tuesday.” He slammed the door.


  It was too much. It was the final straw. Jim Eckert sat down on his haunches with a dazed thump. The little forest clearing with its impossible little pool tinkling away like Chinese glass wind chimes in the background, its well-kept greensward with the white gravel path leading to the door before him, and the riotous flower beds of asters, tulips, zinnias, roses and lilies-of-the-valley all equally impossibly in bloom at the same time about the white finger-post labeled s. carolinus and pointing at the house—it all whirled about him. It was more than flesh and blood could bear. At any minute now he would go completely insane and imagine he was a peanut or a cocker spaniel. Grottwold Hanson had wrecked them all. Dr. Howells would have to get another teaching assistant for his English Department. Angie . . .


  Angie!


  Jim pounded on the door again. It was snatched open.


  “Dragon!” cried S. Carolinus, furiously. “How would you like to be a beetle?”


  “But I’m not a dragon,” said Jim, desperately.


  The magician stared at him for a long minute, then threw up his beard with both hands in a gesture of despair, caught some of it in his teeth as it fell down and began to chew on it fiercely.


  “Now where,” he demanded, “did a dragon acquire the brains to develop the imagination to entertain the illusion that he is not a dragon? Answer me, O Ye Powers!”


  “The information is psychically, though not physiologically correct,” replied a deep bass voice out of thin air beside them and some five feet off the ground. Jim, who had taken the question to be rhetorical, started convulsively.


  “Is that so?” S. Carolinus peered at Jim with new interest. “Hmm.” He spat out a hair or two. “Come in, Anomaly—or whatever you call yourself.”


  Jim squeezed in through the door and found himself in a large single room. It was a clutter of mismatched furniture and odd bits of alchemical equipment.


  “Hmm,” said S. Carolinus, closing the door and walking once around Jim, thoughtfully. “If you aren’t a dragon, what are you?”


  “Well, my real name’s Jim Eckert,” said Jim. “But I seem to be in the body of a dragon named Gorbash.”


  “And this disturbs you. So you’ve come to me. How nice,” said the magician, bitterly. He winced, massaged his stomach and closed his eyes. “Do you know anything that’s good for a perpetual stomach-ache? Of course not. Go on.”


  “Well, I want to get back to my real body. And take Angie with me. She’s my fiancée and I can send her back but I can’t send myself back at the same time. You see this Grottwold Hanson—well, maybe I better start from the beginning.”


  “Brilliant suggestion, Gorbash,” said Carolinus. “Or whatever your name is,” he added.


  “Well,” said Jim. Carolinus winced. Jim hurried on. “I teach at a place called Riveroak College in the United States—you’ve never heard of it—”


  “Go on, go on,” said Carolinus.


  “That is, I’m a teaching assistant. Dr. Howells, who heads the English Department, promised me an instructorship over a year ago. But he’s never come through with it; and Angie—Angie Gilman, my fiancée—”


  “You mentioned her.”


  “Yes—well, we were having a little fight. That is, we were arguing about my going to ask Howells whether he was going to give me the instructor’s rating for next year or not. I didn’t think I should; and she didn’t think we could get married—well, anyway, in came Grottwold Hanson.”


  “In where came who?”


  “Into the Campus Bar and Grille. We were having a drink there. Hanson used to go with Angie. He’s a graduate student in psychology. A long, thin geek that’s just as crazy as he looks. He’s always getting wound up in some new odd-ball organization or other—”


  “Dictionary!” interrupted Carolinus, suddenly. He opened his eyes as an enormous volume appeared suddenly poised in the air before him. He massaged his stomach. “Ouch,” he said. The pages of the volume began to flip rapidly back and forth before his eyes. “Don’t mind me,” he said to Jim. “Go on.”


  “—This time it was the Bridey Murphy craze. Hypnotism. Well—”


  “Not so fast,” said Carolinus. “Bridey Murphy . . . Hypnotism . . . yes . . .”


  “Oh, he talked about the ego wandering, planes of reality, on and on like that. He offered to hypnotize one of us and show us how it worked. Angie was mad at me, so she said yes. I went off to the bar. I was mad. When I turned around, Angie was gone. Disappeared.”


  “Vanished?” said Carolinus.


  “Vanished. I blew my top at Hanson. She must have wandered, he said, not merely the ego, but all of her. Bring her back, I said. I can’t, he said. It seemed she wanted to go back to the time of St. George and the Dragon. When men were men and would speak up to their bosses about promotions. Hanson’d have to send someone else back to rehypnotize her and send her back home. Like an idiot I said I’d go. Ha! I might’ve known he’d goof. He couldn’t do anything right if he was paid for it. I landed in the body of this dragon.”


  “And the maiden?”


  “Oh, she landed here, too. Centuries off the mark. A place where there actually were such things as dragons—fantastic.”


  “Why?” said Carolinus.


  “Well, I mean—anyway,” said Jim, hurriedly. “The point is, they’d already got her—the dragons, I mean. A big brute named Anark had found her wandering around and put her in a cage. They were having a meeting in a cave about deciding what to do with her. Anark wanted to stake her out for a decoy, so they could capture a lot of the local people—only the dragons called people georges—”


  “They’re quite stupid, you know,” said Carolinus, severely, looking up from the dictionary. “There’s only room for one name in their head at a time. After the Saint made such an impression on them his name stuck.”


  “Anyway, they were all yelling at once. They’ve got tremendous voices.”


  “Yes, you have,” said Carolinus, pointedly.


  “Oh, sorry,” said Jim. He lowered his voice. “I tried to argue that we ought to hold Angie for ransom—” He broke off suddenly. “Say,” he said. “I never thought of that. Was I talking dragon, then? What am I talking now? Dragons don’t talk English, do they?”


  “Why not?” demanded Carolinus, grumpily. “If they’re British dragons?”


  “But I’m not a dragon—I mean—”


  “But you are here!” snapped Carolinus. “You and this maiden of yours. Since all the rest of you was translated here, don’t you suppose your ability to speak understandably was translated, too? Continue.”


  “There’s not much more,” said Jim gloomily. “I was losing the argument and then this very big, old dragon spoke up on my side. Hold Angie for ransom, he said. And they listened to him. It seems he swings a lot of weight among them. He’s a great-uncle of me—of this Gorbash who’s body I’m in—and I’m his only surviving relative. They penned Angie up in a cave and he sent me off to the Tinkling Water here, to find you and have you open negotiations for ransom. Actually, on the side he told me to tell you to make the terms easy on the georges—I mean humans; he wants the dragons to work toward good relations with them. He’s afraid the dragons are in danger of being wiped out. I had a chance to double back and talk to Angie alone. We thought you might be able to send us both back.”


  He stopped rather out of breath, and looked hopefully at Carolinus. The magician was chewing thoughtfully on his beard.


  “Smrgol,” he muttered. “Now there’s an exception to the rule. Very bright for a dragon. Also experienced. Hmm.”


  “Can you help us?” demanded Jim. “Look, I can show you—”


  Carolinus sighed, closed his eyes, winced and opened them again.


  “Let me see if I’ve got it straight,” he said. “You had a dispute with this maiden to whom you’re betrothed. To spite you, she turned to this third-rate practitioner, who mistakenly exorcized her from the United States (whenever in the cosmos that is) to here, further compounding his error by sending you back in spirit only to inhabit the body of Gorbash. The maiden is in the hands of the dragons and you have been sent to me by your great-uncle Smrgol.”


  “That’s sort of it,” said Jim dubiously, “only—”


  “You wouldn’t,” said Carolinus, “care to change your story to something simpler and more reasonable—like being a prince changed into a dragon by some wicked fairy stepmother? Oh, my poor stomach! No?” He sighed. “All right, that’ll be five hundred pounds of gold, or five pounds of rubies, in advance.”


  “B-but—” Jim goggled at him. “But I don’t have any gold—or rubies.”


  “What? What kind of a dragon are you?” cried Carolinus, glaring at him. “Where’s your hoard?”


  “I suppose this Gorbash has one,” stammered Jim, unhappily. “But I don’t know anything about it.”


  “Another charity patient,” muttered Carolinus, furiously. He shook his fist at empty space. “What’s wrong with the auditing department? Well?”


  “Sorry,” said the invisible bass voice.


  “That’s the third in two weeks. See it doesn’t happen again for another ten days.” He turned to Jim. “No means of payment?”


  “No. Wait—” said Jim. “This stomach-ache of yours. It might be an ulcer. Does it go away between meals?”


  “As a matter of fact, it does. Ulcer?”


  “High-strung people working under nervous tension get them back where I come from.”


  “People?” inquired Carolinus suspiciously. “Or dragons?”


  “There aren’t any dragons where I come from.”


  “All right, all right, I believe you,” said Carolinus, testily. “You don’t have to stretch the truth like that. How do you exorcise them?”


  “Milk,” said Jim. “A glass every hour for a month or two.”


  “Milk,” said Carolinus. He held out his hand to the open air and received a small tankard of it. He drank it off, making a face. After a moment, the face relaxed into a smile.


  “By the Powers!” he said. “By the Powers!” He turned to Jim, beaming. “Congratulations, Gorbash, I’m beginning to believe you about that college business after all. The bovine nature of the milk quite smothers the ulcer-demon. Consider me paid.”


  “Oh, fine. I’ll go get Angie and you can hypnotize—”


  “What?” cried Carolinus. “Teach your grandmother to suck eggs. Hypnotize! Ha! And what about the First Law of Magic, eh?”


  “The what?” said Jim.


  “The First Law—the First Law—didn’t they teach you anything in that college? Forgotten it already, I see. Oh, this younger generation! The First Law: for every use of the Art and Science, there is required a corresponding price. Why do I live by my fees instead of by conjurations? Why does a magic potion have a bad taste? Why did this Hanson-amateur of yours get you all into so much trouble?”


  “I don’t know,” said Jim. “Why?”


  “No credit! No credit!” barked Carolinus, flinging his skinny arms wide. “Why, I wouldn’t have tried what he did without ten years credit with the auditing department, and I am a Master of the Arts. As it was, he couldn’t get anything more than your spirit back, after sending the maiden complete. And the fabric of Chance and History is all warped and ready to spring back and cause all kinds of trouble. We’ll have to give a little, take a little—”


  “GORBASH!” A loud thud outside competed with the dragon-bellow.


  “And here we go,” said Carolinus dourly. “It’s already starting.” He led the way outside. Sitting on the greensward just beyond the flower beds was an enormous old dragon Jim recognized as the great-uncle of the body he was in—Smrgol.


  “Greetings, Mage!” boomed the old dragon, dropping his head to the ground in salute. “You may not remember me. Name’s Smrgol—you remember the business about that ogre I fought at Gormely Keep? I see my grandnephew got to you all right.”


  “Ah, Smrgol—I remember,” said Carolinus. “That was a good job you did.”


  “He had a habit of dropping his club head after a swing,” said Smrgol. “I noticed it along about the fourth hour of battle and the next time he tried it, went in over his guard. Tore up the biceps of his right arm. Then—”


  “I remember,” Carolinus said. “So this is your nephew.”


  “Grandnephew,” corrected Smrgol. “Little thick-headed and all that,” he added apologetically, “but my own flesh and blood, you know.”


  “You may notice some slight improvement in him,” said Carolinus, dryly.


  “I hope so,” said Smrgol, brightening. “Any change, a change for the better, you know. But I’ve bad news, Mage. You know that inchworm of an Anark?”


  “The one that found the maiden in the first place?”


  “That’s right. Well, he’s stolen her again and run off.”


  “What?” cried Jim.


  He had forgotten the capabilities of a dragon’s voice. Carolinus tottered, the flowers and grass lay flat, and even Smrgol winced.


  “My boy,” said the old dragon reproachfully. “How many times must I tell you not to shout. I said, Anark stole the george.”


  “He means Angie!” cried Jim desperately to Carolinus.


  “I know,” said Carolinus, with his hands over his ears.


  “You’re sneezing again,” said Smrgol, proudly. He turned to Carolinus. “You wouldn’t believe it. A dragon hasn’t sneezed in a hundred and ninety years. This boy did it the first moment he set eyes on the george. The others couldn’t believe it. Sign of brains, I said. Busy brains make the nose itch. Our side of the family—”


  “Angie!”


  “See there? All right now, boy, you’ve shown us you can do it. Let’s get down to business. How much to locate Anark and the george, Mage?”


  They dickered like rug-pedlars for several minutes, finally settling on a price of four pounds of gold, one of silver, and a flawed emerald. Carolinus got a small vial of water from the Tinkling Spring and searched among the grass until he found a small sandy open spot. He bent over it and the two dragons sat down to watch.


  “Quiet now,” he warned. “I’m going to try a watch-beetle. Don’t alarm it.”


  Jim held his breath. Carolinus tilted the vial in his hand and the crystal water fell in three drops—Tink! Tink! And again—Tink! The sand darkened with the moisture and began to work as if something was digging from below. A hole widened, black insect legs busily in action flickered, and an odd-looking beetle popped itself halfway out of the hole. Its forelimbs waved in the air and a little squeaky voice, like a cracked phonograph record repeating itself far away over a bad telephone connection, came to Jim’s ears.


  “Gone to the Loathly Tower! Gone to the Loathly Tower! Gone to the Loathly Tower!”


  It popped back out of sight. Carolinus straightened up and Jim breathed again.


  “The Loathly Tower!” said Smrgol. “Isn’t that that ruined tower to the west, in the fens, Mage? Why, that’s the place that loosed the blight on the mere-dragons five hundred years ago.”


  “It’s a place of old magic,” said Carolinus, grimly. “These places are like ancient sores on the land, scabbed over for a while but always breaking out with new evil when—the twisting of the Fabric by these two must have done it. The evilness there has drawn the evil in Anark to it—lesser to greater, according to the laws of nature. I’ll meet you two there. Now, I must go set other forces in motion.”


  He began to twirl about. His speed increased rapidly until he was nothing but a blur. Then suddenly, he faded away like smoke; and was gone, leaving Jim staring at the spot where he had been.


  A poke in the side brought Jim back to the ordinary world.


  “Wake up, boy. Don’t dally!” the voice of Smrgol bellowed in his ear. “We got flying to do. Come on!”


  II


  The old dragon’s spirit was considerably younger than this body. It turned out to be a four hour flight to the fens on the west seacoast. For the first hour or so Smrgol flew along energetically enough, meanwhile tracing out the genealogy of the mere-dragons and their relationship to himself and Gorbash; but gradually his steady flow of chatter dwindled and became intermittent. He tried to joke about his long-gone battle with the Ogre of Gormely Keep, but even this was too much and he fell silent with labored breath and straining wings. After a short but stubborn argument, Jim got him to admit that he would perhaps be better off taking a short breather and then coming on a little later. Smrgol let out a deep gasping sigh and dropped away from Jim in weary spirals. Jim saw him glide to an exhausted landing amongst the purple gorse of the moors below and lie there, sprawled out.


  Jim continued on alone. A couple of hours later the moors dropped down a long land-slope to the green country of the fenland. Jim soared out over its spongy, grass-thick earth, broken into causeways and islands by the blue water, which in shallow bays and inlets was itself thick-choked with reeds and tall marsh grass. Flocks of water fowl rose here and there like eddying smoke from the glassy surface of one mere and drifted over to settle on another a few hundred yards away. Their cries came faintly to his dragon-sensitive ears and a line of heavy clouds was piling up against the sunset in the west.


  He looked for some sign of the Loathly Tower, but the fenland stretched away to a faint blue line that was probably the sea, without showing sign of anything not built by nature. Jim was beginning to wonder uneasily if he had not gotten himself lost when his eye was suddenly caught by the sight of a dragon-shape nosing at something on one of the little islands amongst the meres.


  Anark! he thought. And Angie!


  He did not wait to see more. He nosed over and went into a dive like a jet fighter, sights locked on Target Dragon.


  It was a good move. Unfortunately Gorbash-Jim, having about the weight and wingspread of a small flivver airplane, made a comparable amount of noise when he was in a dive, assuming the plane’s motor to be shut off. Moreover, the dragon on the ground had evidently had experience with the meaning of such a sound; for, without even looking, he went tumbling head over tail out of the way just as Jim slammed into the spot where, a second before, he had been.


  The other dragon rolled over onto his feet, sat up, took one look at Jim, and began to wail.


  “It’s not fair! It’s not fair!” he cried in a (for a dragon) remarkably high-pitched voice. “Just because you’re bigger than I am. And I’m all horned up. It’s the first good one I’ve been able to kill in months and you don’t need it, not at all. You’re big and fat and I’m so weak and thin and hungry—”


  Jim blinked and stared. What he had thought to be Angie, lying in the grass, now revealed itself to be an old and rather stringy-looking cow, badly bitten up and with a broken neck.


  “It’s just my luck!” the other dragon was weeping. He was less than three-quarters Jim’s size and so emaciated he appeared on the verge of collapse. “Everytime I get something good, somebody takes it away. All I ever get to eat is fish—”


  “Hold on,” said Jim.


  “Fish, fish, fish. Cold, nasty fi—”


  “Hold on, I say! SHUT UP!” bellowed Jim, in Gorbash’s best voice.


  The other dragon stopped his wailing as suddenly as if his switch had been shut off.


  “Yes, sir,” he said, timidly.


  “What’s the matter? I’m not going to take this from you.”


  The other dragon tittered uncertainly.


  “I’m not,” said Jim. “It’s your cow. All yours.”


  “He-he-he!” said the other dragon. “You certainly are a card, your honor.”


  “Blast it, I’m serious!” cried Jim. “What’s your name, anyway?”


  “Oh, well—” the other squirmed. “Oh well, you know—”


  “What’s your name?”


  “Secoh, your worship!” yelped the dragon, frightenedly. “Just Secoh. Nobody important. Just a little, unimportant mere-dragon, your highness, that’s all I am. Really!”


  “All right, Secoh, dig in. All I want is some directions.”


  “Well—if your worship really doesn’t . . .” Secoh had been sidling forward in fawning fashion. “If you’ll excuse my table manners, sir. I’m just a mere-dragon—” and he tore into the meat before him in sudden, terrified, starving fashion.


  Jim watched. Unexpectedly, his long tongue flickered out to lick his chops. His belly rumbled. He was astounded at himself. Raw meat? Off a dead animal—flesh, bones, hide and all? He took a firm grip on his appetites.


  “Er, Secoh,” he said. “I’m a stranger around these parts. I suppose you know the territory . . . Say, how does that cow taste, anyway?”


  “Oh, terrubble—mumpf—” replied Secoh, with his mouth full. “Stringy—old. Good enough for a mere-dragon like myself, but not—”


  “Well, about these directions—”


  “Yes, your highness?”


  “I think . . . you know it’s your cow . . .”


  “That’s what your honor said,” replied Secoh, cautiously.


  “But I just wonder . . . you know I’ve never tasted a cow like that.”


  Secoh muttered something despairingly under his breath.


  “What?” said Jim.


  “I said,” said Secoh, resignedly, “wouldn’t your worship like to t-taste it—”


  “Not if you’re going to cry about it,” said Jim.


  “I bit my tongue.”


  “Well, in that case . . .” Jim walked up and sank his teeth in the shoulder of the carcass. Rich juices trickled enticingly over his tongue . . .


  Some little time later he and Secoh sat back polishing bones with the rough uppers of their tongues which were as abrasive as steel files.


  “Did you get enough to eat, Secoh?” asked Jim.


  “More than enough, sir,” replied the mere-dragon, staring at the white skeleton with a wild and famished eye. “Although, if your exaltedness doesn’t mind, I’ve a weakness for marrow . . .” He picked up a thighbone and began to crunch it like a stick of candy.


  “Now,” said Jim. “About this Loathly Tower. Where is it?”


  “The wh-what?” stammered Secoh, dropping the thighbone.


  “The Loathly Tower. It’s in the fens. You know of it, don’t you?”


  “Oh, sir! Yes, sir. But you wouldn’t want to go there, sir! Not that I’m presuming to give your lordship advice—” cried Secoh, in a suddenly high and terrified voice.


  “No, no,” soothed Jim. “What are you so upset about?”


  “Well—of course I’m only a timid little mere-dragon. But it’s a terrible place, the Loathly Tower, your worship, sir.”


  “How? Terrible?”


  “Well—well, it just is.” Secoh cast an unhappy look around him. “It’s what spoiled all of us, you know, five hundred years ago. We used to be like other dragons—oh, not so big and handsome as you are, sir. Then, after that, they say it was the Good got the upper hand and the Evil in the Tower was vanquished and the Tower itself ruined. But it didn’t help us mere-dragons any, and I wouldn’t go there if I was your worship, I really wouldn’t.”


  “But what’s so bad? What sort of thing is it?”


  “Well, I wouldn’t say there was any real thing there. Nothing your worship could put a claw on. It’s just strange things go to it and strange things come out of it; and lately . . .”


  “Lately what?”


  “Nothing—nothing, really, your excellency!” cried Secoh. “You illustriousness shouldn’t catch a worthless little mere-dragon up like that. I only meant, lately the Tower’s seemed more fearful than ever. That’s all.”


  “Probably your imagination,” said Jim, shortly. “Anyway, where is it?”


  “You have to go north about five miles.” While they had eaten and talked, the sunset had died. It was almost dark now; and Jim had to strain his eyes through the gloom to see the mere-dragon’s foreclaw, pointing away across the mere. “To the Great Causeway. It’s a wide lane of solid ground running east and west through the fens. You follow it west to the Tower. The Tower stands on a rock overlooking the sea-edge.”


  “Five miles . . .” said Jim. He considered the soft grass on which he lay. His armored body seemed undisturbed by the temperature, whatever it was. “I might as well get some sleep. See you in the morning, Secoh.” He obeyed a sudden, bird-like instinct and tucked his ferocious head and long neck back under one wing.


  “Whatever your excellency desires . . .” the mere-dragon’s muffled voice came distantly to his ear. “Your excellency has only to call and I’ll be immediately available . . .”


  The words faded out on Jim’s ear, as he sank into sleep like a heavy stone into deep, dark waters.


  When he opened his eyes, the sun was up. He sat up himself, yawned, and blinked.


  Secoh was gone. So were the leftover bones.


  “Blast!” said Jim. But the morning was too nice for annoyance. He smiled at his mental picture of Secoh carefully gathering the bones in fearful silence, and sneaking them away.


  The smile did not last long. When he tried to take off in a northerly direction, as determined by reference to the rising sun, he found he had charley horses in both the huge wing-muscles that swelled out under the armor behind his shoulders. The result of course, of yesterday’s heavy exercise. Grumbling, he was forced to proceed on foot; and four hours later, very hot, muddy and wet, he pulled his weary body up onto the broad east-and-west-stretching strip of land which must, of necessity, be the Great Causeway. It ran straight as a Roman road through the meres, several feet higher than the rest of the fenland, and was solid enough to support good-sized trees. Jim collapsed in the shade of one with a heartfelt sigh.


  He awoke to the sound of someone singing. He blinked and lifted his head. Whatever the earlier verses of the song had been, Jim had missed them; but the approaching baritone voice now caroled the words of the chorus merrily and clearly to his ear:


  “A right good sword, a constant mind


  A trusty spear and true!


  The dragons of the mere shall find


  What Nevile-Smythe can do!”


  The tune and words were vaguely familiar. Jim sat up for a better look and a knight in full armor rode into view on a large white horse through the trees. Then everything happened at once. The knight saw him, the visor of his armor came down with a clang, his long spear seemed to jump into his mailed hand and the horse under him leaped into a gallop, heading for Jim. Gorbash’s reflexes took over. They hurled Jim straight up into the air, where his punished wing muscles cracked and faltered. He was just able to manage enough of a fluttering flop to throw himself into the upper branches of a small tree nearby.


  The knight skidded his horse to a stop below and looked up through the spring-budded branches. He tilted his visor back to reveal a piercing pair of blue eyes, a rather hawk-like nose and a jutting generous chin, all assembled into a clean-shaven young man’s face. He looked eagerly up at Jim.


  “Come down,” he said.


  “No thanks,” said Jim, hanging firmly to the tree. There was a slight pause as they both digested the situation.


  “Dashed caitiff mere-dragon!” said the knight finally, with annoyance.


  “I’m not a mere-dragon,” said Jim.


  “Oh, don’t talk rot!” said the knight.


  “I’m not,” repeated Jim. He thought a minute. “I’ll bet you can’t guess who I really am.”


  The knight did not seem interested in guessing who Jim really was. He stood up in his stirrups and probed through the branches with his spear. The point did not quite reach Jim.


  “Damn!” Disappointedly, he lowered the spear and became thoughtful. “I can climb the dashed tree,” he muttered to himself. “But then what if he flies down and I have to fight him unhorsed, eh?”


  “Look,” called Jim, peering down—the knight looked up eagerly—“if you’ll listen to what I’ve to say, first.”


  The knight considered.


  “Fair enough,” he said, finally. “No pleas for mercy, now!”


  “No, no,” said Jim.


  “Because I shan’t grant them, dammit! It’s not in my vows. Widows and orphans and honorable enemies on the field of battle. But not dragons.”


  “No. I just want to convince you who I really am.”


  “I don’t give a blasted farthing who you really are.”


  “You will,” said Jim. “Because I’m not really a dragon at all. I’ve just been—uh—enchanted into a dragon.”


  The man on the ground looked skeptical.


  “Really,” said Jim, slipping a little in the tree. “You know S. Carolinus, the magician? I’m as human as you are.”


  “Heard of him,” grunted the knight. “You’ll say he put you under?”


  “No, he’s the one who’s going to change me back—as soon as I can find the lady I’m—er—betrothed to. A real dragon ran off with her. I’m after him. Look at me. Do I look like one of these scrawny mere-dragons?”


  “Hmm,” said the knight. He rubbed his hooked nose thoughtfully.


  “Carolinus found she’s at the Loathly Tower. I’m on my way there.”


  The knight stared.


  “The Loathly Tower?” he echoed.


  “Exactly,” said Jim, firmly. “And now you know, your honor as knight and gentleman demands you don’t hamper my rescue efforts.”


  The knight continued to think it over for a long moment or two. He was evidently not the sort to be rushed into things.


  “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” he said at last.


  “Hold your sword up. I’ll swear on the cross of its hilt.”


  “But if you’re a dragon, what’s the good in that? Dragons don’t have souls, dammit!”


  “No,” said Jim, “but a Christian gentleman has; and if I’m a Christian gentleman, I wouldn’t dare forswear myself like that, would I?”


  The knight struggled visibly with this logic for several seconds. Finally, he gave up.


  “Oh, well . . .” He held up his sword by the point and let Jim swear on it. Then he put the sword back in its sheath as Jim descended. “Well,” he said, still a little doubtfully, “I suppose, under the circumstances, we ought to introduce ourselves. You know my arms?”


  Jim looked at the shield which the other swung around for his inspection. It showed a wide X of silver—like a cross lying over sideways—on a red background and above some sort of black animal in profile which seemed to be lying down between the X’s bottom legs.


  “The gules, a saltire argent, of course,” went on the knight, “are the Nevile of Raby arms. My father, as a cadet of the house, differenced with a hart lodged sable—you see it there at the bottom. Naturally, as his heir, I carry the family arms.”


  “Nevile-Smythe,” said Jim, remembering the name from the song.


  “Sir Reginald, knight bachelor. And you, sir?”


  “Why, uh . . .” Jim clutched frantically at what he knew of heraldry. “I bear—in my proper body, that is—”


  “Quite.”


  “A . . . gules, a typewriter argent, on a desk sable. Eckert, Sir James—uh—knight bachelor. Baron of—er—Riveroak.”


  Nevile-Smythe was knitting his brows.


  “Typewriter . . .” he was muttering, “typewriter . . .”


  “A local beast, rather like a griffin,” said Jim, hastily. “We have a lot of them in Riveroak—that’s in America, a land over the sea to the west. You may not have heard of it.”


  “Can’t say that I have. Was it there you were enchanted into this dragon-shape?”


  “Well, yes and no. I was transported to this land by magic as was the—uh—lady Angela. When I woke here I was bedragoned.”


  “Were you?” Sir Reginald’s blue eyes bulged a little in amazement. “Angela—fair name, that! Like to meet her. Perhaps after we get this muddle cleared up, we might have a bit of a set-to on behalf of our respective ladies.”


  Jim gulped slightly.


  “Oh, you’ve got one, too?”


  “Absolutely. And she’s tremendous. The Lady Elinor—” The knight turned about in his saddle and began to fumble about his equipment. Jim, on reaching the ground, had at once started out along the causeway in the direction of the Tower, so that the knight happened to be pacing alongside him on horseback when he suddenly went into these evolutions. It seemed to bother his charger not at all. “Got her favor here someplace—half a moment—”


  “Why don’t you just tell me what it’s like?” said Jim, sympathetically.


  “Oh, well,” said Nevile-Smythe, giving up his search, “it’s a kerchief, you know. Monogrammed. E. d’C. She’s a deChauncy. It’s rather too bad, though. I’d have liked to show it to you since we’re going to the Loathly Tower together.”


  “We are?” said Jim, startled. “But—I mean, it’s my job. I didn’t think you’d want—”


  “Lord, yes,” said Nevile-Smythe, looking somewhat startled himself. “A gentleman of coat-armor like myself—and an outrage like this taking place locally. I’m no knight-errant, dash it, but I do have a decent sense of responsibility.”


  “I mean—I just meant—” stumbled Jim. “What if something happened to you? What would the Lady Elinor say?”


  “Why, what could she say?” replied Nevile-Smythe in plain astonishment. “No one but an utter rotter dodges his plain duty. Besides, there may be a chance here for me to gain a little worship. Elinor’s keen on that. She wants me to come home safe.”


  Jim blinked.


  “I don’t get it,” he said.


  “Beg pardon?”


  Jim explained his confusion.


  “Why, how do you people do things, overseas?” said Nevile-Smythe. “After we’re married and I have lands of my own, I’ll be expected to raise a company and march out at my lord’s call. If I’ve no name as a knight, I’ll be able to raise nothing but bumpkins and clodpoles who’ll desert at the first sight of steel. On the other hand, if I’ve a name, I’ll have good men coming to serve under my banner; because, you see, they know I’ll take good care of them; and by the same token they’ll take good care of me—I say, isn’t it getting dark rather suddenly?”


  Jim glanced at the sky. It was indeed—almost the dimness of twilight although it could, by rights, be no more than early afternoon yet. Glancing ahead up the Causeway, he became aware of a further phenomenon. A line seemed to be cutting across the trees and grass and even extending out over the waters of the meres on both sides. Moreover, it seemed to be moving toward them as if some heavy, invisible fluid was slowly flooding out over the low country of the fenland.


  “Why—” he began. A voice wailed suddenly from his left to interrupt him.


  “No! No! Turn back, your worship. Turn back! It’s death in there!”


  They turned their heads sharply. Secoh, the mere-dragon, sat perched on a half-drowned tussock about forty feet out in the mere.


  “Come here, Secoh!” called Jim.


  “No! No!” The invisible line was almost to the tussock. Secoh lifted heavily into the air and flapped off, crying, “Now it’s loose! It’s broken loose again. And we’re all lost . . . lost . . . lost . . .”


  His voice wailed away and was lost in the distance. Jim and Nevile-Smythe looked at each other.


  “Now, that’s one of our local dragons for you!” said the knight disgustedly. “How can a gentleman of coat armor gain honor by slaying a beast like that? The worst of it is when someone from the Midlands compliments you on being a dragon-slayer and you have to explain—”


  At that moment either they both stepped over the line, or the line moved past them—Jim was never sure which; and they both stopped, as by one common, instinctive impulse. Looking at Sir Reginald, Jim could see under the visor how the knight’s face had gone pale.


  “In manus tuas Domine,” said Nevile-Smythe, crossing himself.


  About and around them, the serest gray of winter light lay on the fens. The waters of the meres lay thick and oily, still between the shores of dull green grass. A small, cold breeze wandered through the tops of the reeds and they rattled together with a dry and distant sound like old bones cast out into a forgotten courtyard for the wind to play with. The trees stood helpless and still, their new, small leaves now pinched and faded like children aged before their time while all about and over all the heaviness of dead hope and bleak despair lay on all living things.


  “Sir James,” said the knight, in an odd tone and accents such as Jim had not heard him use before, “wot well that we have this day set our hands to no small task. Wherefore I pray thee that we should push forward, come what may for my heart faileth and I think me that it may well hap that I return not, ne no man know mine end.”


  Having said this, he immediately reverted to his usual cheerful self and swung down out of his saddle. “Clarivaux won’t go another inch, dash it!” he said. “I shall have to lead him—by the bye, did you know that mere-dragon?”


  Jim fell into step beside him and they went on again, but a little more slowly, for everything seemed an extra effort under this darkening sky.


  “I talked to him yesterday,” said Jim. “He’s not a bad sort of dragon.”


  “Oh, I’ve nothing against the beasts, myself. But one slays them when one finds them, you know.”


  “An old dragon—in fact he’s the granduncle of this body I’m in,” said Jim, “thinks that dragons and humans really ought to get together. Be friends, you know.”


  “Extraordinary thought!” said Nevile-Smythe, staring at Jim in astonishment.


  “Well, actually,” said Jim, “why not?”


  “Well, I don’t know. It just seems like it wouldn’t do.”


  “He says men and dragons might find common foes to fight together.”


  “Oh, that’s where he’s wrong, though. You couldn’t trust dragons to stick by you in a bicker. And what if your enemy had dragons of his own? They wouldn’t fight each other. No. No.”


  They fell silent. They had moved away from the grass onto flat sandy soil. There was a sterile, flinty hardness to it. It crunched under the hooves of Clarivaux, at once unyielding and treacherous.


  “Getting darker, isn’t it?” said Jim, finally.


  The light was, in fact, now down to a grayish twilight through which it was impossible to see more than a dozen feet. And it was dwindling as they watched. They had halted and stood facing each other. The light fled steadily, and faster. The dimness became blacker, and blacker—until finally the last vestige of illumination was lost and blackness, total and complete, overwhelmed them. Jim felt a gauntleted hand touch one of his forelimbs.


  “Let’s hold together,” said the voice of the knight. “Then whatever comes upon us, must come upon us all at once.”


  “Right,” said Jim. But the word sounded cold and dead in his throat.


  They stood, in silence and in lightlessness, waiting for they did not know what. And the blankness about them pressed further in on them, now that it had isolated them, nibbling at the very edges of their minds. Out of the nothingness came nothing material, but from within them crept up one by one, like blind white slugs from some bottomless pit, all their inner doubts and fears and unknown weaknesses, all the things of which they had been ashamed and which they had tucked away to forget, all the maggots of their souls.


  Jim found himself slowly, stealthily beginning to withdraw his forelimb from under the knight’s touch. He no longer trusted Nevile-Smythe—for the evil that must be in the man because of the evil he knew to be in himself. He would move away . . . off into the darkness alone . . .


  “Look!” Nevile-Smythe’s voice cried suddenly to him, distant and eerie, as if from someone already a long way off. “Look back the way we came.”


  Jim turned about. Far off in the darkness, there was a distant glimmer of light. It rolled toward them, growing as it came. They felt its power against the power of lightlessness that threatened to overwhelm them; and the horse Clarivaux stirred unseen beside them, stamped his hooves on the hard sand, and whinnied.


  “This way!” called Jim.


  “This way!” shouted Nevile-Smythe


  The light shot up suddenly in height. Like a great rod it advanced toward them and the darkness was rolling back, graying, disappearing. They heard a sound of feet close, and a sound of breathing, and then—


  It was daylight again.


  And S. Carolinus stood before them in tall hat and robes figured with strange images and signs. In his hand upright before him—as if it was blade and buckler, spear and armor all in one—he held a tall carven staff of wood.


  “By the Power!” he said. “I was in time. Look there!”


  He lifted the staff and drove it point down into the soil. It went in and stood erect like some denuded tree. His long arm pointed past them and they turned around.


  The darkness was gone. The fens lay revealed far and wide, stretching back a long way, and up ahead, meeting the thin dark line of the sea. The Causeway had risen until they now stood twenty feet above the mere-waters. Ahead to the west, the sky was ablaze with sunset. It lighted up all the fens and the end of the Causeway leading onto a long and bloody-looking hill, whereon—touched by that same dying light—there loomed above and over all, amongst great tumbled boulders, the ruined, dark and shattered shell of a Tower as black as jet.


  III


  “—why didn’t you wake us earlier, then?” asked Jim.


  It was the morning after. They had slept the night within the small circle of protection afforded by Carolinus’ staff. They were sitting up now and rubbing their eyes in the light of a sun that had certainly been above the horizon a good two hours.


  “Because,” said Carolinus. He was sipping at some more milk and he stopped to make a face of distaste. “Because we had to wait for them to catch up with us.”


  “Who? Catch up?” asked Jim.


  “If I knew who,” snapped Carolinus, handing his empty milk tankard back to the emptier air, “I would have said who. All I know is that the present pattern of Chance and History implies that two more will join our party. The same pattern implied the presence of this knight and—oh, so that’s who they are.”


  Jim turned around to follow the magician’s gaze. To his surprise, two dragon shapes were emerging from a clump of brush behind them.


  “Secoh!” cried Jim. “And—Smrgol! Why—” His voice wavered and died. The old dragon, he suddenly noticed, was limping and one wing hung a little loosely, half-drooping from its shoulder. Also, the eyelid on the same side as the loose wing and stiff leg was sagging more or less at half-mast. “Why, what happened?”


  “Oh, a bit stiff from yesterday,” huffed Smrgol, bluffly. “Probably pass off in a day or two.”


  “Stiff nothing!” said Jim, touched in spite of himself. “You’ve had a stroke.”


  “Stroke of bad luck, I’d say,” replied Smrgol, cheerfully, trying to wink his bad eye and not succeeding very well. “No, boy, it’s nothing. Look who I’ve brought along.”


  “I—I wasn’t too keen on coming,” said Secoh, shyly, to Jim. “But your granduncle can be pretty persuasive, your wo—you know.”


  “That’s right!” boomed Smrgol. “Don’t you go calling anybody your worship. Never heard of such stuff!” He turned to Jim. “And letting a george go in where he didn’t dare go himself! Boy, I said to him, don’t give me this only a mere-dragon and just a mere-dragon. Mere’s got nothing to do with what kind of dragon you are. What kind of a world would it be if we were all like that?” Smrgol mimicked (as well as his dragon-basso would let him) someone talking in a high, simpering voice. “Oh, I’m just a plowland-and-pasture dragon—you’ll have to excuse me I’m only a halfway-up-the-hill dragon—Boy!” bellowed Smrgol, “I said you’re a dragon! Remember that. And a dragon acts like a dragon or he doesn’t act at all!”


  “Hear! Hear!” said Nevile-Smythe, carried away by enthusiasm.


  “Hear that, boy? Even the george here knows that. Don’t believe I’ve met you, george,” he added, turning to the knight.


  “Nevile-Smythe, Sir Reginald. Knight bachelor.”


  “Smrgol. Dragon.”


  “Smrgol? You aren’t the—but you couldn’t be. Over a hundred years ago.”


  “The dragon who slew the Ogre of Gormely Keep? That’s who I am, boy—george, I mean.”


  “By Jove! Always thought it was a legend, only.”


  “Legend? Not on your honor, george! I’m old—even for a dragon, but there was a time—well, well, we won’t go into that. I’ve something more important to talk to you about. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking the last decade or so about us dragons and you georges getting together. Actually, we’re really a lot alike—”


  “If you don’t mind, Smrgol,” cut in Carolinus, snappishly, “we aren’t out here to hold a parlement. It’ll be noon in—when will it be noon, you?”


  “Four hours, thirty-seven minutes, twelve seconds at the sound of the gong,” replied the invisible bass voice. There was a momentary pause, and then a single mellow, chimed note. “Chime, I mean,” the voice corrected itself.


  “Oh, go back to bed!” cried Carolinus, furiously.


  “I’ve been up for hours,” protested the voice, indignantly.


  Carolinus ignored it, herding the party together and starting them off for the Tower. The knight fell in beside Smrgol.


  “About this business of men and dragons getting together,” said Nevile-Smythe. “Confess I wasn’t much impressed until I heard your name. D’you think it’s possible?”


  “Got to make a start sometime, george.” Smrgol rumbled on. Jim, who had moved up to the head of the column to walk beside Carolinus, spoke to the magician.


  “What lives in the Tower?”


  Carolinus jerked his fierce old bearded face around to look at him.


  “What’s living there?” he snapped. “I don’t know. We’ll find out soon enough. What is there—neither alive nor dead, just in existence at the spot—is the manifestation of pure evil.”


  “But how can we do anything against that?”


  “We can’t. We can only contain it. Just as you—if you’re essentially a good person—contain the potentialities for evil in yourself, by killing its creatures, your evil impulses and actions.”


  “Oh?” said Jim.


  “Certainly. And since evil opposes good in like manner, its creatures, the ones in the Tower, will try to destroy us.”


  Jim felt a cold lump in his throat. He swallowed.


  “Destroy us?”


  “Why no, they’ll probably just invite us to tea—” The sarcasm in the old magician’s voice broke off suddenly with the voice itself. They had just stepped through a low screen of bushes and instinctively checked to a halt.


  Lying on the ground before them was what once had been a man in full armor. Jim heard the sucking intake of breath from Nevile-Smythe behind him.


  “A most foul death,” said the knight softly, “most foul . . .” He came forward and dropped clumsily to his armored knees, joining his gauntleted hands in prayer. The dragons were silent. Carolinus poked with his staff at a wide trail of slime that led around and over the body and back toward the Tower. It was the sort of trail a garden slug might have left—if this particular garden slug had been two or more feet wide where it touched the ground.


  “A Worm,” said Carolinus. “But Worms are mindless. No Worm killed him in such cruel fashion.” He lifted his head to the old dragon.


  “I didn’t say it, Mage,” rumbled Smrgol, uneasily.


  “Best none of us say it until we know for certain. Come on.” Carolinus took up the lead and led them forward again.


  They had come up off the Causeway onto the barren plain that sloped up into a hill on which stood the Tower. They could see the wide fens and the tide flats coming to meet them in the arms of a small bay—and beyond that the sea, stretching misty to the horizon.


  The sky above was blue and clear. No breeze stirred; but, as they looked at the Tower and the hill that held it, it seemed that the azure above had taken on a metallic cast. The air had a quivering unnaturalness like an atmosphere dancing to heat waves, though the day was chill; and there came on Jim’s ears, from where he did not know, a high-pitched dizzy singing like that which accompanies delirium, or high fever.


  The Tower itself was distorted by these things. So that although to Jim it seemed only the ancient, ruined shell of a building, yet, between one heartbeat and the next, it seemed to change. Almost, but not quite, he caught glimpses of it unbroken and alive and thronged about with fantastic, half-seen figures. His heart beat stronger with the delusion; and its beating shook the scene before him, all the hill and Tower, going in and out of focus, in and out, in and out . . . And there was Angie, in the Tower’s doorway, calling him . . .


  “Stop!” shouted Carolinus. His voice echoed like a clap of thunder in Jim’s ears; and Jim awoke to his senses, to find himself straining against the barrier of Carolinus’ staff, that barred his way to the Tower like a rod of iron. “By the Powers!” said the old magician, softly and fiercely. “Will you fall into the first trap set for you?”


  “Trap?” echoed Jim, bewilderedly. But he had no time to go further, for at that moment there rose from among the giant boulders at the Tower’s base the heavy, wicked head of a dragon as large as Smrgol.


  The thunderous bellow of the old dragon beside Jim split the unnatural air.


  “Anark! Traitor—thief—inchworm! Come down here!”


  Booming dragon-laughter rolled back an answer.


  “Tell us about Gormely Keep, old bag of bones. Ancient mud-puppy, fat lizard, scare us with words!”


  Smrgol lurched forward; and again Carolinus’ staff was extended to bar the way.


  “Patience,” said the magician. But with one wrenching effort, the old dragon had himself until control. He turned, panting, to Carolinus.


  “What’s hidden, Mage?” he demanded.


  “We’ll see.” Grimly, Carolinus brought his staff, endwise, three times down upon the earth. With each blow the whole hill seemed to shake and shudder.


  Up among the rocks, one particularly large boulder tottered and rolled aside. Jim caught his breath and Secoh cried out, suddenly.


  In the gap that the boulder revealed, a thick, slug-like head was lifting from the ground. It reared, yellow-brown in the sunlight, its two sets of horns searching and revealing a light external shell, a platelet with a merest hint of spire. It lowered its head and slowly, inexorably, began to flow downhill toward them, leaving its glistening trail behind it.


  “Now—” said the knight. But Carolinus shook his head. He struck the ground again.


  “Come forth!” he cried, his thin, old voice piping on the quivering air. “By the Powers! Come forth!”


  And then they saw it.


  From behind the great barricade of boulders, slowly, there reared first a bald and glistening dome of hairless skin. Slowly this rose, revealing two perfectly round eyes below which they saw, as the whole came up, no proper nose, but two air-slits side by side as if the whole of the bare, enormous skull was covered with a simple sheet of thick skin. And rising still further, this unnatural head, as big around as a beach ball, showed itself to possess a wide and idiot-grinning mouth, entirely lipless and revealing two jagged, matching rows of yellow teeth.


  Now, with a clumsy, studied motion, the whole creature rose to its feet and stood knee-deep in the boulders and towering above them. It was man-like in shape, but clearly nothing ever spawned by the human race. A good twelve feet high it stood, a rough patchwork kilt of untanned hides wrapped around its thick waist—but this was not the extent of its differences from the race of Man. It had, to begin with, no neck at all. That obscene beachball of a hairless, near-featureless head balanced like an apple on thick, square shoulders of gray, coarse-looking skin. Its torso was one straight trunk, from which its arms and legs sprouted with a disproportionate thickness and roundness, like sections of pipe. Its knees were hidden by its kilt and its further legs by the rocks; but the elbows of its oversize arms had unnatural hinges to them, almost as if they had been doubled, and the lower arms were almost as large as the upper and near-wristless, while the hands themselves were awkward, thick-fingered parodies of the human extremity, with only three digits, of which one was a single, opposed thumb.


  The right hand held a club, bound with rusty metal, that surely not even such a monster should have been able to lift. Yet one grotesque hand carried it lightly, as lightly as Carolinus had carried his staff. The monster opened its mouth.


  “He!” it went. “He! He!”


  The sound was fantastic. It was a bass titter, if such a thing could be imagined. Though the tone of it was as low as the lowest note of a good operatic basso, it clearly came from the creature’s upper throat and head. Nor was there any real humor in it. It was an utterance with a nervous, habitual air about it, like a man clearing his throat. Having sounded, it fell silent, watching the advance of the great slug with its round, light blue eyes.


  Smrgol exhaled slowly.


  “Yes,” he rumbled, almost sadly, almost as if to himself. “What I was afraid of. An ogre.”


  In the silence that followed, Nevile-Smythe got down from his horse and began to tighten the girths of its saddle.


  “So, so, Clarivaux,” he crooned to the trembling horse. “So ho, boy.”


  The rest of them were looking all at Carolinus. The magician leaned on his staff, seeming very old indeed, with the deep lines carven in the ancient skin of his face. He had been watching the ogre, but now he turned back to Jim and the other two dragons.


  “I had hoped all along,” he said, “that it needn’t come to this. However,” he crackled sourly, and waved his hand at the approaching Worm, the silent Anark and the watching ogre, “as you see . . . The world goes never the way we want it by itself, but must be haltered and led.” He winced, produced his flask and cup, and took a drink of milk. Putting the utensils back, he looked over at Nevile-Smythe, who was now checking his weapons. “I’d suggest, Knight, that you take the Worm. It’s a poor chance, but your best. I know you’d prefer that renegade dragon, but the Worm is the greater danger.”


  “Difficult to slay, I imagine?” queried the knight.


  “Its vital organs are hidden deep inside it,” said Carolinus, “and being mindless, it will fight on long after being mortally wounded. Cut off those eye-stalks and blind it first, if you can—”


  “Wait!” cried Jim, suddenly. He had been listening bewilderedly. Now the word seemed to jump out of his mouth. “What’re we going to do?”


  “Do?” said Carolinus, looking at him. “Why, fight, of course.”


  “But,” stammered Jim, “wouldn’t it be better to go get some help? I mean—”


  “Blast it, boy!” boomed Smrgol. “We can’t wait for that! Who knows what’ll happen if we take time for something like that? Hell’s bells, Gorbash, lad, you got to fight your foes when you meet them, not the next day, or the day after that.”


  “Quite right, Smrgol,” said Carolinus, dryly. “Gorbash, you don’t understand this situation. Every time you retreat from something like this, it gains and you lose. The next time the odds would be even worse against us.”


  They were all looking at him. Jim felt the impact of their curious glances. He did not know what to say. He wanted to tell them that he was not a fighter, that he did not know the first thing to do in this sort of battle, that it was none of his business anyway and that he would not be here at all, if it were not for Angie. He was, in fact, quite humanly scared, and floundered desperately for some sort of strength to lean on.


  “What—what am I supposed to do?” he said.


  “Why, fight the ogre, boy! Fight the ogre!” thundered Smrgol—and the inhuman giant up on the slope, hearing him, shifted his gaze suddenly from the Worm to fasten it on Jim. “And I’ll take on that louse of an Anark. The george here’ll chop up the Worm, the Mage’ll hold back the bad influences—and there we are.”


  “Fight the ogre . . .” If Jim had still been possessed of his ordinary two legs, they would have buckled underneath him. Luckily his dragon-body knew no such weakness. He looked at the overwhelming bulk of his expected opponent, contrasted the ogre with himself, the armored, ox-heavy body of the Worm with Nevile-Smythe, the deep-chested over-size Anark with the crippled old dragon beside him—and a cry of protest rose from the very depths of his being. “But we can’t win!”


  He turned furiously on Carolinus, who, however, looked at him calmly. In desperation he turned back to the only normal human he could find in the group.


  “Nevile-Smythe,” he said. “You don’t need to do this.”


  “Lord, yes,” replied the knight, busy with his equipment. “Worms, ogres—one fights them when one runs into them, you know.” He considered his spear and put it aside. “Believe I’ll face it on foot,” he murmured to himself.


  “Smrgol!” said Jim. “Don’t you see—can’t you understand? Anark is a lot younger than you. And you’re not well—”


  “Er . . .” said Secoh, hesitantly.


  “Speak up, boy!” rumbled Smrgol.


  “Well,” stammered Secoh, “it’s just . . . what I mean is, I couldn’t bring myself to fight that Worm or that ogre—I really couldn’t. I just sort of go to pieces when I think of them getting close to me. But I could—well, fight another dragon. It wouldn’t be quite so bad, if you know what I mean, if that dragon up there breaks my neck—” He broke down and stammered incoherently. “I know I sound awfully silly—”


  “Nonsense! Good lad!” bellowed Smrgol. “Glad to have you. I—er—can’t quite get into the air myself at the moment—still a bit stiff. But if you could fly over and work him down this way where I can get a grip on him, we’ll stretch him out for the buzzards.” And he dealt the mere-dragon a tremendous thwack with his tail by way of congratulation, almost knocking Secoh off his feet.


  In desperation, Jim turned back to Carolinus.


  “There is no retreat,” said Carolinus, calmly, before Jim could speak. “This is a game of chess where if one piece withdraws, all fall. Hold back the creatures, and I will hold back the forces—for the creatures will finish me, if you go down, and the forces will finish you if they get me.”


  “Now, look here, Gorbash!” shouted Smrgol in Jim’s ear. “That Worm’s almost here. Let me tell you something about how to fight ogres, based on experience. You listening, boy?”


  “Yes,” said Jim, numbly.


  “I know you’ve heard the other dragons calling me an old windbag when I wasn’t around. But I have conquered an ogre—the only one in our race to do it in the last eight hundred years—and they haven’t. So pay attention, if you want to win your own fight.”


  Jim gulped.


  “All right,” he said.


  “Now, the first thing to know,” boomed Smrgol, glancing at the Worm who was now less than fifty yards distant, “is about the bones in an ogre—”


  “Never mind the details!” cried Jim. “What do I do?”


  “In a minute,” said Smrgol. “Don’t get excited, boy. Now, about the bones in an ogre. The thing to remember is that they’re big—matter of fact in the arms and legs, they’re mainly bone. So there’s no use trying to bite clear through, if you get a chance. What you try to do is get at the muscle—that’s tough enough as it is—and hamstring. That’s point one.” He paused to look severely at Jim.


  “Now, point two,” he continued, “also connected with bones. Notice the elbows on that ogre. They aren’t like a george’s elbows. They’re what you might call double-jointed. I mean, they have two joints where a george has just the one. Why? Simply because with the big bones they got to have and the muscle of them, they’d never be able to bend an arm more than halfway up before the bottom part’d bump the top if they had a george-type joint. Now, the point of all this is that when it swings that club, it can only swing in one way with that elbow. That’s up and down. If it wants to swing it side to side, it’s got to use its shoulder. Consequently if you can catch it with its club down and to one side of the body, you got an advantage; because it takes two motions to get it back up and in line again—instead of one, like a george.”


  “Yes, yes,” said Jim, impatiently, watching the advance of the Worm.


  “Don’t get impatient, boy. Keep cool. Keep cool. Now, the knees don’t have that kind of joint, so if you can knock it off its feet you got a real advantage. But don’t try that, unless you’re sure you can do it; because once it gets you pinned, you’re a goner. The way to fight it is in-and-out—fast. Wait for a swing, dive in, tear him, get back out again. Got it?”


  “Got it,” said Jim, numbly.


  “Good. Whatever you do, don’t let it get a grip on you. Don’t pay attention to what’s happening to the rest of us, no matter what you hear or see. It’s every one for himself. Concentrate on your own foe; and keep your head. Don’t let your dragon instinct to get in there and slug run away with you. That’s why the georges have been winning against us as they have. Just remember you’re faster than that ogre and your brains’ll win for you if you stay clear, keep your head and don’t rush. I tell you, boy—”


  He was interrupted by a sudden cry of joy from Nevile-Smythe, who had been rummaging around in Clarivaux’s saddle.


  “I say!” shouted Nevile-Smythe, running up to them with surprising lightness, considering his armor. “The most marvelous stroke of luck! Look what I found.” He waved a wispy stretch of cloth at them.


  “What?” demanded Jim, his heart going up in one sudden leap.


  “Elinor’s favor! And just in time, too. Be a good fellow, will you,” went on Nevile-Smythe, turning to Carolinus, “and tie it about my vambrace here on the shield arm. Thank you, Mage.”


  Carolinus, looking grim, tucked his staff into the crook of his arm and quickly tied the kerchief around the armor of Nevile-Smythe’s lower left arm. As he tightened the final knot and let his hands drop away, the knight caught up his shield into position and drew his sword with the other hand. The bright blade flashed like a sudden streak of lightning in the sun, he leaned forward to throw the weight of his armor before him, and with a shout of “A Nevile-Smythe! Elinor! Elinor!” he ran forward up the slope toward the approaching Worm.


  Jim heard, but did not see, the clash of shell and steel that was their coming together. For just then everything began to happen at once. Up on the hill, Anark screamed suddenly in fury and launched himself down the slope in the air, wings spread like some great bomber gliding in for a crash landing. Behind Jim, there was the frenzied flapping of leathery wings as Secoh took to the air to meet him—but this was drowned by a sudden short, deep-chested cry, like a wordless shout; and, lifting his club, the ogre stirred and stepped clear of the boulders, coming forward and straight down the hill with huge, ground-covering strides.


  “Good luck, boy,” said Smrgol, in Jim’s ear. “And Gorbash—” Something in the old dragon’s voice made Jim turn his head to look at Smrgol. The ferocious red mouth-pit and enormous fangs were frighteningly open before him; but behind it Jim read a strange affection and concern in the dark dragon-eyes. “—remember,” said the old dragon, almost softly, “that you are a descendant of Ortosh and Agtval, and Gleingul who slew the sea serpent on the tide-banks of the Gray Sands. And be therefore valiant. But remember too, that you are my only living kin and the last of our line . . . and be careful.”


  Then Smrgol’s head was jerked away, as he swung about to face the coming together of Secoh and Anark in mid-air and bellowed out his own challenge. While Jim, turning back toward the Tower, had only time to take to the air before the rush of the ogre was upon him.


  He had lifted on his wings without thinking—evidently this was dragon instinct when attacked. He was aware of the ogre suddenly before him, checking now, with its enormous hairy feet digging deep into the ground. The rust-bound club flashed before Jim’s eyes and he felt a heavy blow high on his chest that swept him backward through the air.


  He flailed with his wings to regain balance. The over-size idiot face was grinning only a couple of yards off from him. The club swept up for another blow. Panicked, Jim scrambled aside, and saw the ogre sway forward a step. Again the club lashed out—quick!—how could something so big and clumsy-looking be so quick with its hands? Jim felt himself smashed down to earth and a sudden lance of bright pain shot through his right shoulder. For a second a gray, thick-skinned forearm loomed over him and his teeth met in it without thought.


  He was shaken like a rat by a rat terrier and flung clear. His wings beat for the safety of altitude, and he found himself about twenty feet off the ground, staring down at the ogre, which grunted a wordless sound and shifted the club to strike upwards. Jim cupped air with his wings, to fling himself backward and avoid the blow. The club whistled through the unfeeling air; and, sweeping forward, Jim ripped at one great blocky shoulder and beat clear. The ogre spun to face him, still grinning. But now blood welled and trickled down where Jim’s teeth had gripped and torn, high on the shoulder.


  —And suddenly, Jim realized something:


  He was no longer afraid. He hung in the air, just out of the ogre’s reach, poised to take advantage of any opening; and a hot sense of excitement was coursing through him. He was discovering the truth about fights—and about most similar things—that it is only the beginning that is bad. Once the chips are down, several million years of instinct take over and there is no time for thought for anything but confronting the enemy. So it was with Jim—and then the ogre moved in on him again; and that was his last specific intellectual thought of the fight, for everything else was drowned in his overwhelming drive to avoid being killed and, if possible, to kill, himself . . .


  IV


  It was a long, blurred time, about which later Jim had no clear memory. The sun marched up the long arc of the heavens and crossed the nooning point and headed down again. On the torn-up sandy soil of the plain he and the ogre turned and feinted, smashed and tore at each other. Sometimes he was in the air, sometimes on the ground. Once he had the ogre down on one knee, but could not press his advantage. At another time they had fought up the long slope of the hill almost to the Tower and the ogre had him pinned in the cleft between two huge boulders and had hefted its club back for the final blow that would smash Jim’s skull. And then he had wriggled free between the monster’s very legs and the battle was on again.


  Now and then throughout the fight he would catch brief kaleidoscopic glimpses of the combats being waged about him: Nevile-Smythe now wrapped about by the blind body of the Worm, its eye-stalks hacked away—and striving in silence to draw free his sword-arm, which was pinned to his side by the Worm’s encircling body. Or there would roll briefly into Jim’s vision a tangled roaring tumble of flailing leathery wings and serpentine bodies that was Secoh, Anark and old Smrgol. Once or twice he had a momentary view of Carolinus, still standing erect, his staff upright in his hand, his long white beard blowing forward over his blue gown with the cabalistic golden signs upon it, like some old seer in the hour of Armageddon. Then the gross body of the ogre would blot out his vision and he would forget all but the enemy before him.


  The day faded. A dank mist came rolling in from the sea and fled in little wisps and tatters across the plain of battle. Jim’s body ached and slowed, and his wings felt leaden. But the ever-grinning face and sweeping club of the ogre seemed neither to weaken nor to tire. Jim drew back for a moment to catch his breath; and in that second, he heard a voice cry out.


  “Time is short!” it cried, in cracked tones. “We are running out of time. The day is nearly gone!”


  It was the voice of Carolinus. Jim had never heard him raise it before with just such a desperate accent. And even as Jim identified the voice, he realized that it came clearly to his ears—and that for sometime now upon the battlefield, except for the ogre and himself, there had been silence.


  He shook his head to clear it and risked a quick glance about him. He had been driven back almost to the neck of the Causeway itself, where it entered onto the plain. To one side of him, the snapped strands of Clarivaux’s bridle dangled limply where the terrified horse had broken loose from the earth-thrust spear to which Nevile-Smythe had tethered it before advancing against the Worm on foot. A little off from it stood Carolinus, upheld now only by his staff, his old face shrunken and almost mummified in appearance, as if the life had been all but drained from it. There was nowhere else to retreat to; and Jim was alone.


  He turned back his gaze to see the ogre almost upon him. The heavy club swung high, looking gray and enormous in the mist. Jim felt in his limbs and wings a weakness that would not let him dodge in time; and, with all his strength, he gathered himself, and sprang instead, up under the monster’s guard and inside the grasp of those cannon-thick arms.


  The club glanced off Jim’s spine. He felt the arms go around him, the double triad of bone-thick fingers searching for his neck. He was caught, but his rush had knocked the ogre off his feet. Together they went over and rolled on the sandy earth, the ogre gnawing with his jagged teeth at Jim’s chest and striving to break a spine or twist a neck, while Jim’s tail lashed futilely about.


  They rolled against the spear and snapped it in half. The ogre found its hold and Jim felt his neck begin to be slowly twisted, as if it were a chicken’s neck being wrung in slow motion. A wild despair flooded through him. He had been warned by Smrgol never to let the ogre get him pinned. He had disregarded that advice and now he was lost, the battle was lost. Stay away, Smrgol had warned, use your brains . . .


  The hope of a wild chance sprang suddenly to life in him. His head was twisted back over his shoulder. He could see only the gray mist above him, but he stopped fighting the ogre and groped about with both forelimbs. For a slow moment of eternity, he felt nothing, and then something hard nudged against his right foreclaw, a glint of bright metal flashed for a second before his eyes. He changed his grip on what he held, clamping down on it as firmly as his clumsy foreclaws would allow—


  —and with every ounce of strength that was left to him, he drove the fore-part of the broken spear deep into the middle of the ogre that sprawled above him.


  The great body bucked and shuddered. A wild scream burst from the idiot mouth alongside Jim’s ear. The ogre let go, staggered back and up, tottering to its feet, looming like the Tower itself above him. Again, the ogre screamed, staggering about like a drunken man, fumbling at the shaft of the spear sticking from him. It jerked at the shaft, screamed again, and, lowering its unnatural head, bit at the wood like a wounded animal. The tough ash splintered between its teeth. It screamed once more and fell to its knees. Then slowly, like a bad actor in an old-fashioned movie, it went over on its side, and drew up its legs like a man with the cramp. A final scream was drowned in bubbling. Black blood trickled from its mouth and it lay still.


  Jim crawled slowly to his feet and looked about him.


  The mists were drawing back from the plain and the first thin light of late afternoon stretching long across the slope. In its rusty illumination, Jim made out what was to be seen there.


  The Worm was dead, literally hacked in two. Nevile-Smythe, in bloody, dinted armor, leaned wearily on a twisted sword not more than a few feet off from Carolinus. A little farther off, Secoh raised a torn neck and head above the intertwined, locked-together bodies of Anark and Smrgol. He stared dazedly at Jim. Jim moved slowly, painfully over to the mere-dragon.


  Jim came up and looked down at the two big dragons. Smrgol lay with his eyes closed and his jaws locked in Anark’s throat. The neck of the younger dragon had been broken like the stem of a weed.


  “Smrgol . . .” croaked Jim.


  “No—” gasped Secoh. “No good. He’s gone . . . I led the other one to him. He got his grip—and then he never let go . . .” The mere-dragon choked and lowered his head.


  “He fought well,” creaked a strange harsh voice which Jim did not at first recognize. He turned and saw the Knight standing at his shoulder. Nevile-Smythe’s face was white as sea-foam inside his helmet and the flesh of it seemed fallen in to the bones, like an old man’s. He swayed as he stood.


  “We have won,” said Carolinus, solemnly, coming up with the aid of his staff. “Not again in our lifetimes will evil gather enough strength in this spot to break out.” He looked at Jim. “And now,” he said, “the balance of Chance and History inclines in your favor. It’s time to send you back.”


  “Back?” said Nevile-Smythe.


  “Back to his own land, Knight,” replied the magician. “Fear not, the dragon left in this body of his will remember all that happened and be your friend.”


  “Fear!” said Nevile-Smythe, somehow digging up a final spark of energy to expend on hauteur. “I fear no dragon, dammit. Besides, in respect to the old boy here”—he nodded at the dead Smrgol—“I’m going to see what can be done about this dragon-alliance business.”


  “He was great!” burst out Secoh, suddenly, almost with a sob. “He—he made me strong again. Whatever he wanted, I’ll do it.” And the mere-dragon bowed his head.


  “You come along with me then, to vouch for the dragon end of it,” said Nevile-Smythe. “Well,” he turned to Jim, “it’s goodby, I suppose, Sir James.”


  “I suppose so,” said Jim. “Goodby to you, too. I—” Suddenly he remembered.


  “Angie!” he cried out, spinning around. “I’ve got to go get Angie out of that Tower!”


  Carolinus put his staff out to halt Jim.


  “Wait,” he said. “Listen . . .”


  “Listen?” echoed Jim. But just at that moment, he heard it, a woman’s voice calling, high and clear, from the mists that still hid the Tower.


  “Jim! Jim, where are you?”


  A slight figure emerged from the mist, running down the slope toward them.


  “Here I am!” bellowed Jim. And for once he was glad of the capabilities of his dragon-voice. “Here I am, Angie—”


  —but Carolinus was chanting in a strange, singing voice, words without meaning, but which seemed to shake the very air about them. The mist swirled, the world rocked and swung. Jim and Angie were caught up, were swirled about, were spun away and away down an echoing corridor of nothingness . . .


  . . . and then they were back in the Grille, seated together on one side of the table in the booth. Hanson, across from them, was goggling like a bewildered accident victim.


  “Where—where am I?” he stammered. His eyes suddenly focused on them across the table and he gave a startled croak. “Help!” he cried, huddling away from them. “Humans!”


  “What did you expect?” snapped Jim. “Dragons?”


  “No!” shrieked Hanson. “Watch-beetles—like me!” And, turning about, he tried desperately to burrow his way through the wood seat of the booth to safety.


  V


  It was the next day after that Jim and Angie stood in the third floor corridor of Chumley Hall, outside the door leading to the office of the English Department.


  “Well, are you going in or aren’t you?” demanded Angie.


  “In a second, in a second,” said Jim, adjusting his tie with nervous fingers. “Just don’t rush me.”


  “Do you suppose he’s heard about Grottwold?” Angie asked.


  “I doubt it,” said Jim. The Student Health Service says Hanson’s already starting to come out of it—except that he’ll probably always have a touch of amnesia about the whole afternoon. Angie!” said Jim, turning on her. “Do you suppose, all the time we were there, Hanson was actually being a watch-beetle underground?”


  “I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter,” interrupted Angie, firmly. “Honestly, Jim, now you’ve finally promised to get an answer out of Dr. Howells about a job, I’d think you’d want to get it over and done with, instead of hesitating like this. I just can’t understand a man who can go about consorting with dragons and fighting ogres and then—”


  “—still not want to put his boss on the spot for a yes-or-no answer,” said Jim. “Hah! Let me tell you something.” He waggled a finger in front of her nose. “Do you know what all this dragon-ogre business actually taught me? It wasn’t not to be scared, either.”


  “All right,” said Angie, with a sigh. “What was it then?”


  “I’ll tell you,” said Jim. “What I found out . . .” He paused. “What I found out was not, not to be scared. It was that scared or not doesn’t matter; because you just go ahead, anyway.”


  Angie blinked at him.


  “And that,” concluded Jim, “is why I agreed to have it out with Howells, after all. Now you know.”


  He yanked Angie to him, kissed her grimly upon her startled lips, and, letting go of her, turned about. Giving a final jerk to his tie, he turned the knob of the office door, opened it, and strode valiantly within.


  THE STARDRIFTER GROUNDED


  Bruce Boston


  In the sordid company of assorted off-world cronies, human and not so, stranded like himself, the stardrifter waits out one rapid day after another in the back streets of a starport city. Circling too close for comfort to a brilliant white dwarf, sweltering beneath the cloud-clotted skies of a seasonless alien clime, the stardrifter waits out the short years—six-and-a-half odd local to every solo year on Earth—though he has long since ceased to calculate the conversions. He knows that time by any world’s standard is no longer on his side.


  His aimless anger, his fits of despair and restlessness, he combats with whatever intoxicants, legal or not so, happen to come his way. He relieves his boredom by an occasional tryst with some native courtesan, creatures blue-skinned and angular, their customs and language strange, but no stranger than he has known before. Creatures of a species nocturnal by nature, yet still humanoid, soft in the right places, passionate enough in like fashion to his own human passions.


  They can often be beautiful, he thinks, in their own blue and angular way. As slender and graceful, he tells himself, as the sentient saplings of . . . Midas VII? . . . Althor VIV?


  The stardrifter has visited so many worlds in his random passage through the light years that more than a few have become muddled in his mind: fauna and flora, cities, mountains and plains, superimposed upon one another like a series of shifting transparencies.


  In his higher moments, when his thoughts seem to run clear and vast as the limitless boundaries of space itself, the vistas and landscapes he has seen flit through his rising consciousness like a generic panorama that encompasses the essence of all that is provocative and alien, all that has determined the compulsive though ill-defined quest of his life.


  Each morning the stardrifter leaves the cramped quarters of his squat and blocky native hut. He treks through the ever-muggy streets, joined by others of his kind, to read the notices posted on a union board:


  Europa, Class AA, freight, Earth Registry,


  Inbound for Sol by way of Bryan’s Star,


  WANTED: one mate, two mechs, one navigator


  Deepfarer, Class B, exploration, Centauri Registry,


  Extended tour of Klee Rift


  WANTED: second engineer, knowledge of Megan plasma drive


  His skills are as numerous and varied as the worlds he has traversed. His union dues are paid in coin, his spacer’s dues in service. All of his papers are scrupulously in order. Yet again and again some bleak-eyed purser, some second officer still downy behind the ears, tells him—at times with a brief nod of sympathy, more often with brusque indifference—that he is too old to work the great C-ships and bear the rigors of stardrive.


  Too old to ride the spokes of light like fire in his thighs, too old to brave the vacuum.


  Over mugs of a vaporous and icy native brew that cold-burns the gullet and cool-trips the mind, Zenthyl, his friend from Nullé IV, tries to tell him that any world that is livable can also be lovable.


  “Take a steady mate,” wise Zenthyl counsels. “Forge a new life for yourself. Forget the foolishness of starlust.”


  Yet Zenthyl is not of human kin—far from it—and his race is more adaptable to the fetid damp of this greenhouse world. His scales do not sweat like porous flesh by rapid day and rapid night. His lungs do not succumb to chronic infections short year in and short year out. Fungi do not sprout like manic verdigris in the crevices between his toes.


  So the stardrifter continues to plan and dream.


  He takes whatever work he can find. He saves whatever money he can manage to save. Up and down the crooked humpbacked streets of this sprawling port, distributing handbills he can barely read, bills imprinted with a blue native dye that leaves greasy ineradicable stains upon his fingers and clothes. Tedious midnight lessons in Altagerian, the lingua franca of the spaceways, to some local merchant with off-world aspirations. Day labor at the space docks, handling crates hammered beneath far distant skies, the stuff of many worlds passing beneath his increasingly calloused palms.


  If he manages to save the necessary fare for passage, his age will no longer be a problem. He will survive the wrenching mind/body trauma of deep-space leaps safe within the drugged coma of cold storage, cradled by the cushioned security of a gravity coffin. But exactly where his yearned-for passage will carry him remains a mystery, as much to himself as to Zenthyl or any of his other stray companions.


  He knows his only real home is in motion from one transient destination to the next . . . a spacer’s berth in the emptiness between worlds . . . where gravity free he can dream the universe and its infinite possibilities . . . the tachyon drive spitting at his back . . . the roar of the fusion reactors like a base descant against the white static of the stars.


  Drinking in a spacer’s bar is costly, so some nights he drinks alone. And when he has had his fill and his fill again, he staggers into the tepid night, bare to the waist, his belly gray-haired and round as a pot, still hard beneath the aging flesh. His eyes and thoughts are empty. In his heart there is a raging incandescence, a flagrant wilderness of light; above there is nothing but a vague gray blackness.


  If the overcast would part for just a moment. If he could know for one sure instant that the light years still await his passage. If he could once again see the night sky, the sidereal host in all its splendor: giant red Beltegeuse, bright Procyon with its wealth of planets, Alcor and Mizar in their flaming binary dance. But those are only names, and beyond the closely packed cloud cover, he can no longer be sure they remain.


  One evening, higher than usual on some reckless combination of drug and drink, he finds a stub of chalk among his meager store of possessions. Upon the dark slate walls of his hut, while curious children watch and others shake their heads at the inscriptions of a madman, he sketches the constellations of Earth as he remembers them. He draws lines between the stars he may never see again. He shouts out the names of fabled animals, calls upon the powers of ancient goddesses and gods. Yet when he examines his own handiwork by the damp and quickly rising light of a hungover dawn, he sees only the scrawled graffiti of a firmament that could be as mythical as its legendary denizens. He sees an abstract illusion without substance or form.


  A stardrifter grounded . . . a stardrifter no more.


  In less than a score of short years, that seem ever shorter as they continue to pass, he will heed wise Zenthyl’s advice. He will take a steady native woman, if woman you could call her. He will attempt to make a new life for himself. Instead of stars he will console his empty soul with the dream of a someday heir, an impossible blue-human child of his improbable blue union.


  THE GUARDIANS


  Irving Cox, Jr.


  It’s not always “The Truth shall set you free!” Sometimes it’s “Want of the Truth shall drive you to escape!” And that can be dangerous!


  Mryna Brill intended to ride the god-car above the rain mist. For a long time she had not believed in the taboos or the Earth-god. She no longer believed she lived on Earth. This paradise of green-floored forests and running brooks was something called Rythar.


  Six years ago, when Mryna was fourteen, she first discovered the truth. She asked a question and the Earth-god ignored it. A simple question, really: What is above the rain mist? God could have told her. Every day he answered technical questions that were far more difficult. Instead, he repeated the familiar taboo about avoiding the Old Village because of the Sickness.


  And consequently Mryna, being female, went to the Old Village. There was nothing really unusual about that. All the kids went through the ruins from time to time. They had worked out a sort of charm that made it all right. They ran past the burned out shells of the old houses and they kept their eyes shaded to ward off the Sickness.


  But even at fourteen Mryna had outgrown charms and she didn’t believe in the Sickness. She had once asked the Earth-god what sickness meant, and the screen in the answer house had given her a very detailed answer. Mryna knew that none of the hundred girls and thirty boys inhabiting Rythar had ever been sick. That, like the taboo of the Old Village, she considered a childish superstition.


  The Old Village wasn’t large—three parallel roads, a mile long, lined with the charred ruins of prefabs, which were exactly like the cottages where the kids lived. It was nothing to inspire either fear or legend. The village had burned a long time ago; the grass from the forest had grown a green mantle over the skeletal walls.


  For weeks Mryna poked through the ruins before she found anything of significance—a few, scorched pages of a printed pamphlet buried deep in the black earth. The paper excited her tremendously. It was different from the film books photographed in the answer house. She had never touched anything like it; and it seemed wonderful stuff.


  She read the pamphlet eagerly. It was part of a promotional advertisement of a world called Rythar, “the jewel of the Sirian Solar System.”


  The description made it obvious that Rythar was the green paradise where Mryna lived—the place she had been taught to call Earth. And the pamphlet had been addressed to “Earthmen everywhere.”


  Mryna made her second find when she was fifteen, a textbook in astronomy. For the first time in her life she read about the spinning dust of the universe lying beyond the eternal rain mist that hid her world.


  The solid, stable Earth of her childhood was solid and stable no longer, but a sphere turning through a black void. Nor was it properly called Earth, but a planet named Rythar. The adjustment Mryna had to make was shattering; she lost faith in everything she believed.


  Yet the clock-work logic of astronomy appealed to her orderly mind. It explained why the rain mist glowed with light during the day and turned dark at night. Mryna had never seen a clear sky. She had no visual data to tie her new concept to.


  For six years she kept the secret. She hid the papers and the astronomy text which she found in the Old Village. Later, after the metal men came, she destroyed everything so none of the other women would know the Earth-god was a man.


  At first she kept the secret because she was afraid. For some reason the man who played at being god wanted the kids to believe Rythar was Earth, the totality of the universe enveloped in a cloud of mist. She knew that because she once asked god what a planet was. The face on the screen in the answer house became frigid with anger—or was it fear?—and the Earth-god said:


  “The word means nothing.”


  But late that night a very large god-car brought six metal men down through the rain mist. They were huge, jointed things that clanked when they walked. Four of them used weapons to herd the kids together in their small settlement. The two others went to the Old Village and blasted the ruins with high explosives.


  Vaguely Mryna remembered that the metal men had been there before, when the kids were still very small. They had built the new settlement and they had brought food. They lived with the children for a long time, she thought—but the memory was hazy.


  As the years passed, Mryna’s fear retreated and only one thing became important: she knew the Earth-god was a man. On the fertile soil of Rythar there were one hundred women and thirty men. All the boys had taken mates before they reached seventeen. Seventy girls were left unmarried, with no prospect of ever having husbands. A score or more became second wives in polygamous homes, but plural marriage had no appeal for Mryna. She was firmly determined to possess a man of her own. And why shouldn’t it be the Earth-god?


  As her first step toward escape, Mryna volunteered for duty in the answer house. For as long as she could remember, the answer house had stood on a knoll some distance beyond the new settlement. It was a square, one-room building, housing a speaking box, a glass screen and a console of transmission machinery. Anyone in the settlement could contact god and request information or special equipment.


  God went out of his way to deluge them with information. The simplest question produced voluminous data, transmitted over the screen and photographed on reels of film. Someone had to be in the answer house to handle the photography. The work was not hard, but it was monotonous. Most of the kids preferred to farm the fields or dig the sacrificial ore.


  A request for equipment was granted just as promptly. Tools, machines, seeds, fertilizers, packaged buildings, games, clothing—everything came in a god-car. It was a large cylinder which hissed down from the rain mist on a pillar of fire. The landing site was a flat, charred field near the answer house. Unless the equipment was unusually heavy, the attendant stationed in the house was expected to unload the god-car and pile aboard the sacrifice ores mined on Rythar.


  God asked two things from the settlement: the pieces of unusually heavy metal which they dug from the hills, and tiny vials of soil. In an hour’s time they could mine enough ore to fill the compartment of a god-car, and god never complained if they sometimes sent the cylinder back empty. But he fussed mightily over the small vials of Earth. He gave very explicit directions as to where they were to take the samples, and the place was never the same. Sometimes they had to travel miles from the settlement to satisfy that inexplicable whim.


  For two weeks Mryna patiently ran off the endless films of new books and unloaded the god-car when it came. She examined the interior of the cylinder carefully and she weighed every possible risk. The compartment was very small, but she concluded that she would be safe.


  And so she made her decision. Tense and tight-lipped Mryna Brill slipped aboard the god-car. She sealed the lock door, which automatically fired the launching tubes. After that there was no turning back.


  The dark compartment shook in a thunder of sound. The weight of the escape speed tore at her body, pulling her tight against the confining walls. She lost consciousness until the pressure lessened.


  The metal walls became hot but the space was too confining for her to avoid contact entirely. Four narrow light tubes came on, with a dull, red glow, and suddenly a gelatinous liquid emptied out of ceiling vents. The fluid sprayed every exposed surface in the cubicle, draining through the shipment of sacrifice ores at Mryna’s feet. It had a choking, antiseptic odor; it stung Mryna’s face and inflamed her eyes.


  Worse still, as the liquid soaked into her clothing, it disintegrated the fiber, tearing away the cloth in long strips which slowly dissolved in the liquid on the floor. Before the antiseptic spray ceased, Mryna was helplessly naked. Even her black boots had not survived.


  The red lights went out and Mryna was imprisoned again in the crushing darkness. A terror of the taboos she had defied swept her mind. She began to scream, but the sound was lost in the roar of the motors.


  Suddenly it was over. The god-car lurched into something hard. Mryna was thrown against the ceiling—and she hung there, weightless. The pieces of sacrifice ore were floating in the darkness just as she was. The motors cut out and the lock door swung open.


  Mryna saw a circular room, brightly lighted with a glaring, blue light. The nature of her fear changed. This was the house of the Earth-god, but she could not let him find her naked.


  She tried to run into the circular room. She found that the slightest exertion of her muscles sent her spinning through the air. She could not get her feet on the floor. There was no down and no up in that room. She collided painfully with the metal wall and she snatched at a light bracket to keep herself from bouncing free in the empty air again.


  The god-car had landed against what was either the ceiling or the floor of the circular room. Mryna had no way of making a differentiation. Eight brightly lighted corridors opened into the side walls. Mryna heard footsteps moving toward her down one of the corridors; she pulled herself blindly into another. As she went farther from the circular room, a vague sense of gravity returned. At the end of the corridor she was able to stand on her feet again, although she still had to walk very carefully. Any sudden movement sent her soaring in a graceful leap that banged her head against the ceiling.


  Cautiously she opened a thick, metal door into another hall—and she stood transfixed, looking through a mica wall at the emptiness of space pinpointed with its billions of stars. This was the reality of the charts she had seen in the astronomy text: that knowledge alone saved her sanity. She had believed it when the proof lay hidden above the rain mist; she must believe it now.


  From where she stood, she was able to see the place where the god-car had brought her—like a vast cartwheel spinning in the void. The god-car was clamped against the hub, from which eight corridors radiated outward like wheel spokes toward the rim. Far below the gigantic wheel Mryna saw the sphere of Rythar, invisible behind its shroud of glowing mist.


  She moved along the rim corridor, past the mica wall, until she came to a door that stood open. The room beyond was a sleeping compartment and it was empty. She searched it for clothing, and found nothing. She went through four more dormitory rooms before she came upon anything she could use—brief shorts, clearly made for a man, and a loose, white tunic. It wasn’t suitable; it wasn’t the way she wanted to be dressed when she faced him. But it had to do.


  Mryna was pawing through a footlocker looking for boots when she heard a hesitant step behind her. She whirled and saw a small, stooped, white-haired man, naked except for trunks like the ones she was wearing. The wrinkled skin on his wasted chest was burned brown by the hot glare of the sun. Thick-lensed glasses hung from a chain around his neck.


  “My dear young lady,” he said in a tired voice, “this is a men’s ward!”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know—”


  “You must be a new patient.” He fumbled for his glasses. Instinctively she knew she shouldn’t let him see her clearly enough to identify her as a stranger. She shoved past him, knocking the glasses from his hand.


  “I’d better find my own—ward.” Mryna didn’t know the word, but she supposed it meant some sort of sleeping chamber.


  The old man said chattily, “I hadn’t heard they were bringing in any new patients today.”


  She was in the corridor by that time. He reached for her hand. “I’ll see you in the sunroom?” It was a timid, hopeful question. “And you’ll tell me all the news—everything they’re doing back on Earth. I haven’t been home for almost a year.”


  She fled down the hall. When she heard voices ahead of her, she pulled back a door and slid into another room—a storeroom piled with cases of medicines. Behind the cartons she thought she would be safe.


  This wasn’t what she had expected. Mryna thought there might be one man living in a kind of prefab somehow suspended above the rain mist. But there were obviously others up here; she didn’t know how many. And the old man frightened her—more than the dazzling sight of the heavens visible through the mica wall. Mryna had never seen physical age before. No one on Rythar was older than she was herself—a sturdy, healthy, lusty twenty. The old man’s infirmity disgusted her; for the first time in her life she was conscious of the slow decay of death.


  The door of the supply room slid open. Mryna crouched low behind the cartons, but she was able to see the man and the woman who had entered the room. A woman—here? Mryna hadn’t considered that possibility. Perhaps the Earth-god already had a mate.


  The newcomers were dressed in crisp, white uniforms; the woman wore a starched, white hat. They carried a tray of small, glass cylinders from which metal needles projected. While the woman held the tray, the man drove the needles through the caps of small bottles and filled the cylinders with a bright-colored liquid.


  “When are you leaving, Dick?” the woman asked.


  “In about forty minutes. They’re sending an auto-pickup.”


  “Oh, no!”


  “Now don’t start worrying. They have got the bugs out of it by this time. The auto-pickups are entirely trustworthy.”


  “Sure, that’s what the army says.”


  “In theory they should be even more reliable than—”


  “I wish you’d wait for the hospital shuttle.”


  “And miss the chance to address Congress this year? We’ve worked too long for this; I don’t want to muff it now. We’ve all the statistical proof we need, even to convince those pinchpenny halfwits. During the past eight years we’ve handled more than a thousand cases up here. On Earth they were pronounced incurable; we’ve sent better than eighty per cent back in good health after an average stay of fourteen months.”


  “No medical man has ever questioned the efficiency of cosmic radiation and a reduced atmospheric gravity, Dick.”


  “It’s just our so-called statesmen, always yapping about the budget. But this time we have the cost problem licked, too. For a year and a half the ore they send up from Rythar has paid for our entire operation.”


  “I didn’t know that.”


  “We’ve kept it under wraps, so the politicians wouldn’t cut our appropriations.”


  Their glass tubes were full, and they turned toward the door. “It isn’t right,” the woman persisted, “for them not to send a piloted shuttle after you, Dick. It isn’t dignified. You’re our assistant medical director and—”


  Her words were cut off as the door slid shut behind them. Mryna tried to fit this new information into what she already knew—or thought she knew—about the Earth-god. It didn’t add up to a pretty picture. She had once asked for a definition of illness, and it was apparent to her that this place which they called the Guardian Wheel was an expensive hospital for Earthmen. It was paid for by the sacrificial ores mined on Rythar. In a sense, Rythar was being enslaved and exploited by Earth. True, it was not difficult to dig out the ore, but Mryna resented the fact that the kids on Rythar had not been told the truth. She had long ago lost her awe of the man called god; now she lost her respect as well.


  Mryna was glad she had not seen him, glad no one knew she was aboard the Guardian Wheel. She would return to Rythar. After she told the others what she knew, Rythar would send up no more sacrifice ores. Let the Earthmen come down and mine it for themselves!


  Very cautiously she pulled the door open. The rim corridor was empty. She moved toward one of the intersecting corridors. When she heard footsteps, she hid in another dormitory room.


  This was different from the others. It showed more evidence of permanent occupation. She guessed it was a dormitory for the people who took care of the sick. Pictures were fastened to the curved, metal walls. Personal articles cluttered the shelves hung beside the bunks. On a writing desk she saw a number of typed reports. Five freshly laundered uniforms, identical to the one she had lost in the antiseptic wash, hung on a rack behind the door. Mryna stripped off the makeshift she was wearing and put on one of the uniforms; she found boots under the desk. When she was dressed, she stood admiring herself in the polished surface of the metal door.


  She was a handsome woman, and she was very conscious of that. Her face was tanned by the mist-filtered sunlight of Rythar; her lips were red and sensuous; her long, platinum-colored hair fell to her shoulders. She compared herself to the small, hard-faced female she had seen in the supply room. Was that a typical Earthwoman? Mryna’s lips curled in a scornful smile. Let the gods come down to Rythar, then, and discover what a real female was like in the lush, green, Rytharian paradise.


  Mryna went to the desk and glanced at the typed reports. They had been written by a man who signed himself “Commander in Charge, Guardian Wheel,” and they were addressed to the Congress of the world government. One typed document was a supply inventory; a second, still unfinished, was a budget report. (You won’t show a profit next time, Mryna thought vindictively, when we stop sending you the sacrifice ore.) Another report dealt with Rythar, and Mryna read it with more interest.


  One paragraph caught her attention,


  “We have asked for soil samples to be taken from an area covering ten thousand square miles. Our chemical analysis has been thorough, and we find nothing that could be remotely harmful to human life. Atmospheric samples produce the same negative results. On the other hand, we have direct evidence that no animal life has ever evolved on Rythar; the life cycle is exclusively botanical.”


  The soil samples, Mryna realized, would be the vials of Earth which the Earth-god had requested so often. Were the Earthmen planning to move their hospital down to Rythar? That idea disturbed her. Mryna did not want her garden world cluttered up with a lot of sick, old men discarded by Earth.


  She turned to the second page of the report. “The original colony survived for a year. The Sickness in the Old Village developed only after the first harvest of Rytharian-grown food. It is more and more evident that the botanical cycle of Rythar must be examined before we find the answer. To do that adequately, we shall have to send survey teams to the surface; that requires much larger appropriations for research than we have had in the past. The metal immunization suits, which must, of course, be destroyed after each expedition—”


  “And what, may I ask, is the meaning of this?”


  Mryna dropped the report and swung toward the door. She saw a woman standing there—another hard-faced Earthwoman, with a starched, white cap perched on her graying hair.


  “I must have come to the wrong room,” Mryna said in a small voice.


  “Indeed! Everyone knows this is command headquarters. Who are you?” The woman put her hand on Mryna’s arm, and the fingers bit through the uniform into Mryna’s flesh.


  Mryna pulled away, drawing her shoulders back proudly. Why should she feel afraid? She stood a head taller than this dried up stranger; she knew the Earthwoman’s strength would be no match for hers.


  “My name is Mryna Brill,” she said quietly. “I came up in a god-car from Rythar.”


  “Rythar?” The woman’s mouth fell open. She whispered the word as if it were profanity. Suddenly she turned and ran down the rim corridor, screaming in terror.


  She’s afraid of me! Mryna thought. And that made no sense at all.


  Mryna knew she had to get back to the god-car quickly. Since the Earthmen had built up the taboos in order to get their sacrifice ores from Rythar, they would do everything they could to prevent her return. She ran toward an intersecting spoke corridor. An alarm bell began to clang, and the sound vibrated against the metal walls. An armed man sprang from a side room and fired his weapon at Mryna. The discharge burned a deep groove in the wall.


  So they would even kill her—these men who pretended to be gods!


  Before the man could fire again, Mryna swung down a side corridor, and at once the sensation of weightlessness overtook her. She could not move quickly. She saw the armed man at the mouth of the corridor. Frantically she pushed open the door of a room, which was crowded with consoles of transmission machines. Three men were seated in front of the speakers. They jumped and came toward her, clumsily fighting the weightlessness.


  Mryna caught at the door jamb and swung herself toward the ceiling. At the same time the armed man fired. The discharge missed her and washed against the transmission machinery. Blue fire exploded from the room. The three men screamed in agony. Concussion threw Mryna helplessly toward the rim again.


  And the Guardian Wheel was plunged into darkness. Mryna’s head swam; her shoulder seethed with pain where she had banged into the wall. She tried to creep toward the circular room, but she had lost her sense of direction and she found herself back on the rim.


  The clanging bell had stopped when the lights went out, but Mryna heard the panic of frightened voices. Far away someone was screaming. Running feet clattered toward her. Mryna flattened herself against the outer wall. An indistinct body of men shot past her.


  “From Rythar,” one of them was saying. “A woman from Rythar!”


  “And we’ve blasted the communication center. We’ve no way of sending the warning back to Earth—”


  They were gone.


  Mryna moved back into the spoke corridor. She felt her way silently toward the circular hub room and the god-car. Suddenly very close she heard voices which she recognized—the man and the woman who had been talking in the supply room.


  “You’re still all right, Dick,” the woman said. “She hasn’t been here long enough to—”


  “We don’t know that. We don’t know how it spreads or how quickly. We can’t take the chance.”


  “Then . . . then we’ve no choice?” Her voice was a small whisper, choked with terror.


  “None. These have been standing emergency orders for twenty years. We always faced the possibility that one of them would escape. If we’d been allowed to use a different policy of education—but the politicians wouldn’t permit that. The Wheel has to be destroyed, and we must die with it.”


  “Couldn’t we wait and make sure?”


  “It works too fast. None of us would be able to do the job—afterward.”


  The voices moved away. Mryna floated toward the hub room. She found the air lock and pulled herself into the god-car. The metal lock hissed closed and light came on. Then she knew she had made a mistake. This ship was not the one she had used when she came up from Rythar. The tiny cabin was fitted with a sleeping lounge, a food cabinet and a file of reading films. Above the lounge a mica viewplate gave her a broad view of the sky.


  Mryna remembered that the man in the supply room had said he was waiting for an auto-pickup; he was on his way back to Earth. Mryna had taken his ship instead of her own. In panic she tried to open the door again, but she found no way to do it. Machinery beneath her feet began to hum. She felt a slight lurch as the pickup left the hub of the Guardian Wheel.


  It swung in a wide arc. Through the viewplate she saw the enormous Wheel growing small behind her, silhouetted against the mist of Rythar. Suddenly the wheel glowed red with a soundless explosion. Its flaming fragments died in the void.


  Mryna dropped weakly on the lounge. Nausea spun through her mind. The man had said they would destroy themselves. Because Mryna had come aboard? But why were they afraid of her? What possible harm could she do them? Mryna had left Rythar to discover the truth, and the truth was insanity. Was truth always like this—a bitter disillusionment, an empty horror?


  She had something else to say to the people of Rythar now: not that the gods were men, but that men were mad. Believe in the taboos; send up the sacrificial ores. It was a small price to pay to keep that madness away from Rythar.


  And Mryna knew she could not go back. With the Wheel gone, she could never return to Rythar; the auto-pickup was carrying her inexorably toward Earth. The scream of the machinery slowly turned shrill, hammering against her eardrums. The stars visible in the viewplate blurred and winked out. Mryna felt a twist of vertigo as the shuttle shifted from conventional speed into a time warp. And then the sound was gone. The ship was floating in an impenetrable blackness.


  Mryna had no idea how much time passed subjectively. When she became hungry, she took food from the cabinet. She slept when she was tired. To pass the time, she turned the reading films through the projector.


  Most of the film stored in the shuttle covered material Mryna already knew. The Earthmen, clearly, had not denied any information to Rythar. Only one thing had been restricted—astronomy. And that would have made no difference, if Mryna had not found the text in the ruins of the Old Village. The people on Rythar never saw the stars; they had no way of knowing—or caring—what lay above the rain mist.


  Mryna was more interested in the history of Earth, which she had never known before. She studied the pictures of the great industrial centers and the crowded countryside. She was awed by the mobs in the city streets and the towering buildings. Yet she liked her own world more—the forests and the clear-running brooks; the vast, uncrowded, open spaces.


  It puzzled her that the people of Earth would give the Rytharian paradise to a handful of children, when their own world was so overcrowded. Was this another form of the madness that had driven the people in the Wheel to destroy themselves? That made a convenient explanation, yet Mryna’s mind was too logical to accept it.


  One film referred to the founding of the original colony on Rythar, a planet in the Sirian System which had been named for its discoverer. Rythar, according to the film, was one of a score of colonies established by Earth. It was unbelievably rich in deposits of uranium.


  That, Mryna surmised, was the name of the sacrificial ore they sent up in the god-cars.


  The atmosphere and gravity of Rythar duplicated that of Earth; Rythar should have become the largest colony in the system. The government of Earth had originally planned a migration of ten million persons.


  “But after twelve months the survey colony was destroyed by an infection,” Mryna read on the projection screen, “which has never been identified. It is called simply the Sickness. The origin of this plague is unknown. No adult in the survey colony survived; children born on Rythar are themselves immune, but are carriers of the Sickness. The first rescue team sent to save them died within eight hours. No human being, aside from these native-born children, has ever survived the Sickness.”


  Now Mryna had the whole truth. She knew the motivation for their madness of self-destruction. It was not insanity, but the sublime courage of a few human beings sacrificing themselves to save the rest of their civilization. They smashed the Guardian Wheel to keep the Sickness there. And Mryna had already escaped before that happened! She was being hurled through space toward Earth and she would destroy that, too.


  If she killed herself, that would in no way alter the situation. The ship would still move in its appointed course. Her body would be aboard; perhaps the very furnishings in the cabin were now infected with the germ of the Sickness. When the ship touched Earth, the fatal poison would escape.


  Dully Mryna turned up another frame on the film, and she read what the Earthmen had done to help Rythar. They built the Guardian Wheel to isolate the Sickness. Sealed in metal immunization suits, volunteers had descended to the plague world and reared the surviving children of the colonists until they were old enough to look out for themselves. The answer house had been set up as an instructional device.


  “As nearly as possible, the scientists in charge attempted to create a normal social situation for the plague carriers. They could never be allowed to leave Rythar, but when they matured enough to know the truth, Rythar could be integrated into the colonial system. Rytharian uranium is already a significant trade factor in the colonial market. An incidental by-product of the Guardian Wheel is the hospital facility, where advanced cases of certain cancers and lung diseases have been cured in a reduced gravity or by exposure to cosmic radiation.”


  Mryna shut off the projection. The words made sense, but the results did not. And she knew precisely why Earth had failed. When they matured—in those three words she had her answer.


  And now it didn’t matter. There was nothing she could do. Her ship was a poisoned arrow aimed directly at the heart of man’s civilization.


  Mryna had slept twice when the auto-pickup lurched out of the time drive and she was able to see the stars again. Directly ahead of her she saw an emerald planet, bright in the sun. And she knew instinctively that it was Earth.


  A speaker under the viewport throbbed with the sound of a human voice.


  “Auto-shuttle SC 539, attention. You are assigned landing slot seven-three-one, Port Chicago. I repeat, seven-three-one. Dial that destination. Do you read me?”


  Three times the message was repeated before Mryna concluded that it was meant for her. She found three small knobs close to the speaker and a plastic toggle labeled “voice reply.” She snapped it shut and found that she could speak to the Chicago spaceport.


  Her problem was easily solved, then. She could say she came from Rythar. Without hesitation, Earth ships would be sent to blast her ship out of the sky before she would be able to land. But she knew she had to accomplish more than that; the same mistake must not be repeated again.


  “How much time do I have?” she asked.


  “Thirty-four minutes.”


  “Can you keep this shuttle up here any longer than that?”


  “Lady, the auto-pickups are on tape-pilot. Come hell or high water, they land exactly on schedule.”


  “What happens if I don’t dial the slot destination?”


  “We bring you in on emergency—and you fork over a thousand buck fine.”


  Mryna asked to be allowed to speak to someone in authority in the government. The Chicago port manager told her the request was absurd. For nine minutes Mryna argued, with a mounting sense of urgency, before he gave his grudging consent. Her trouble was that she had to skate close to the truth without admitting it directly. She could not—except as a last resort—let them kill her until they knew why the isolation of Rythar had failed.


  It was thirteen minutes before landing when Mryna finally heard an older, more dignified voice on the speaker. By then the green globe of Earth filled the sky; Mryna could make out the shapes of the continents turning below her. The older man identified himself as a senator elected to the planetary Congress. She didn’t know how much authority he represented, but she couldn’t afford to wait any longer.


  She told him frankly who she was. She knew she was pronouncing her own death sentence, yet she spoke quietly. She must show the same courage that the Earthmen had when they sacrificed themselves in the Guardian Wheel.


  “Listen to me for two minutes more before you blast my ship,” she asked. “I rode the god-car up from Rythar—I am coming now to spread the Sickness on Earth—because I wanted to know the truth about something that puzzled me. I had to know what was above the rain mist. In the answer house you would not tell us that. Now I understand why. We were children. You were waiting for us to mature. And that is the mistake you made; that blindness nearly destroyed your civilization.


  “You will have to build another Guardian Wheel. This time don’t hide anything from us because we’re children. The truth makes us mature, not illusions or taboos. Never forget that. It is easier to face a fact than to have to give up a dream we’ve been taught to believe. Tell your children the truth when they ask for it. Tell us, please. We can adjust to it. We’re just as human as you are.”


  Mryna drew a long breath. Her lips were trembling. Did this man understand what she had tried to say? She would never know. If she failed, Earth—in spite of its generosity and its courage—would one day be destroyed by children bred on too many delusions. “I’m ready,” Mryna said steadily. “Send up your warships and destroy me.”


  She waited. Less than ten minutes were left. Her shuttle began to move more slowly. She was no more than a mile above Earth. She saw the soaring cities and the white highways twisting through green fields.


  Seven minutes left. Where were the warships? She looked anxiously through the viewport and the sky was empty.


  Desperately she closed the voice toggle again. “Send them quickly!” she cried. “You must not let me land!”


  No reply came from the speaker. Her auto-shuttle began to circle a large city which lay at the southern tip of an inland lake. Three minutes more. The ship nosed toward the spaceport.


  “Why don’t you do something?” Mryna screamed. “What are you waiting for?”


  The shuttle settled into a metal rack. The lock hissed open. Mryna shrank back against the wall, looking out at what she would destroy—what she had already destroyed. A dignified, portly man came panting up the ramp toward her.


  “No!” she whispered. “Don’t come in here.”


  “I am Senator Brieson,” he said shortly. “For ten years Dr. Jameson has been telling us from the Guardian Wheel that we should adopt a different educational policy toward Rythar. Your scare broadcast was clever, but we’re used to Jameson’s tricks. He’ll be removed from office for this, and if I have anything to say about it—”


  “You didn’t believe me?” Mryna gasped.


  “Of course not. If a plague carrier escaped from Rythar, we would have heard about it long before this. The trouble with you scientists is you don’t grant the rest of us any common sense. And Jameson’s the worst of the lot. He’s always contended that the sociologists should determine our Rytharian policy, not the elected representatives of the people.”


  Mryna broke down and began to cry hysterically. The senator put his hand under her arm—none too gently. “Let’s have no more dramatics, please. You don’t know how fortunate you are, young lady. If the politicians were as addle-witted as you scientists claim we are, we might have believed that nonsense and blasted your ship out of the sky. You scientists have to give up the notion that you’re our guardians; we’re quite able to look out for ourselves.”


  MARTIANS NEVER DIE


  Lucius Daniel


  It was a wonderful bodyguard: no bark, no bite, no sting . . . just conversion of the enemy!


  At three-fifteen, a young man walked into the circular brick building and took a flattened package of cigarettes from his shirt pocket.


  “Mr. Stern?” he asked, throwing away the empty package.


  Stern looked with hard eyes at the youthful reporter. He recognized the type.


  “So they’re sending around cubs now,” he said.


  “I’m no cub—I’ve been on the paper a whole year,” the reporter protested, and then stopped, realizing his annoyance had betrayed him.


  “Only a year. The first time they sent their best man.”


  “This ain’t the first time,” said the young man, assuming a bored look. “It’s the fourth time, and next year I don’t think anybody will come at all. Why should they?”


  “Why, because they might be able to make it,” Beryl spoke up. “Something must have happened before.”


  Stern watched the reporter drink in Beryl’s loveliness.


  “Well, Mrs. Curtis,” the young man said, “everyone has it figured out that Dr. Curtis got stuck in the fourth dimension, or else lost, or died, maybe. Even Einstein can’t work out the stellar currents your husband was depending on.”


  “It’s very simple,” replied Beryl, “but I can’t explain it intelligibly. I wish you could have talked to Dr. Curtis.”


  “Why is it that we have to come out here just once a year to wait for him? Is that how the fourth dimension works?”


  “It’s the only time when the stellar currents permit the trip back to Earth. And it’s not the fourth dimension! Clyde was always irritated when anyone would talk about his traveling to Mars in the fourth dimension.”


  “It’s interdimensional,” Stern put in.


  “And you’re his broker?” asked the reporter, throwing his cigarette down on the brick floor and stepping on it. “You’re his old friend from college days, handled his financial affairs, and helped him raise enough money to build his machine?”


  “Yes,” Stern replied, a little pompously. “It was through my efforts that several wealthy men took an interest in the machine, so that Dr. Curtis did not have to bear the entire expense himself.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” the reporter sighed. “I read an old story on it before I came here. Now I’m out of cigarettes.” He looked hopefully at Stern.


  Stern returned the look coldly. “There’s a store where you can buy some about three blocks down the road.”


  “Is that the room where he’s expected to materialize with his machine?” The reporter pointed to an inner door.


  “Yes. Dr. Curtis wanted to be sure no one would be injured. This inner circular room was built first; then he had the outer wall put up as an added precaution. The circular passageway we’re in leads all around the old room, but this doorway is the only entrance.”


  “And what are those holes in the top of the door for?”


  “If he returns, we can tell by the displaced air rushing out. Then the door will open automatically.”


  “And when is the return scheduled for?” asked the reporter.


  “Three-forty-seven and twenty-nine seconds.”


  “If it happens,” the reporter added skeptically. “And if it doesn’t, we have to wait another year.”


  “Optimum conditions occur just once a year.”


  “Well, I’m going out to get some cigarettes. I’ve got time . . . and probably nothing to wait for. I’ll return though.”


  He walked briskly through the outer door.


  “This is the hardest part of the year, especially now. Suppose he did come back,” Beryl said plaintively.


  “You don’t have to worry,” Stern assured her. “Clyde himself said that if he didn’t come back the second year, he might not make it at all.” Stern opened his gold case now and offered Beryl a cigarette.


  She shook her head. “But he made two trial runs in it first and came back.”


  “That was for a short distance only—that is, a short distance astronomically. Figuring for Mars was another story. Maybe he missed the planet and . . .”


  “Oh, don’t! It’s just not knowing that I can’t stand.”


  “Well,” he said drily, “we’ll know in—” he stopped and looked at his wristwatch—“in just about fifteen minutes.”


  “I can’t wait,” she moaned.


  He put his arm around her. “Relax. Take it easy and stop worrying. It’ll just be like last time.”


  “Not the last time at all. We hadn’t—”


  “As soon as we are able to leave here,” he said, drawing her close and squeezing her gently, “I’ll take steps to have him declared legally dead. Then we’ll get married.”


  “That’s not much of a proposal,” she smiled. “But I guess I’ll have to accept you. You have Clyde’s power of attorney.”


  “And we’ll be rich. Richer than ever. I’ll be able to use some of my own ideas about the investments. As a matter of fact, I have already.” And he frowned slightly.


  “We have enough,” Beryl said quickly. “Don’t try to speculate. You know how Clyde felt about that.”


  “But he spent so damned much on the machine. I had to make back those expenses somehow.”


  Steps sounded outside and they drew apart. The reporter came in with a companion of about his own age.


  “Better wipe the lipstick off,” he grinned. “It’s almost time for something to happen.”


  Stern dabbed at his mouth angrily with his handkerchief.


  At first the sound was so soft that it could hardly be heard, but soon a whistling grew until it became a threat to the eardrums. The reporters looked at each other with glad, excited eyes.


  The whistling stopped abruptly and, slowly, the door opened. The reporters rushed in immediately.


  Beryl gripped Stern’s hand convulsively. “He’s come back.”


  “Yes, but that mustn’t change our plans, Beryl dear.”


  “But, Al . . . Oh, why were we so foolish?”


  “Not foolish, dear. Not at all foolish. Now we have to go in.”


  Inside the room was the large sphere of metalloy. It had lost its original gleam and was stained and battered, standing silent, closed, enigmatic.


  “Where’s the door?” called the first reporter.


  The sphere rested on a number of metal stilts, reaching out from the lower hemisphere, which held it about three feet from the floor, like a great pincushion turned upside down.


  Slowly, a round section of the sphere’s wall swung outward and steps descended. As they touched the floor, both reporters, caught by the same idea, sprinted for it and fought to see which would climb it first.


  “Wait!” shouted Stern.


  The reporters stopped their scuffling and followed Stern’s gaze.


  Something old and leathery and horrible was emerging from the circular doorway. Several tentacles, like so many snakes, slid around the hand rail which ran down the steps. Then, at the top, it paused.


  Stern felt an immediate and unreasoning hate for the thing, whatever it was, a hate so strong that he forgot to feel fear. It seemed to him to combine the repulsive qualities of a spider and a toad. The body, fat and repugnant, was covered by a loose skin, dull and leathery, and the fatness seemed to be pulled downward below the lower tentacles like an insect’s body, until it was wider at the bottom than at the top.


  Like a salt shaker, Stern thought.


  It turned its head—it had no neck; the loose skin of the body just turned with it—and looked back inside the sphere. The head resembled a toad’s, but a long trident tongue slid in and out quickly, changing the resemblance to that of a malformed snake.


  From the interior, Dr. Curtis appeared beside the creature and stood there vaguely for a moment. Stern noticed that his clothes seemed just as new as when he had left, but he had grown a long, untrimmed beard, and his face had a vacant expression, as if he were hypnotized.


  The creature looked upward at Curtis, who was head and shoulders taller, and its resemblance changed again in Stern’s mind, so that now it looked like a dog, at least in attitude. From its mouth came a low hissing noise.


  Curtis looked down at the dog-spider-toad, his eyes slowly beginning to focus. The creature wiggled like a seal with a fish in sight, then slid and bumped down the steps, with Curtis following him.


  “Clyde!” cried Beryl and rushed toward Curtis.


  The outstretched tentacles of the beast stopped her, but at a touch from Curtis they fell away and Beryl was in his arms.


  Stern watched the scene sourly and with rage in his heart. Why hadn’t Clyde waited another year? Then nothing could have changed things. Now he would lose not only Beryl, but the management of the money that was left, and the marketing of new patents on the machine. Curtis did not approve of speculation, especially when it lost money.


  “You’ve changed, Clyde,” Beryl was saying as she hugged him. “What is the matter—do you need a doctor?”


  “No, I don’t want a doctor, but I have to get home,” said Curtis.


  Stern felt anger again beating in his brain like heavy surf on a beach. Curtis was sick. The least he could have done was die. Well, maybe he still would. And if he didn’t he could be helped to—Stern saw the beast looking at him intently, malevolently. Its face might have looked almost human, now that it was so close, if it had possessed eyebrows and hair. As it was, its nose rose abruptly and flared into two really enormous nostrils, but its mouth looked small and wrinkled, like that of an old grandmother without any teeth.


  They turned to the doorway without noticing the absence of the reporters, who had long since run off to telephone and get photographers.


  Curtis walked slowly. He would stop for a moment, look about as if expecting something entirely different, and then he would move forward again.


  They all got into the car, Curtis and Beryl on the front seat, with Beryl driving, and Stern and the creature in the rear. As Beryl drove, Stern looked savagely at the back of Curtis’s head, but he felt the beast staring at him balefully. Could it be a mind reader? That was ridiculous. How could anything that couldn’t speak read a person’s mind?


  He turned to study it. The Martian, if that was what it was, had only six tentacles, three on each side. The lower ones were heavy and almost as thick as legs. The upper ones were small and were obviously used as hands, while it was possible that the middle ones could be used either way. A series of suction cups or sucking pads were at the end of each tentacle. With equipment like this, it could walk right up the side of a building, except, perhaps, for the higher gravity of Earth.


  Stern could smell it now, a dry, desert smell, and that made it more revolting than ever. They were born to hate each other.


  When they got home, Beryl was all solicitousness. The way a woman is when she has a man to impress, Stern thought.


  “Just sit right here in your old chair,” she told Curtis, “and I’ll call a doctor. Then I’ll put some water on to heat.” But first she knelt by his side and laid her head on his breast. “Oh, darling,” she said with a sob, “Why did you wait so long? I’ve missed you so.”


  A very good act, Stern told himself bitterly, without believing it at all.


  She got up and turned toward Stern. “Will you help me get some water on, Al?” she asked. “I’m going to phone.”


  He went into the kitchen. He knew where the kettle was, the refrigerator, the mixings. He could hear her dialing, and then, before he got the kettle on the burner, she came inside and closed the kitchen door.


  “Clyde’s sick and I have to take care of him,” she said anxiously.


  It wasn’t entirely the money, he confessed to himself now. He hated the situation, but he had to give in—on the surface anyway.


  “Okay, let’s forget the whole thing,” he said.


  “Oh, Al dear, I knew you’d understand! I’ve got to go back now and try the phone again. I got a busy signal.”


  Stern followed her, still rankling at the way Curtis had forced Beryl to live while he spent so generously on his own expensive interests. Shortly after their marriage, he had built a home for Beryl and himself in an exclusive suburb, on a hilly bit of land with a deep ravine at the back. But it was small and Beryl had not even been allowed maids except when they entertained, which was seldom. Soon he would change all that, Stern told himself. They had not dared to while Clyde was away.


  In the modern living room, Curtis sprawled in his easy chair as though he hadn’t moved since they had placed him there. But his air of abstraction seemed to have increased. Before him sat the beast, looking, Stern thought, more like a dog than ever. Its head wasn’t cocked to one side, but that, less than its alien appearance, was the one thing to spoil the illusion.


  Tires screeched in the driveway while Beryl was still at the telephone. Stern went to the front door, closed it and put the chain bolt in place. The back door would still be locked and they would hardly try to force the screen windows.


  Heavy steps pounded up the front walk. “Did Dr. Curtis really get back?” The first man shot out. The one who followed had a camera.


  “Dr. Curtis has returned,” Stern spoke through the opening of the front door which the chain permitted, “but his physical condition won’t permit questioning, at least until his doctor has seen him.”


  “Did he really bring back a Martian? We want to see the Martian anyway.”


  “We can’t have Dr. Curtis disturbed in any way until after his physician has examined him,” Stern said bluntly.


  “Is he in there?”


  “We’ll give you a report when we’re ready.”


  A second car pulled up to the house as Stern shut the front door, and went to check the rear one. When he came back, flashes from the window showed the cameraman was trying to take pictures through the glass. Stern drew the shades.


  “Well, poor Schaughtowl, so you had to come with me,” Curtis was saying to the monster.


  The beast wiggled again as it had on the steps of the machine. A tail to wag wasn’t really necessary, Stern decided, when there was so much body to wiggle.


  Schaughtowl, as Curtis addressed it, seemed to brighten in the darkened room.


  “Poor, dear Schaughtowl,” said Curtis gently.


  It was unmistakable now—the skin actually brightened and emitted a sort of eerie, luminous glow.


  Curtis leaned over and put his hand on what would have been Schaughtowl’s neck. The loose skin writhed joyously, and, snakelike, the whole body responded in rippling waves of emotion.


  “Gull Lup,” the monster—said wasn’t the right word, but it was not a bark, growl, mew, cheep, squawk or snarl. Gulp was as close as Stern could come, a dry and almost painful gulping noise that expressed devotion in some totally foreign way that Stern found revolting.


  He realized that the phone had been ringing for some time. He disconnected it, and then heard loud knocking.


  “It’s Dr. Anderson,” he heard a man’s voice calling impatiently and angrily.


  Cautiously, Stern opened the door, but his care was needless. With a few testy remarks, the doctor quickly cleared a space about the door and entered.


  He went at once to Curtis, with only a single shocked glance at Schaughtowl.


  “Where the devil have you been and where in hell did you get that thing?” he asked as he unbuttoned Curtis’s coat and shirt.


  Since playing with his pet, Curtis seemed more awake. “I went to Mars,” he said. “They’re incredibly advanced in ways we hardly guess. We’re entirely off the track. I just came back to explain how.”


  “Your friend doesn’t look very intelligent,” the doctor answered, busy with his stethoscope.


  “Animals like Schaughtowl are used for steeds or pets,” said Curtis. “The Ladonai are pretty much like mankind, only smaller.”


  “Why did you stay so long?”


  “After I left, the Ladonai told me, they were going to shut off any possible communication with Earth until we advance more. They think we’re at a very dangerous animal-like stage of development. Once I came home, I knew I couldn’t go back, so I wanted to learn as much as I could before I left them.”


  “Stand up for a minute,” ordered the doctor.


  “Not right now,” said Curtis. “I’m too tired.”


  “You’d better get to bed, then.”


  “I think not. It’s merely caused by the difference in gravity and heavier air. The Ladonai told me to expect it, but not to lie down. After a while I’ll try to take a short walk.”


  So Clyde wasn’t going to die, after all, Stern thought. He had come home with a message, and, remembering the determination of the man, Stern knew he wouldn’t die until he had given it. But he had to die. He would die, and who was competent enough to know that it wasn’t from the shock of having come home to denser air and a heavier gravity?


  There were ways—an oxygen tube, for example. Pure oxygen to be inhaled in his sleep by lungs accustomed to a rarified atmosphere, or stimulants in his food so it would look like a little too much exertion on a heart already overtaxed. There were ways.


  Stern’s scalp tingled unpleasantly, and he saw the Martian looking at him intently, coldly. In that moment Stern knew without question that his mind was being read. Not his idea, perhaps, but his intent toward Curtis. The Martian would have to be attended to first.


  “Is it true, Dr. Anderson? Will he be all right?” Beryl was sitting on the arm of the chair next to Schaughtowl, and she was looking at Clyde almost as adoringly as the Martian. A few hours had undone all that Stern had managed to do in four years.


  If Stern had been uncertain, that alone would have decided him.


  “I think so,” said the doctor. “He seems to be uncomfortable, rather than in pain. I’ll send you a prescription for his heart, if he breathes too heavily. Be sure, though, not to give him more than one pill in three hours.”


  “Of course.” Beryl was never that solicitous toward Stern.


  “And you’ll be in quarantine here until the government decides what, if any, diseases he and the Martian may have brought back with them.”


  “None at all, Doctor.” Curtis’s voice was markedly more slurred, and he stared intently with unblinking eyes at the blank wall.


  “Well, that’s something we can’t tell yet. Well have to keep out the press and television men, anyway, because of your health. If I’m not detained, I’ll be back tomorrow morning. Call me if there’s any change.”


  On his way out, the physician was besieged by reporters and photographers, baulked of better subjects. Shortly after the doctor’s departure, police sirens came screaming up. The men waiting around the house were moved outside the gate and a guard was set at every entrance.


  Later, a messenger came, was interrogated by the police sergeant who took a small package from him and brought it to the house.


  “Medicine,” the sergeant said, handing it gingerly to Stern. “You can’t leave here without permission.” And he walked hurriedly away.


  This might be the answer. Stern had a good idea of what the doctor had prescribed—something he’d said, for the heart. It must have been pretty powerful, too, for the doctor to warn against an overdose. Two at once might do it, or another two a little later.


  But there was Schaughtowl.


  “Al,” said Beryl, “stay with Clyde while I fix something for him to eat.”


  She was more beautiful than ever. Emotions, he thought wryly, become a woman; they thrive on them. In a few minutes a woman could change like this. It was enough to make a man lose faith in the sex.


  “Certainly,” he said easily.


  Curtis seemed to sleep with wide open eyes gazing blankly at the far wall. Schaughtowl sat motionless before him, watchful as a dog, yet still like a snake or spider patiently waiting. Didn’t the beast ever sleep?


  A drink was what Stern needed. He went to the closet and poured a double brandy. He sipped it slowly. As delicious fire ran down his gullet and warmed his stomach, he felt his tension ease and a sense of confidence pervade his mind.


  He needn’t worry. He was always successful, except that once with the stocks. And he had calm nerves.


  There were guards out in front now in khaki uniform; the Governor must have called out a company of the National Guard. Stern noticed some state police, too. The house was well guarded on the three sides surrounded by a neat, white picket fence. In the back, the severe drop into the ravine made guards there unnecessary.


  It was dark before Dr. Curtis moved. Beryl was watching him; she had little to say to Stern now.


  “How about some broth, dear?” she asked Curtis immediately.


  Slowly, Clyde’s eyes focused on her. He smiled. “Let’s try it.”


  He let Beryl feed him, sitting on a stool beside his chair and being unnecessarily motherly and coddling about it.


  For a while after he had eaten, Clyde sat in his chair, looking at Beryl with his new and oddly gentle smile. It seemed to activate some hidden response in her, for she glowed with tenderness.


  “I suppose,” Curtis slurred, “I ought to try to walk now.”


  “Let me help.” Stern rose and crossed the room.


  The Martian rustled like snakes in the weeds, and hissed.


  Beryl said without suspicion, “Thank you, Al. I knew you’d do whatever you could for Clyde.” And she rested her hand trustingly on his arm.


  What was past was past, not to be wept over, not to be regretted.


  “Like to walk out in the back for the air?” Stern asked. “The breeze is coming from that direction.”


  “That will do very well,” said Curtis, obviously not caring a bit.


  Stern helped Curtis from his chair and supported him under the arm. They went out the back door, the Martian slithering after them. It was cooler in the garden. Stern felt a renewed surge of self-confidence.


  “The stars—” Curtis stopped to look upward.


  The night was almost cloudless and there was no moon. The house hid any view of the crowds and the guards holding them back. They were alone in the dark.


  Curtis started forward again, with the Martian scraping along behind. It would never let Curtis out of its sight as long as it lived; that much was clear to Stern.


  He guided Curtis to a seat close to the ravine, a favorite spot. Always the Martian was a step—or a slither—behind, and when Curtis sat down, Schaughtowl sat between his beloved master and the precipitous drop.


  Stern picked up a rock from the rock garden and tossed it into the ravine. The Martian did not take his eyes off Curtis. Stern picked up a larger rock, a sharp, pointed one. He was behind the Martian and Curtis was looking away unseeingly into the night.


  It was simple, really, and well executed. The beast’s skull bashed in easily, being merely thin bones for a thin atmosphere and light gravitation. A push sent it over the edge of the ravine.


  Curtis sat unnoticing, and the traffic jam out front created more than enough confusion to drown out any noise from the creature’s fall.


  Stern’s palm stung. He realized that, before the Martian had pitched over the ravine, a suction pad had for a moment caught at his hand. It had done the beast no good, though.


  Curiously, the Martian had not guarded itself, only Curtis. Sitting with its back to Stern had really invited attack. The mind-reading ability was just something that Stern had nervously imagined.


  The police would not be able to tell his rock from any other. The heavy body, its ungainly movement and thin bones would explain everything. Besides, there was no motive for killing the Martian and what penalty could there be? It couldn’t be called murder.


  Stern looked at the palm of his right hand, the one that had held the rock. It stung a little, but in the darkness he couldn’t see it. A stinger of some kind, like a bee, probably. The hell with it—couldn’t be fatal or Curtis would have warned them about it.


  The Martian had been walking by the ravine and had clumsily fallen in. He would report it after he had got Curtis back into the house.


  Curtis was easy to arouse and didn’t seem to miss Schaughtowl. Stern maneuvered him to the living room, where he sank into a chair and fell into his mood of abstraction.


  Beryl must be in the kitchen cleaning up, Stern supposed. Perhaps he had better put some kind of germicide on his palm, just to ward off infection.


  He looked at Curtis relaxed in the chair. Clyde suddenly appeared oddly boyish to him, hardly different than he had been in college days. For a moment Stern felt again the adolescent admiration and fellowship he had felt so strongly then. Don’t be stupid, he told himself angrily. This man had the money and the woman that had almost belonged to him.


  Moving slowly, Stern deliciously savored the aroma of his triumph. On the table was the bottle. Clyde would be easy, unsuspecting, kindly.


  It wouldn’t be safe to marry Beryl right away, but there could never be any suspicion.


  No need to hurry. For a moment he wanted to watch Curtis. He wondered what kind of pictures Clyde was seeing on the blank wall. Martian landscapes? The strange Ladonai? Too bad he hadn’t stayed on Mars. Stern couldn’t help having a friendly feeling for his old college chum, pity, too, for what must happen to him soon.


  This was no way to kill anyone!


  He was growing old and soft!


  Nevertheless, Curtis did have a noble and striking face. Funny he had never noticed it before. It seemed to glow with an uncanny peace.


  Unnoticed, the numbness crept from Stern’s palm along his right arm, and a prickly sensation appeared in his right leg.


  It was funny to read a person’s thoughts like this. Love flowed from Curtis like the warm glow from a burning candle. A sort of halo had formed from the light above his head.


  Symbolic.


  From Curtis came wave after wave of love. He could feel it pulsating toward him, and he felt his own heart turn over, answer it. Yes, Curtis was noble.


  Stern sank cross-legged on the floor beside Curtis and gazed at him. The prickly sensation had ascended from his leg up through his chest and to his neck. But it didn’t matter. Now, for a last time, he could feel the spell of that perfect friendship—before the end.


  What end? Why should there be any end to this eternal moment?


  Curtis noticed him now. Those half-closed eyes were strangely penetrating. They looked him through.


  “Well, Al,” he said, “so you killed Schaughtowl?”


  Stern looked at the kindly, godlike face and loved it.


  Killed whom?


  “Poor Al,” Curtis said. He leaned over and laid his hand on the back of Stern’s neck, fondling it much as one would a dog. “Poor old Al.”


  Stern’s heart leaped in joy. This was ecstasy. It must be expressed. It demanded expression. If he had possessed a tail, he would have wagged it. Perhaps there was a word for that bliss. There was, and with immense satisfaction he spoke it.


  “Gull Lup,” he said.


  RANDOM ACTS OF KINDNESS


  Daniel Marcus


  The fog brought me a gift this morning. When I woke in the pre-dawn stillness to relieve myself it lay over everything like cotton ticking. I stepped out onto the porch and held my hand in front of my face. I could barely see it, a splayed dark outline, the space between the fingers like webbing in the half-dark.


  I went back to sleep and when I awoke again the fog was thinner. Not completely gone, but the sky had that bright gray look like there was blue up there somewhere. On the porch railing, next to a small potted cactus, was the head of a mountain lion. There was a dark, irregular stain on the wood underneath it and the fur around what was left of its neck was torn and bloody. Its eyes were open and its mouth was fixed in a snarl. As I watched, an ant crawled up the matted fur of its cheek, explored for a moment, and disappeared into a nostril.


  Even in death, there was something magnificent about the creature and I thought of Egyptian gods in hieroglyphic profile. I looked beyond it to the sloping, rock-studded hill disappearing into the fog still hugging the ground.


  I had been looking for that cat. In the last month I’d lost two sheep, and the day before, I’d come home to find my goat, Mama Cass, lying in a pool of blood, eviscerated and partly eaten. There was no sign, nothing to track—the killer left about as much spoor as the fog.


  I walked to the head of the rickety wooden stairs and looked around, hoping to catch a glimpse of whoever or whatever had graced me with this offering, knowing I wouldn’t. I had an urge to shout, just to hear my voice damped, absorbed into that mist like rain into dry dust. I didn’t see anything I didn’t expect—just the fog, the gentle contours of the hillside, and off to the left, just visible through the whiteness, my old, blue Chevy rustbucket sitting under a listing, tin-roofed lean-to.


  Beyond the truck were the woods. They went on for miles, almost all the way to the ocean, uninterrupted except for patches of clearcut. I remember, years ago, flying low over the coastal range in a small private plane, seeing miles of deep, mysterious green scarred and broken by wide swaths of nothing. Dead zones. It made me want to cry. Not too much of that this far out in the boonies, but the lumber companies and the Feds managed to make a sorry mess of things before they stopped. Before everything stopped.


  I was hungry, and debated with myself whether to make something before heading down the mountain, or wait until I got to Stores. I never liked to pass up an opportunity to sit down to some of Evy’s hash, but I was going to be bartering for gasoline to keep my generator going and needed a clear head, so I went back to the kitchen and grabbed an oatcake to give my blood sugar a kick. On my way out, I stopped at the hall closet and got the box of .22 longs that I planned to use for trade. There was only about a case and a half left and I felt a sharp stab of worry as I wondered what I was going to use for currency when that was gone. I didn’t want to think about it. Under a tarp in the back of the truck there was also a small buck I’d bagged the day before. That and the ammo should get me five gallons at least, maybe a box of nails.


  As I walked out through the porch again, breaking off crumbs of cake and putting them in my mouth, I took another look at the cathead. It had lost most of its magic for me and just looked dead, the eyes glazed over, the fur taking on the dull gloss of old carpet. I felt a chill run down my spine though as I wondered again how it got there. The hairs on the back of my neck were standing on end.


  The truck was hard starting. There was always fog up here and I think the dampness got into the electrical system somehow. It turned over and over but wouldn’t quite catch. Just when the starter was about to call it quits, cranking slower and slower and groaning with the effort, the engine kicked in. I saw a cloud of blue smoke rise in the rear view mirror and mix with the fog. I opened the glove compartment and took out my Walther, took the safety off, and jacked a shell in the chamber. I laid it gently on the seat next to me. I thought of Annie and pushed the thought away. Two years since she died, and I was still hurting. Everything in the house and the rough land around it shouted her name at me.


  The road wound down the mountain, hugging the contours, switchbacking a couple of times. I could drive it in my sleep. By the time the hardpack dirt gave way to asphalt, I was out from under the fog and I could see plumes of woodsmoke rising from behind the curve of the next hill. As I rounded its side, the twin windmills that provided power for the little community came into view—tall, spidery things perched at the mouth of the valley like birds of prey. Only one of them was spinning—the other was down again, waiting for a trader to make the long trip up from Tehachapi with spare parts.


  I pulled up in front of the trading post, a low, ramshackle building with a sprawling collection of additions. There were a couple of trailers off to the side, and a long aluminum storage shed. A neatly lettered sign reading “Stores” hung over the main entrance. Behind the main building, scattered throughout the woods and down the road, were about thirty houses, most of them new—makeshift dwellings that sprouted up around Stores like mushrooms on nightsoil after they got the windmills going. It was still pretty early and the dirt lot in front of the shed was empty. I stuck the Walther in my belt and walked in.


  Evy was behind the counter. She was wearing a rough homespun shirt and her long gray-streaked hair was pulled back into a thick braid. Behind her, pots and saucepans perched on Coleman burners, filling the room with the smells of chili, chicory, and kerosene. Through a door next to the stove I saw a jumbled confusion of merchandise—bolts of cloth, tools, barrels of dry goods. There was a single customer, someone I’d never seen before. He wore a scarf over his head that didn’t quite cover an ugly burn scar and he sat hunched over his joe like he thought someone was going to take it away from him. Evy smiled when she saw me.


  “Blair,” she said. “How goes it?” There was a gold star inlaid into one of her front teeth and it flashed at me as she spoke.


  “Some strange shit, Ev’.” I told her about the offering I’d received. When I was finished, she rolled her eyes and whistled softly through her teeth. “Thing is, though,” I went on, “I don’t know whether to feel threatened or graced. I mean, I wanted that cat, but this is pretty damn strange.”


  As I talked, the stranger became more and more agitated, mumbling to himself and slopping his chicory on the counter in front of him. Finally he turned to me. The burn scar sprawled across his face like an open hand. His eyes peering out from behind it held a sick, flickering light.


  “It’s happening, man,” he said. “They’re coming back. Cowboy Neal at the wheel, man. Four dimensional beings in three dimensional bodies looking out two dimensional windshields. Ashes to ashes, man. They’re coming back.”


  I looked at Evy with a questioning frown. She shrugged and pointed down, meaning, I guess, that she figured he had come up from the South, from the ruins around Sacto or San Francisco. People didn’t travel much anymore, but we still got a steady trickle—techno-junk traders, musicians, storytellers, and the occasional crazy.


  “I seen it, man. It’s happened to me. I was up to Shasta, up near the summit, and I got caught in a storm.” Something happened to his eyes then—the fevered light dimmed and he seemed almost sane. “Man, I had half a biscuit in my pocket and the shirt on my back and the temperature dropped from sixty to zero in about twenty minutes. I thought, ‘This is it, man. Thank you, Great Spirit for giving me this life, see you in the next one,’ you know?” I nodded. I knew about those storms—he wasn’t exaggerating. Evy had stopped wiping down the counter and was staring at him.


  “Before long it was total whiteout,” he continued. “Nowhere to go, so I just sat down right where I was, closed my eyes, and waited. Pretty soon my feet and hands got all numb and I just went to sleep.” He giggled. “I just went to sleep, man.” He shook his head and stared down into his mug. He was silent for so long I didn’t know if he was going to continue speaking. “I just went to sleep,” he said again, so softly it was almost inaudible. He looked up at me and grinned. “You think I’m gonna tell you I dreamed this long tunnel with a bright light at the end, right?”


  I shrugged and he shook his head. “Nothin,’ man. No dreams at all, but I woke up in the old abandoned base camp cabin at the foot of the northwest approach. A good ten miles away. There was a fire in the stove and a big fat squirrel on the table next to it, gutted and cleaned and ready to cook. And standing there looking down at me was God’s own angel. She was an angel, man . . .” Evy looked at me and rolled her eyes. He didn’t seem to notice. “She gave me this slow, sad smile, like she knew me, and then she turned and walked out the door. I remember the smells in the room, man—blood and woodsmoke.”


  He looked at Evy, then back at me, with a defiant expression, like he was daring us to call him crazy.


  He beckoned me closer. “You know who I think it was?” he asked. I shook my head. He continued without pausing for an answer. “There were spirits who lived here before we came and fucked it all up. The Indians knew them and they had sort of a peaceful thing going. Then we came and started tearing down the forests and pissing in the streams and they went into hiding. I think they were always there, but they kept a low profile. Then the shit hit the fan and we almost blew ourselves off the planet. They’re coming back, man . . .”


  “Wait a minute,” Evy said. “If that’s true, don’t you think they’d be a little, well, pissed off? Why would they help us?” I’d been thinking the same thing.


  He shook his head. “You don’t get it, man. They’re not like us. They don’t hold grudges. It’s a clean slate—we can all start over. A clean slate . . .”


  Then something in his face sagged and he looked back down into his mug. Evy and I looked at each other and shrugged.


  “We’ve got some business to transact, Evy,” I said after a long moment.


  “What you got?” she asked.


  We went through the motions of dickering and barter but neither of our hearts were in it. I got my five gallons, she got the .22 longs, and she agreed to salt all the meat and give me half. Somewhere during the course of the negotiations, our friend had disappeared.


  “Hey,” I said. “Where’s Cowboy Neal?”


  “Beats me,” she said with a shrug. “Probably stepped out to score some ‘shrooms.”


  “No shit,” I said. “The band’s playing but the amps aren’t plugged in.”


  She chuckled softly. “Rock and roll will never die. You think there’s anything to his story?”


  “Fuck if I know,” I said. “I did wake up with a cathead on my porch, but I think our friend’s been smoking a little too much Humboldt Polio Weed.” I was trying to make light of it, but there was something nagging at a corner of my mind and it wouldn’t let go. I had heard similar stories, especially since the war. Impossible rescues, strange gifts left in the dead of night.


  I spent the afternoon in the “machine shop” at Stores—little more than a garage with an old lathe, a hoist, and a meager collection of hand tools—helping Jacob Ross tear down and rebuild a generator. Jacob was Stores’ resident doctor, Evy’s Significant Something-or-Other, and he was pretty good with his hands. He had patched me up more than once, and had done all he could to save my wife Annie when she took two rounds in the chest from a .357 Magnum. A biker gang, up from what was left of Oakland. He wasn’t a miracle worker, though—the life leaked out of her slowly but steadily, and she was gone before the night was through.


  It was good working with him. We knew each other well and there was an economy of words and motion that made the work seem almost like a dance. I told him about the macabre gift I’d received and about Cowboy Neal and he just grunted and nodded. It was pretty much what I needed to hear from him. By the time I got back up the mountain to my place, the shadows were starting to lengthen and the high clouds in the western sky were streaked with gold fire.


  The cathead was still on my porch and the ants had been having a field day. A line of them stretched up the side of the porch to the railing and the head itself was teeming with them. There was a cloud of flies circling and buzzing and a whiff of decay hung in the air. I wrapped a kerchief around my hand, grabbed the head by an ear, and tossed it as hard and far as I could. It bounced a couple of times and rolled into the woods. Like ringing the dinner bell for the ‘coons and skunks, but I just wanted it out of my sight. I got some water from the reclamation tank and washed down the railing.


  I’d been thinking about Annie again on the drive back and missing her more than a little. I decided to pay her a visit. First, though, I wanted to leave something in case my visitor showed up again. I looked around the living room and settled on the God’s-eye hanging over the mantle—black and yellow yarn wound around the arms of a rude, wooden cross to form a textured pattern of concentric diamonds. The arms of the cross were tipped with hawk feathers. Annie made it the summer before she died. I didn’t know why, but it seemed right. I brought it out to the porch and laid it on the railing where the cathead had been.


  Annie wasn’t far, just about a half-mile further up the mountain, but it was deep woods and I maintained the trail as lightly as possible—just enough to let me find my way. She would have wanted it like that.


  It was one of those clearings that just opens up out of the woods like God lifting the lid from a teakettle. About half an acre of green so deep it hurt the eyes, peppered with wildflowers in the spring, studded with an array of smooth boulders perfect for sitting. It had been a favorite place of ours, even before the war. Her grave was near the uphill end of the clearing, marked by a sort of mandala of small stones, a simple spiral set into the rich earth.


  Some people talk to their departed loved ones. I couldn’t do it. It was too much like wishing for something that could never happen. I liked to be near her sometimes, though, when I needed to be alone with my thoughts. I sat on a boulder near her grave, stretched my legs out, and remembered . . .


  . . . being out on San Francisco Bay in a sailboat under a perfect blue sky, the wind ripping through my hair, fingers completely numb. I remembered ice cream, the cold sweetness, the way the really good stuff sort of coated your tongue and the back of your mouth. I remembered what it felt like to play an old Martin, the rosewood fretboard silky beneath my callused fingers, the rich harmonics ringing out underneath the chords, vibrating the body of the guitar.


  In all of those images, Annie was there, somewhere just outside my field of vision. I began to get that tight feeling across my forehead like I was about to cry, and before long my shoulders were shaking with dry sobs. After a while, the tightness went away and my breathing returned to normal. I took a last look at Annie’s grave and walked back down the meadow to where the trail disappeared into the woods.


  As I made my way along the overgrown path, I had a distinct feeling that I was being watched. I stopped and looked around. It was almost dark and the woods were deep in purple shadow. The mosquitoes were out and they hovered around me in a cloud. Off to the left I heard the deep drone of a wild beehive. The air smelled of pine and leaf mold. Nothing. I thought wistfully for a moment of my Walther, lying in the glove compartment in my truck.


  By the time I got home it was pitch dark and my neck was sore from looking over my shoulder. The God’s eye lay on the railing where I left it. I made myself some dinner and, afterwards, brewed myself a pot of coffee from my dwindling hoard. I brought it out onto the porch and settled into the big wicker chair to wait. I had a long night ahead of me. As an afterthought, I went down to the truck and got the Walther out of the glove compartment. I didn’t think I’d need it, but I was still spooked from my walk, and I had learned to trust my intuition.


  I leaned back and looked up at the sky. There was a pretty good aurora. We’d been getting a lot of those since the war—gauzy, iridescent curtains hanging cold fire from the heavens. There were a lot of shooting stars, too, and at one point I saw a dim light make a slow, steady crawl across the sky. Probably Space Station Kyoto. I didn’t think there was anybody up there any more, but I wasn’t sure. I felt a sharp sadness at the thought.


  I must have dozed off, because when I woke the sky was beginning to take on that colorless pre-dawn shade, just before the light starts pushing itself up from the East. There was someone on the porch with me. I couldn’t make out her features very well (I knew somehow it was a “her”), but I had a sense of fine cheekbones, of grace and slenderness. And I knew that she was not human. I reached behind me and rested my hand on the cold hardness of the gun.


  She stepped forward, out of the shadows. Huge, liquid eyes, catching the dim light like a cat. Body covered in a fine layer of glistening fur. I wanted to reach out and touch it. She wore no clothing, but a belt slung low on her hips held a long knife, an axe, and a small pouch. She smelled faintly of ginger.


  She picked up the God’s-eye and held it up in front of her face. She rotated it around a quarter-turn, then back, then she laid it gently back on the railing. She looked at me then. Cowboy Neal’s words echoed in my mind. It’s a clean slate, man. With a falling sensation, I lifted my hand from the gun and met her gaze. Behind her, on the mountain, the fog was coming in.


  THE PASSENGER


  Kenneth Harmon


  The classic route to a man’s heart is through his stomach—and she was just his dish.


  The transport swung past Centaurus on the last leg of her long journey to Sol. There was no flash, no roar as she swept across the darkness of space. As silent as a ghost, as quiet as a puff of moonlight she moved, riding the gravitational fields that spread like tangled, invisible spider webs between the stars.


  Within the ship there was also silence, but the air was stirred by a faint, persistent vibration from the field generators. This noiseless pulse stole into every corner of the ship, through long, empty passageways lined with closed stateroom doors, up spiraling stairways to the bridge and navigational decks, and down into vast and echoing holds, filled with strange cargo from distant worlds.


  This vibration pulsed through Lenore’s stateroom. As she relaxed on her couch, she bathed in it, letting it flow through her to tingle in her fingertips and whisper behind her closed eyelids.


  “Home,” it pulsed, “you’re going home.”


  She repeated the word to herself, moving her lips softly but making no sound. “Home,” she breathed, “back home to Earth.” Back to the proud old planet that was always home, no matter how far you wandered under alien suns. Back to the shining cities clustered along blue seacoasts. Back to the golden grainlands of the central states and the high, blue grandeur of the western mountains. And back to the myriad tiny things that she remembered best, the little, friendly things . . . a stretch of maple-shadowed streets heavy and still with the heat of a summer noon; a flurry of pigeons in the courthouse square; yellow dandelions in a green lawn, the whir of a lawnmower and the smell of the cut grass; ivy on old bricks and the rough feel of oak bark under her hands; water lilies and watermelons and crepe papery dances and picnics by the river in the summer dusk; and the library steps in the evening, with fireflies in the cool grass and the school chimes sounding the slow hours through the friendly dark.


  She thought to herself, “It’s been such a long time since you were home. There will be a whole new flock of pigeons now.” She smiled at the recollection of the eager, awkward girl of twenty that she had been when she had finished school and had entered the Government Education Service. “Travel While Helping Others” had been the motto of the GES.


  She had traveled, all right, a long, long way inside a rusty freighter without a single porthole, to a planet out on the rim of the Galaxy that was as barren and dreary as a cosmic slag heap. Five years on the rock pile, five years of knocking yourself out trying to explain history and Shakespeare and geometry to a bunch of grubby little miners’ kids in a tin schoolhouse at the edge of a cluster of tin shacks that was supposed to be a town. Five years of trudging around with your nails worn and dirty and your hair chopped short, of wearing the latest thing in overalls. Five years of not talking with the young miners because they got in trouble with the foreman, and not talking with the crewmen from the ore freighters because they got in trouble with the first mate, and not talking with yourself because you got in trouble with the psychologist.


  They took care of you in the Education Service; they guarded your diet and your virtue, your body and your mind. Everything but your happiness.


  There was lots to do, of course. You could prepare lessons and read papers and cheap novels in the miners’ library, or nail some more tin on your quarters to keep out the wind and the dust and the little animals. You could go walking to the edge of town and look at all the pretty gray stones and the trees, like squashed-down barrel cactus; watch the larger sun sink behind the horizon with its little companion star circling around it, diving out of sight to the right and popping up again on the left. And Saturday night—yippee!—three-year-old movies in the tin hangar. And, after five years, they come and say, “Here’s Miss So-and-So, your relief, and here’s your five thousand credits and wouldn’t you like to sign up for another term?”


  Ha!


  So they give you your ticket back to Earth. You’re on the transport at last, and who can blame you if you act just a little crazy and eat like a pig and take baths three times a day and lie around your stateroom and just dream about getting home and waking up in your own room in the morning and getting a good cup of real coffee at the corner fountain and kissing some handsome young fellow on the library steps when the Moon is full behind the bell tower?


  “And will the young fellow like you?” she asked herself, knowing the answer even as she asked the question.


  She whirled about in the middle of the stateroom, her robe swirling around her, and ended with a deep curtsy to the full-length mirror.


  “Allow me to introduce myself,” she murmured. “Lenore Smithson, formerly of the Government Education Service, just back from business out on the Rim. What? Why, of course you may have this dance. Your name? Mr. Fairheart! Of the billionaire Fairhearts?” She waltzed with herself a moment. Halting before the mirror again, she surveyed herself critically.


  “Well,” she said aloud, “the five years didn’t completely ruin you, after all. Your nose still turns up and your cheeks still dimple when you smile. You have a nice tan and your hair’s grown long again. Concentrated food hasn’t hurt your figure, either.” She turned this way and that before the mirror to observe herself.


  Then suddenly she gave a little gasp of surprise and fright, for a cascade of laughter had flooded soundlessly inside her head.


  She stood frozen before the mirror while the laughter continued. Then she slowly swung around. It ceased abruptly. She looked around the compartment, staring accusingly at each article of furniture in turn; then quickly spun around to look behind her, meeting her own startled gaze in the mirror.


  Opening the door slowly, she ventured to thrust her head out into the corridor. It was deserted, the long rows of doors all closed during the afternoon rest period. As she stood there, a steward came along the corridor with a tray of glasses, nodded to her, and passed on out of sight. She turned back into the room and stood there, leaning against the door, listening.


  Suddenly the laughter came again, bursting out as though it had been suppressed and could be held back no longer. Clear, merry, ringing and completely soundless, it poured through her mind.


  “What is it?” she cried aloud. “What’s happening?”


  “My dear young lady,” said a man’s voice within her head, “allow me to introduce myself. My name is Fairheart. Of the billionaire Fairhearts. May I have the next dance?”


  “This is it,” she thought. “Five years on the rock pile would do it to anyone. You’ve gone mad.”


  She laughed shakily. “I can’t dance with you if I can’t see you.”


  “I really should explain,” the voice replied, “and apologize for my silly joke. It was frightfully rude to laugh at you, but when I saw you waltzing and preening yourself, I just couldn’t help it. I’m a telepath, you see, from Dekker’s star, out on the Rim.”


  That would explain, she thought, his slightly stilted phraseology; English was apparently not his native tongue—or, rather, his native thought.


  “There was a mild mutation among the settlers there, and the third generation all have this ability. I shouldn’t use it, I know, but I’ve been so lonely, confined here to my room, that I cast around to see if there were anyone that I could talk to. Then I came upon you considering your own virtues, and you were so cute and funny that I couldn’t resist. Then I laughed and you caught me.”


  “I’ve heard of telepaths,” she said doubtfully, “though I’ve never heard of Dekker’s star. However, I don’t think you have any right to go thinking around the ship spying on people.”


  “Sh!” whispered the silent voice. “You needn’t shout. I’ll go away if you wish and never spy on you again, but don’t tell Captain Blake, or he’ll have me sealed in a lead-lined cell or something. We’re not supposed to telepath around others, but I’ve been sitting here with all sorts of interesting thoughts just tickling the edges of my mind for so long that I had to go exploring.”


  “Why not go exploring on your own two feet like anyone else? Have you so much brains, your head’s too heavy to carry?”


  “Unfortunately,” the voice mourned, “my trouble is in my foot and not in my head. On the second night out from Dekker’s star, I lost my footing on the stairs from the dining hall and plunged like a comet to the bottom. I would probably have been killed but for the person of a stout steward who, at that moment, started to ascend the stairs. He took the full impact of my descent on his chest and saved my life, I’m sure. However, I still received a broken ankle that has given me so much pain that I have been forced to remain in my cabin.


  “I have had no one to talk to except the steward who brings me my meals, and, as he is the one whom I met on the stairs, he has little to say. In the morning he frowns at me, at noon he glowers, and in the evening he remarks hopefully, ‘Foot still pretty bad?’ Thus, I’m starved for conversation.”


  Lenore smiled at this earnest speech. “I might talk with you for a minute or two, but you must admit that you have one advantage over me. You can see me, or so you say, and know what I look like, but I can’t see you. It isn’t fair.”


  “I can show myself to you,” he said, “but you’ll have to help me by closing your eyes and concentrating very hard.”


  She closed her eyes and waited expectantly. There was a moment of darkness; then there appeared in the middle of the darkness a point of light, a globe, a giant balloon of color. Suddenly she was looking into the corner of a stateroom which appeared to hang in space. In the center of the area stood a handsome young man in a startling black and orange lounging robe, holding on to the back of a chair.


  She opened her eyes; for an instant the vision of the young telepath hung in the air over her couch like a ghostly double exposure. Then it faded and the room was empty.


  “That’s a terrible effort,” came his thought, “particularly when I have to balance on one foot at the same time. Well, now are we even?”


  Abandoning her post by the door, she moved to the couch and sat down. “I’m really disappointed,” she smiled. “I was sure you’d have two heads. But I think you do have nice eyes and a terrible taste in bathrobes.” She took a cigarette from her case and lit it carefully. Then she remembered her manners and extended the case to the empty air. “Won’t you have one?”


  “I certainly would like to. I’m all out of them until the steward brings my dinner. But I’m afraid I’ll have to wait, unless you can blow the smoke through the ventilators to me, or unless . . . you bring me one?”


  Lenore blushed and changed the subject. “Tell me, what do you do all day in your stateroom? Do you read? Do you play the flute? Do you telepath sweet nothings across the light-years to your girl friend on Dekker’s star?”


  “I’m afraid my telepathic powers are a bit short-ranged to reach Dekker’s star,” he replied. “Besides, what girl would commune with me through the depths of space when some other young man is calling her from the dancing pavilion? And my musical talents are limited. However, I do read. I brought some books connected with the research I intend to do on Earth for my degree, and I have spent many happy hours poring over the thrilling pages of Extraterrestrial Entomology and Galactic Arachnida.”


  “I came better prepared than you did,” she said. “Perhaps I could lend you some of my books. I have novels, plays, poetry, and one very interesting volume called Progressive Education under Rim Star Conditions. But,” she lowered her voice to a whisper, “I must tell you a secret about that last one.”


  “What is it?”


  “I haven’t even opened it.”


  They laughed together, her merriment bubbling aloud in her cabin, his echoing silently inside her mind.


  “I haven’t time to read a novel,” his thought came, “and drama always bored me, but I must confess to a weakness for poetry. I love to read it aloud, to throw myself into a heroic ballad and rush along, spouting grand phrases as though they were my own and feeling for a moment as though I were really striding the streets of ancient Rome, pushing west on the American frontier or venturing out into space in the first wild, reckless, heroic days of rocket travel. But I soon founder. I get swept away by the rhythm, lost in the intricacies of cadence and rhyme, and, when the pace slows down, when the poem becomes soft and delicate and the meaning is hidden behind a foliage of little gentle words, I lose myself entirely.”


  She said softly, “Perhaps I could help you interpret some verses.”


  Then she waited, clasping her hands to keep them from trembling with the tiny thrill of excitement she felt.


  “That would be kind of you,” he said after a pause. “You could read, there, and I could listen, here, and feel what you feel as you read . . . or, if you wished . . .” Another pause. “Would you care to come down?”


  She could not help smiling. “You’re too good a mind reader. A girl can’t have any secrets any more.”


  “Now look here,” he burst out. “I wouldn’t have said anything, but I was so lonely and you’re the only friendly person I’ve come in contact with and . . .”


  “Don’t be silly,” she laughed. “Of course I’ll come down and read to you. I’d love to. What’s your cabin number?”


  “It hasn’t got a number because—actually I work on this ship so I’m away from the passengers’ quarters. But I can direct you easily. Just start down the hall to your left and . . .”


  “My dear sir,” she cried, “just wait a minute! I can’t come visiting in my robe, you know; I’ll have to change. But while I dress, you must take your spying little thoughts away. If I detect you peeking in here at the wrong moment, I’ll run straight to Captain Blake and have him prepare his special lead-lined cell for one unhappy telepath. So you just run along. When I’m ready, I’ll call you and you can lead me to your lair.”


  He thought only the one word, “Hurry,” but in the silence after he was gone she fancied she heard her heart echoing him, loud in the stillness.


  She laughed gaily to herself. “Now stop acting like a schoolgirl before the Junior Prom. You’ve got to get busy and wash and dress and comb and brush.” And then to her reflection in the mirror: “Aren’t you a lucky girl? You’re still millions and billions of miles from Earth and it’s starting already, and he’s going to do research there for some time, and maybe at the university in your home town if you tell him just how nice it is, and he doesn’t know any other girls, you’d have an inside track. Now you’d better get going or you’ll never be ready.


  “For reading poetry, don’t you think this dress is just the thing, this nice soft blue one that goes so well with your tan and shows your legs, which are really quite pretty, you know . . . And your silver sandals and those silver pins . . . just a touch of perfume . . . That’s right; and now a little lipstick. You do have a pretty smile . . . There, that’s right. Now stop admiring yourself and let’s go.”


  She moved to the bookshelf, frowning now, considered, selected and rejected. Finally she settled on three slim books bound in russet leather, in glossy plastic, in faded cloth. She took a little purse from the table, put the cigarette case into it. Then, with a laugh, she took one cigarette and slipped it into a tiny pocket on her skirt.


  “I really meant to bring you one,” she whispered to the empty air, “but wasn’t I mean to tease?”


  In the corridor, she walked quickly past the rows of closed doors to the tiny refreshment stand at the foot of the dining room stairs. The attendant rose from his stool as she approached, and came to the counter.


  “I’d like two frosted starlights, please,” she said, “on a tray.”


  “Two,” said the attendant, and nothing more, but his eyebrow climbed up his forehead, hung for a second, then slowly drooped back to normal, as if to say that after all these years he no longer puzzled about a lovely young girl who came around in the middle of a Wednesday rest period, dressed like Saturday night and smelling of perfume, ordering two intoxicating drinks—when she was obviously traveling alone.


  Lenore felt a thrill of secret pleasure go through her, a feeling of possessing a delicious secret, a delightful sensation of reckless gaiety, of life stirring throughout the sleepy ship, of a web of secrets and countersecrets hidden from everyone but this unconcerned observer.


  She walked back down the corridor, balancing the tray. When a little splashed over the rim of the tall glasses, she took a sip from each, tasting the sweet, cold liquid in her throat.


  When she came to the head of the stairs, she realized that she did not even know her telepath’s name. Closing her eyes, she said very slowly and distinctly inside her head, “Mr. Fairheart?”


  Instantly his thought was with her, overpowering, as breathless as an embrace. “Where are you?”


  “At the head of the central stairs.”


  “Down you go.”


  She went down the stairs, through more corridors, down more stairs, while he guided her steps. Once she paused to sip again at each glass when the liquid splashed as she was going down. The ice tickled her nose and made her sneeze.


  “You live a long way down,” she said.


  “I’ve got to be near my charges,” he answered. “I told you I work on the ship; I’m a zoologist classifying any of the new specimens of extraterrestrial life they’re always picking up. And I always get stuck with the worst quarters on the ship. Why, I can’t even call all my suite my own. The whole front room is filled with some sort of ship’s gear that my steward stumbles over every meal time.”


  She went on and on, down and down. “How many flights?” she wondered. “Two or twelve or twenty?” Now, why couldn’t she remember? Only four little sips and her mind felt so cloudy. Down another corridor, and what was that funny smell? These passages were poorly ventilated in the lower levels; probably that was what made her feel so dizzy.


  “Only one more flight,” he whispered. “Only one more.”


  Down and along and then the door. She paused, conscious of rising excitement, conscious of her beating heart.


  Dimly she noticed the sign on the door. “You—you mean whatever it is you’re taking care of is in there with you?”


  “Don’t be frightened,” his persuasive thought came. “It can’t hurt you. It’s locked in a cage.”


  Then she slid the bolt and turned the handle. Her head hurt for an instant; and she was inside, a blue and silver shadow in the dim anteroom, with the tray in her hand and the books under her arm and her pulse hammering.


  She looked around the dim anteroom, at the spidery tangle of orange and black ropes against the left-hand wall; then at the doorway in the right-hand wall with the warm light streaming through. He was standing in the second room, one hand on the chair for support, the other extended toward her. For the first time he spoke aloud.


  “Hello, butterfly,” he said.


  “Hello,” she said. She smiled and walked forward into the light. She reached out for his hand.


  Then she stopped short, her hand pressed against an impenetrable wall.


  She could see him standing there, smiling, reaching for her hand, but there was an invisible barrier between them. Then, slowly, his room began to fade, the light dimmed, his figure grew watery, transparent, vanished. She was standing, staring at the riveted steel bulkhead of a compartment which was lit only by the dim light filtering through the thick glass over the transom.


  She stood there frozen, and the ice in the glasses tinkled nervously. Then the tray slipped from her fingers and clattered to the floor. Icy liquid splashed the silver sandals. In the silent gloom she stood immobile, her eyes wide in her white face, her fist pressed to her mouth, stifling a scream.


  Something touched her gently at head and wrist and ankle—all over her body. The web clung, delicate as lace, strong as steel.


  Even if she had been able to move, she could not have broken free as the thing against the wall began to clamber down the strands on eight furred legs.


  “Hello, butterfly,” he said again.


  GOODBYE, DEAD MAN!


  Tom W. Harris


  Mattup had killed a man, so it was logical he should be punished. It was Danny who came up with the idea of leaving him with the prophecy—


  It was Orley Mattup’s killing of the old lab technician that really made us hate him.


  Mattup was a guard at the reactor installation at Bayless, Kentucky, where my friend Danny Hern and I were part of the staff when the Outsiders took everything over. In what god-forsaken mountain hole they had found Mattup, and how they got him to sell out to them, I don’t know. He was an authentic human, though. You can tell an Outsider.


  Mattup and Danny and I were playing high-low-jack the night Uncle Pete was killed, sitting on the widewalk where Mattup had a view of the part of the station he was responsible for. High-low-jack is a back-country card game; Danny had learned it in northern Pennsylvania, where he came from, and Mattup loved the game, and they had taught it to me because the game is better three-handed. The evening sessions had been Danny’s idea—I think he figured it might give him a line on Mattup.


  On the night in question, Mattup was on a week’s losing streak and was in a foul humor. He was superstitious, and he had called for a new deck twice that evening and walked around his seat four different times. His bidding was getting wilder.


  “You’d better cool down,” Danny told him. “Thing to do is ride out the bad luck, not fight it.”


  Orley picked his nose and looked at his cards, “Bid four,” he growled.


  Four is the highest possible bid. Tim played his cards well and he had good ones. He had sewed up three of his points when we heard somebody moving around down on the reactor floor. It was old Uncle Pete Barker, one of the technicians.


  “What you want down there?” bawled Mattup.


  “Just left my cap by the control room,” said Uncle Pete, “and thought I’d go get it.”


  “You keep the hell away from there,” grunted Mattup.


  Uncle Pete stopped and stood gazing up at us. We went on playing. It was the last card of the hand, and would either win the game for Mattup or lose it for him. Orley slapped his card down; it was a crucial card, the jack. Danny took it with a queen and Mattup had lost the game.


  I felt like clearing out. Mattup’s face was purple and his eyes looked like wolves’ eyes. He glared at Danny, making a noise in his throat, and then I saw his gaze leave Danny and go to something down by the reactor.


  It was Uncle Pete, shuffling along toward the control room.


  Mattup didn’t say a word. He stood up and unholstered the thing the Outsiders had given him and pointed it at Uncle Pete. There was a ringing in our ears and Uncle Pete began to twist. Something inside him twisted him, twisting inside his arms, his legs, head, trunk, even his fingers. It was only for a few seconds. Then the ringing stopped, and Uncle Pete sunk to the ground, and there was the silence and the smell.


  Mattup made us leave the body there until we had played two more hands. Danny won one; he was a man with good nerves. When we were back in our room he said, “That did it—I’m going to get that guy.”


  “I hate his big thick guts,” I said, buttoning my pajama shirt, “but how are you going to get him?”


  “I’ll get him,” said Danny. “Meanwhile, we’ll keep playing cards.”


  Things went on almost normally at the Bayless reactor. It was a privately-owned pool-type reactor, and we were sent samples of all sorts of material for irradiation from all over the country. Danny was one of the irradiation men; I generally handled controlling. The Outsiders had filled the place with telescreens and guards, and all mail was opened, but there was no real interference with the work. I began to worry a little about Danny. Almost every afternoon he spent an hour alone in our room, with the door closed.


  Mattup kept getting worse; an animal with power. He used to go hunting with the damnable Outsider weapon, although the meat killed with it wasn’t fit to eat, and he used it on birds until there wasn’t one left anywhere near the plant. He never killed a bluebird, though. He said it was bad luck. Sometimes he drank moonshine corn liquor, usually alone, because the Outsiders wouldn’t touch it, but sometimes he made some of us drink with him, watching sharply to see we didn’t poison him and craftily picking his nose. When he was drunk he was abusive.


  One night we were in our room, dead for sleep after a long game, and Danny said, “Let me show you something.”


  He shuffled the cards, I cut, and he dealt me an ace, king, queen, jack, ten and deuce of spades. He shuffled again and dealt me the same in hearts.


  “Watch as closely as you can,” he grinned. “See if you can catch me.”


  I couldn’t.


  “I’ve been practicing,” he said. “I’m going to get Mattup.”


  “What good will it do to beat him in cards? You’ll only make him sore.” I was relieved to learn what Danny had been doing, alone in our room, but this card-sharp angle didn’t make much sense to me.


  “Who says I’m going to beat him at cards?” smiled Danny. “By the way, did you hear the rumor? They’re going to break up the staff, Outsider policy, send us to Oak Ridge, Argonne, Shippingport, send new people down here.”


  “That doesn’t leave you much time,” I said.


  “Time enough,” said Danny.


  The next night Mattup began a fantastic streak of luck. It seemed he couldn’t lose, and he was as unpleasant a winner as he was a loser.


  “You boys don’t know what card-playin’ is,” he’d gloat. “Think you’re pretty smarty with all that science stuff but you can’t win a plain old card game. You know why you can’t beat me, boys?”


  “Because you’re too smart, I guess,” said Danny.


  “Well, yeah, and somethin’ else. I dipped my hands in spunk water, up on the mountain where you can never find it, and besides that I spit on ever’ card in this deck and wiped it off. Couldn’t lose now to save my life.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” said Danny, and went on dealing.


  In a few days the rumor of moving was confirmed; I was being sent to Oak Ridge, Danny to Argonne. Mattup kept winning, and “suggested” that we raise the stakes. By the day that we were to leave we owed him every cent we had.


  I paid up soberly; I wouldn’t give Mattup any satisfaction by complaining. It looked as though Danny wasn’t going to “get” Mattup after all. But Danny surprised me.


  “Look, buster,” he wheedled. “If I pay you seventy-five bucks I won’t have a cent left. How about me paying half now and the rest later?”


  “No good,” said Mattup. “You got it—pay me. If you can’t pay cash gimme your watch. I know you got one.”


  “Look, buster—”


  “Quit callin’ me buster.”


  “What am I going to live on until I get paid again?”


  “What do I care?”


  It went on like that until the busses for the airport were nearly ready to leave and both men seemed angry enough to kill each other.


  “Let’s go,” I begged Danny. “Pay him and leave.”


  “All right then!” Danny snapped, and pulled out his wallet. He counted out all his bills into Mattup’s hand.


  “You’re a buck short,” said Mattup.


  “Why not forget the buck?” said Danny. “You can spare it.”


  “You’re a buck short,” repeated Mattup, scowling.


  Danny dashed his wallet to the ground. “You’re even taking my change!” He got his jacket from the back of a chair—it was a hot day—and emptied change from the side pocket.


  There were two quarters and a half dollar, and he paid them over. “I have eleven cents left,” he said. “Hell, take that too. I don’t give a damn.”


  Mattup grinned. “Sure I’ll take it—if you weren’t lying when you said I could have it.”


  “It’ll break me,” said Danny.


  “I know it,” said Mattup. “Gonna break your promise?”


  The bus driver was honking. “The hell with you,” Danny said to Mattup, and gave him a dime and a penny. He looked Mattup in the eye with a strange expression. “Now, I gave you that and you didn’t win it. You took it of your own free will. I offered it to you and you took it. Right?”


  “Right,” said Mattup. “Sucker.”


  We scrambled on the bus and as it pulled away Danny yelled “Hey, Buster, look!” Mattup looked, and Danny stuck his right arm out the window, pointing at Mattup with his right forefinger and his little finger stuck out straight and parallel, the thumb tucked under. A strange, disturbed look came over Orley. He turned his back as the bus roared out of the drive.


  At the airport Danny popped into a phone-booth and got Orley on the line—nobody seemed to care, either Outsiders or guards—and he let me listen.


  “Spent your money yet, dead man?” purred Danny.


  “Whacha mean, dead man?” gruffed Orley’s voice. “You crazy or something?”


  “You know that eleven cents extra you took?” gloated Danny. “It’s gonna kill you, Buster, for killing Uncle Pete, and for everything else you’ve done. I know. I’ve been talking nights to Uncle Pete. You’re a dead duck, Orley Mattup! Dead!”


  “That’s—I don’t believe it, it’s baloney! I’m going to spend that eleven cents and get rid of it.”


  “You do exactly that, Buster. I locked the curse on it, and I made the sign on you, and you have to keep that eleven cents the rest of your life. If you spend it—or if you lose it, and you will lose it—that’s the end of you.”


  “I’ll come out there and pound the hell out of you!” yelled Mattup.


  “Too late, Buster, our planes are leaving. Goodbye, dead man!”


  And we had to run for our planes. Danny’s pitch sounded pretty weak to me, even though Orley was superstitious, but I didn’t get to tell Danny that until nearly five years later.


  “I think I got him,” said Danny. “You don’t know the whole thing.”


  A hotel clerk had been listening. “You mean Orley Mattup, the guard? He got sick, and said he had a hex on him, and took off one day and a lot later they found him up on the mountain. He was dead.”


  “Any money on him?” asked Danny.


  “Jest some change. They buried it with him; they heard the hex was locked onto that money.”


  “Congratulations,” I told Danny. “I didn’t think it’d work. You scared him to death.”


  “Not quite,” said Danny. “I scared him into hanging onto the money. That money would have killed anybody that carried it much longer than the few minutes I handled it. I’d been keeping the stuff in the reactor beam tubes. It was radioactive as hell.”


  CURE FOR THE MORNING AFTER


  Darrell Bain


  The only two things Timothy Meeker had going for him were a good job and a brilliant mind. Other than those, he was a pretty pitiful specimen. Timothy had unfortunately inherited both alleles of the shyness gene. Coupled with that was an appearance that left little to cheer about. His hair was a mousy brown; his nose was so upturned that from a front view it almost presented the appearance of a pig’s snout. His chin was badly undershot, leaving him bucktoothed. His beard grew in scraggly patches but was unaccountably very dark and thick where it did grow. By noon, his face always looked as if he had forgotten to wash it that morning. His ears stuck out from the side of his head like crumpled oak leaves bereft of chlorophyll to give them color. And this was just his head.


  Timothy’s odd countenance was set atop a scrawny neck, and sported a prominent Adam’s apple that looked like an unattended tumor. His shoulders were narrow, his chest sunken and he had a round little potbelly that no amount of exercise seemed to help reduce. Besides all that, he was shorter than average and splay footed. He walked like a duck, and this made the wildly incongruous colors of his shirt, trousers and jacket appear even more ludicrous.


  Some unfortunate men like Timothy quickly give up competing for women and devote their time to other pursuits, such as pornography, stamp collecting and science, to name a few. Being brilliant, Timothy chose science. However, being persistent and possessed of a very high libido, Timothy spent what time he could spare away from the genetics laboratory where he worked making the rounds of the singles bars in the affluent part of Dallas, north of the central city. He wanted to find a companion, a pretty female companion, who would overlook his obvious shortcomings. His quest for a pretty girl friend always failed, but he kept trying. Sometimes (usually right before the bar closed) he did find a companion for the night, though in the sober light of the next morning he always wished he hadn’t.


  On this Friday night, Timothy didn’t score until the very last moment, which was usually the case when he scored at all. The last call had been called and the few unattached men and women were settling for what was left if they intended to get laid. By this time, the woman who had moved onto the barstool near him looked very attractive indeed, the result of Timothy having imbibed a substantial load of ethanol. He had to drink substantially in order to overcome that awful, painful shyness which had plagued him all his life like a worthless, messy relative who wouldn’t move out and couldn’t be controlled. Even so, it was the woman who began the conversation.


  “Where d’ y’ work?” She asked, surreptitiously checking her watch as she brushed back a tangled mass of horrid red hair that had a half inch of black roots showing. She grinned lasciviously, displaying cavities in her teeth and cracked makeup that was disguising her true age, somewhere well north of fifty.


  “Uh, I’m a schientist, uh scientist at Bors . . . I mean Border Labs,” Timothy slurred, peering myopically at the woman. He tried a grin and spittle leaked from the corner of his mouth. To his alcohol sluiced brain, the woman he was talking to appeared attractive, with nice red hair, a pretty smile and pert little nose. His befuddled mind traveled no further than her face. In his condition, he almost certainly wouldn’t have noticed her dumpy body anyway. It bulged from her clothes in unsightly mounds, in unsightly places. Where mounds should have been was an almost flat plateau.


  “You maksh rockets? Vroom!”. The woman made a flying gesture with her hand. Unfortunately, it was the hand holding her drink. It sloshed over the brim, wetting them both.


  Timothy didn’t even notice. He was enthralled with the beautiful woman sitting next to him and taking such an avid interest in him. “No, I’m a genetishist,” he corrected. “Whash y’re name?”


  “Alicsh. Whatsh yers?”


  “Tim. You wanta drink?”


  “I think they’re closhed.”


  Timothy’s conversational gambits were exhausted for the moment, but Alice didn’t suffer from shyness. “I gots shomethin’ t’ drink at my plascsh.”


  “You do?” Even with a load on, Timothy was too shy to follow up on the obvious gambit. The woman was simply too beautiful. No woman that good looking would ask him home.


  “Yesh. Wanna go?”


  Timothy nodded gratefully, unable to speak. He wobbled to his feet and followed Alice outside. Neither of them should have been driving, of course, but they did. Fortunately, Alice lived only a few blocks away and they both managed to navigate that far with only minor damage to curbs, lampposts and fenders.


  Timothy opened his bloodshot eyes and sat up in bed. The room spun dizzily for a moment then settled down. He vaguely remembered leaving the last watering hole with an attractive woman. They had gone to her place and . . . he looked down at the woman in bed with him and his eyes widened in horror. Peeling makeup clearly showed that she was easily old enough to be his grandmother. Alice was sleeping with her mouth open, revealing rotten teeth and a tongue coated with a fuzz that made him sick just looking at it. The rest of her made him sick too when he glanced hastily away from her face. How could he not have noticed last night? He must have been drunk out of his mind!


  Very quietly, and praying very sincerely that he didn’t wake up the apparition beside him; Timothy eased out of the bed and stood up. He found his trousers and a chair. He sat down and pulled them on, then gathered the rest of his clothing and retreated from the bedroom, out the front door and, he earnestly hoped, out of Alice’s life forever.


  For the rest of the weekend, Timothy mulled over the Friday night escapade. Being very honest with himself, he felt sure that had Alice awakened first, she would have had much the same reaction to him as he had to her. His shyness could be somewhat overcome with enough drink but there was simply no help for his appearance. He was doomed to either celibacy or a long line of future Alices. As he was brooding, he began to think what the world would be like if appearances didn’t count. Wouldn’t it be wonderful, he thought, if he had at least an equal chance at the attractive women and didn’t have to get drunk and fool himself into thinking he had found one, then wake up with Alice or her equivalent? And vice versa, he admitted to himself as he remembered one painful episode of a woman gazing at him in unabated horror when she woke up beside him, notwithstanding her own less than enviable appearance.


  Timothy wasn’t vain enough to think he was such a super geneticist that he could devise a method to change appearances such as his, but he was certainly no dummy. Far from it. He began contemplating another way to go about it, to get essentially the same results. Suppose there was a way so that even when sober, every single woman looked as attractive as Alice had last night—and every woman thought every man was equally good looking? Wouldn’t that be great? Wouldn’t that even out the odds! He thought and thought and by Monday morning, he was ready to try putting his thoughts into action.


  It didn’t happen immediately, of course. Timothy Meeker was brilliant, but even brilliance has its limits. For six months he worked practically day and night in his one man department at Border Labs. He made no more excursions to the singles bars. In fact, Timothy did very little but work and experiment. He was inspired by the thought of what he intended to accomplish. You might even say he became a monomaniac on the subject. His thought processes went no further nor considered much else except leveling the playing field.


  Timothy’s original mental processes ran thus: Alcohol lowers inhibitions and judgment to the point where just about any member of the opposite sex appears not only suitable, but desirable. What would it take to produce the same result without alcohol? Genes, that’s what. Or chemicals. Or perhaps both.


  In the end, it turned out to be both. Timothy altered a common virus that generally produced no harm to humans, but was attracted to the coliform bacteria, E. coli, which everyone acquires an hour or two after birth and carries in their gut the rest of their lives. He twitched a gene here and a base pair there and eventually the virus was capable of coupling with the bacterial DNA, causing it to produce a brain altering chemical that worked the same way alcohol did; that is, it lowered inhibitions and impaired judgment. He was pretty sure it did anyway, lacking a human to experiment on.


  If it worked, Timothy knew the results would be permanent, since the gene structure of the E.coli bacteria was permanently changed by the virus. Even if the body began producing antibodies, there would always be resistant bacteria that would multiply and carry on the change. The only question remaining was where to test it and whom to test it on. He chose himself as the first subject and imbibed a test dose one Sunday night before going to bed.


  The virus worked incredibly fast. At work the next day, Timothy could already sense a change in his perceptions. All the females at work, both young and old, seemed more attractive than they had been, though not unduly so. Even as rapidly as they multiply, viruses and bacteria need a little time to get up to speed. He was satisfied, though. With single minded determination, he returned to the site of his last disastrous conquest, the big singles bar where young men and women (and a great many who were not so young) gathered after work. He spread the bug he had created around by use of a mist inhaler that he consciously let leak from around his mouth and into the air. He intended to explain that he had developed a touch of asthma and was still getting used to the inhaler had anyone asked, but no one did. He even sprayed some of the virus suspension indiscriminately on surfaces in the men’s room when he happened to be there alone on a couple of occasions. For the women, he managed to infect the door to the ladies room and the ambient air in the area of the expansive club where they tended to congregate. Satisfied for the nonce, he returned home.


  The next night he did the same thing at another bar, and the next night another. Timothy skipped a couple of nights after that. He felt a little strange and decided to stay home after work and rest up. He was confident he had accomplished his purpose anyway, and was just marking time until the weekend.


  Timothy waited until Saturday night in order to give the E.coli bacteria infected by his virus time to multiply and produce the chemical that would give him an equal chance in the dance of the sexes. In the meantime, on Thursday he almost got fired for talking back to his boss, something he had never done in his life. On Friday a laboratory technician bringing in some new samples for him to analyze came on to him, and he was so surprised he offered no resistance. They got caught smooching while his gene splicer alarm went unattended. He heard it, but it didn’t seem important at the moment. By then, most of the females at Border Labs seemed to be getting prettier and prettier and he was noticing that the women he came in contact with for the most part no longer avoided looking at him. It made him wonder, because he hadn’t infected the lab. Then he realized what was happening. Everyone carries E.coli around on their hands and body and it is everywhere in the environment. He must have inadvertently spread the new germ around Border Laboratories himself. He shrugged. So what? The women at the lab could wait. He wanted to see what happened over the weekend at the night spots where he had spread his virus.


  When Timothy returned to the first singles bar he had infected that Saturday night, he was inordinately pleased at how his experiment was working out. He still carried his shyness gene, of course, but now a good percentage of the females who came there regularly showed no inhibitions about approaching him. They thought he was as attractive as any other man in the place. And to his eyes, all of them were pretty, even though he knew what was happening, and even before he had his first drink. Timothy was so happy he didn’t even notice the increased volume of shouting, the arguments and contention, and merely moved out of the way when a couple of fights broke out. He scored early and left with a pert little brunette whom he thought was cute as a bug. And in fact, she was. More importantly, she thought Timothy was a fairly good looking specimen and was impressed that he was a scientist. On the way to her place, Timothy was so absorbed that he failed to note the higher percentage than normal of aggressive drivers they encountered.


  Timothy spent a pleasant night with his companion, had coffee and breakfast with her the next morning and even got up the gumption to ask if he could see her again. When she agreed, he knew his plans had worked out exactly as he had hoped and anticipated. Or so he thought. Timothy Meeker was ecstatic!


  Two months later Timothy flinched as bullets whizzed by the barricade he and his beautiful red headed companion were hiding behind. She huddled against him for protection, but he had none to offer. Ugly black smoke rose from numerous areas of the city. Worse yet, firemen and policemen seemed to have quit giving a damn. Few sirens were heard, yet the bullets, the careening cars driven by men and women who gave no heed to traffic lights or speed limits and the roving mobs told Timothy that the situation in the city was getting completely out of hand. It was at that point that Timothy finally and fully realized how stupid he had been not to anticipate what awful effects a general lack of judgment and lowering of inhibitions would cause—but somehow it didn’t seem to matter to him that nobody gave a damn anymore.


  Timothy hadn’t intended to cause the fall of civilization. He simply wanted an equal chance to get laid, but like many brilliant people, he couldn’t see past the solution to a problem and consider the possible consequences. The E. coli bacteria altered by the virus spread and spread, infecting more and more people. Eventually everyone in the world had lowered inhibitions and had lost their ability to judge the consequences of their actions. The cities imploded, farmers quit farming and billions starved or were killed by others.


  Poor Timothy. He didn’t give a damn either. He died when his car was hijacked and the well-built blond he was traveling with was taken from him. His last thoughts were of how much fun he had been having with attractive women since he leveled the playing field and changed the world.


  THE PRESIDENT’S CHANNEL


  John Kessel


  Howard awoke in the middle of the night and could not go back to sleep. He looked at the bedside clock. 3:20. Jeanine lay solidly asleep beside him. After tossing and turning for a half hour, envying his wife her equanimity, he got out of bed and headed for the kitchen.


  He rummaged through the pantry until he found a bag of chocolate chip cookies, poured himself a glass of milk and sat down at the table in the dark. The moonlight coming through the skylight softly illuminated the piles of bills at the corner of the table. He could make out the top one: $1100 for the monthly auto premium. The premiums had leaped up back in January when Holly had taken some automatic weapons fire from a van driver on the beltline.


  She was too young—only eight—to be driving, but she needed the after-school job if she was ever going to save up enough money to afford college. But she seemed more interested in boys; lately she’d taken to wearing fishnet stockings, and had shaved her eyebrows off and drawn them on a half inch higher on her forehead. Howard blamed the sexy advertising from the companies that sponsored the third grade.


  He finished the last of the cookies without even realizing it. They had gone down as tasteless as silicone. Jesus—the company urine test was tomorrow! He turned the bag over to the list of ingredients, and squinted to read them in the faint light. DERACINATED SUGAR, PROCESSED RICE FLOUR, DRIED BEET PULP, POTASSIUM CHLORIDE, PARTIALLY HYDROGENATED VEGETABLE SHORTENING, CALCIUM PROPIONATE, XANTHUM GUM, ARTIFICAL COCOA SUBSTITUTE, INERT SYNTHETIC BULK MATERIALS NOT MORE THAN 30%.


  He supposed there was nothing there to set off any alarms. He drained his glass of milk. It tasted like water—Jeanine insisted on buying only ultra skim. She acted as if somehow, if she managed everything precisely, she would keep them alive forever.


  The only way to live forever was to be rich. The problem was, in order to build up anywhere near the vast sum it would take to have his genes recapped, they would have to live like paupers. Or he could raid Holly’s college fund. Maybe Holly would do well enough in school to get some kind of scholarship? Right. The last time he had dialed up her academic record, she was maintaining only a B+ average. Eighty percent of the kids in school had a B+ average. Kids who showed up in class twice a week and spent the other days hitting themselves in the head with hammers carried B+ averages. Holly was more interested in getting her ears lopped than in school.


  She could get corporate backing. But indenturing his daughter to a multinational was not a hurdle he was ready to make himself leap. Yet. He still felt pretty good. As long as he could keep his job. Maybe they could win the lottery.


  At this rate he would never get to sleep. He shuffled into the den and turned on the TV. The forty-six-inch screen lit and he flicked through the channels. Sportsnet was rerunning round sixteen of the perpetual NCAA Basketball Tournament. The Rage Channel had videos of people driving their cars off cliffs. He skipped past Sex Over Eighty to a gab channel.


  The Wowsers were complaining about increasing wirehead addiction. Trying to get a constitutional amendment against electricity.


  Elizabeth Taylor was getting married again.


  Congressman Grieve was calling for an investigation of the administration, claiming that NSA operatives were feeding made-up footage into government monitors to cover up their crimes.


  The Commentary All-Stars dismissed the president’s non-existent sex life and brought on an oral hygienist, who critiqued the chief exec’s spotty flossing and speculated what effect periodontal surgery might have on the upcoming budget negotiations.


  Howard flipped around until he hit The President’s Channel.


  The screen showed an image of a hallway; Howard recognized it as the one outside the president’s bedroom. It was four a.m., and President Richter was awake.


  Howard wondered what had gotten the Pres up in the middle of the night. Some government crisis? His latest poll numbers? A guilty conscience? The Pres was humming a song, the tune of which was familiar, but Howard couldn’t make it out. The President liked to hum to himself; that was one of the first things Howard had noticed back when Richter had been promoted from Vice Pres and had had the camera and mike surgically implanted in his head.


  His predecessor Gerringer had snapped midway through his second term—gone on a month-long binge, betting campaign money on football games, feeling up the interns, mainlining speedballs. So Richter found himself in a job he had never signed up for. So far he had seemed a completely stolid nonentity, a punching bag for the opposition, a vending machine for the lobbyists. Deposit your coins and receive your treat. Gerringer had been edgy; Richter was plain dull. Ratings on his channel had plunged. For all Howard knew, he might be the only person in the country tuning in at this late hour.


  The Pres moved through the executive living quarters, down a hall and some back stairs. As he descended the stairs, Howard noted his clothing: he was wearing a wine-red robe and slippers. At the bottom of the stairs, the Pres poked his head around the corner, revealing a long view of a carpeted hall. A secret service man in a dark suit was stationed at the end of the corridor; the Pres jerked his head back, causing the image to spin dizzily.


  Looked like Richter was finally going to do something interesting. Was he heading for some secret meeting? Maybe he had a rendezvous with his secretary, that Ms. Hodges? She wore short skirts and had long white legs.


  The image of the hallway bounced as the Pres dashed across the corridor, though a swinging door to a dark room. He flipped on the light.


  It was a kitchen. The Pres moved directly over to a stainless steel industrial refrigerator and took out a wheel of camembert. From a cupboard he took a box of crackers, a bottle of red wine, a bag of tortilla chips, a box of graham crackers, three chocolate bars, and a bag of marshmallows. He cleared a spot on a stainless steel table, pulled up a stool, and began gorging himself.


  Howard watched for another fifteen minutes while the Pres put down half of the cheese, most of the wine, all of the chips. Watching the man raise the food toward the camera was like having food shoved at Howard through the television. By the time the Pres’s hands were sticky with melted chocolate and marshmallows from the s’mores, Howard was feeling sleepy.


  Pathetic bastard. No way he was going to get himself re-elected


  Howard turned off the TV. He looked in on Holly, who lay sleeping, her face scrubbed free of paint, her scowl relaxed, looking more like an eight year old than she ever did when she was awake. He pulled the covers up over her sprawl and shuffled back to the bedroom.


  Jeanine stirred. “Are you okay?”


  Howard kissed her on the forehead. “Compared to who?”


  THE COLD SOLUTION


  Don Sakers


  She wasn’t alone.


  There was a stowaway aboard.


  She’d read a story like this once, a story so old that the original had been on paper, not wafer. All Space Force Cadets read the story—it had even been viddied a few times, but nothing could compare with the starkness of words on a bare screen. In her Academy days, they’d all stayed up late marvelling at the prescience of that pre-spaceflight author, who had described it all so well.


  Now it wasn’t a story.


  “All right, you can come out now,” she said in the direction of the supply locker. “Your free ride is over.” At the same time she fingered her laser knife, holding it ready in case the stowaway gave her trouble. She’d never faced one before, not in all her eleven years in the Force . . . but you heard stories from other pilots. Some stowaways fought, some threatened, some pleaded, some even tried to bribe you—but in the end, according to the inexorable laws of physics, all of them died.


  It was sad, she supposed, in some abstract way. But Space didn’t care about simple human concerns like life and death. Space was cold, and all it knew was the bottom line of its cold equations.


  Self-defense, she thought. The minute her unwanted guest decided to stow away, he had sealed his fate. It was him or her. And she wasn’t going to let it be her.


  “Show yourself right now,” she said through clenched teeth, “Or I swear, I’ll shoot.”


  The locker door opened, and a timid voice said, “Don’t shoot. I’m coming out.” Then the stowaway stepped into view.


  It was a boy.


  The pilot closed her eyes, and for an instant she prayed, prayed to whatever gods lived out here on the edges of the explored galaxy. When I open my eyes, she thought, It won’t be a boy standing there, it’ll be a thirty-year-old fugitive. That was how it was supposed to happen.


  But out here there were no gods but Space itself, and when she looked she saw only sandy hair, and freckles, and a lopsided grin flanked by a single dimple. He couldn’t have been more than ten.


  And no matter what she did, no matter that she wanted desperately to be anywhere in the universe but here—the boy was already dead. Despite his cheery smile and his bright eyes and his fidgeting hands, he was dead, dead as Space itself.


  She lowered the laser knife and closed her jaw. “What are you doing here?”


  “I’m a stowaway. I want to go to Lethe with you. My uncle Matt works there.” The boy said it so simply, as if it were a self-evident geometrical axiom. “I know I wasn’t supposed to, but I haven’t seen him for a long time.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Nine.”


  “Do your parents—” She stopped herself, knowing only too late what his answer must be.


  The boy shook his head. “They don’t know I’m here.” He glanced at his watch. “They’re probably still asleep, back on the ship.” Cocking his head at Diane, he asked, “How come you launched in the middle of the night?”


  He knew nothing, she realized, of the inexorable mathematics of celestial mechanics—the mathematics which had already killed him. “Th-the launch window was just twenty minutes wide,” she said, not caring whether her words meant anything to him. “There’s only one optimal trajectory to Lethe tangent to the ship’s flight path.” And now, she thought, the ship was back in hyperspace . . . beyond contact until it reached its destination. The lad’s parents wouldn’t hear the news of their son’s fate until two weeks from now, when the ship burst out of translight in the Gondwana system. Two weeks too late . . .


  “How did you know I was going to Lethe? What made you think of stowing away?”


  The boy thrust out his chest and beamed. “Technician Godwin told me. We’re good friends.”


  “Do you know why I’m headed there?”


  Another nod. “Medicine. For the plague. We were worried when we heard about it on the news. With Uncle Matt there, and everything.” Incredibly, he was still smiling. “But now everything’s going to be all right, isn’t it?”


  “Wait. Don’t move.” Diane closed her eyes, leaned her head back on the command chair, and concentrated. From the million tiny pinpricks of the nerve inducers, she felt the computer’s cool, quiet presence in the intricate neural lattices that filled the whole structure of the boat. Without a pilot’s living brain in the circuit, it was no more intelligent than a wrist chronometer. But when joined to the implants in Diane’s brain tissue, the computer could easily handle the millions of picosecond calculations of close approach, effortlessly direct the boat’s thrusters to ensure a safe entry and touchdown.


  Pilot and computer, each incomplete without the other—and together, more powerful than both.


  But not powerful enough.


  In answer to her unasked question, Diane felt the numbers within her mind. The boat was 31.62 kilograms over-massed, and therefore using an extra six grams of fuel per second, each second of deceleration. It might as well have been sixty grams a second, or six thousand . . . the boat would arrive at Lethe some seventy kilograms of fuel short. And then it would burn up, a splendid meteor trail in Lethe’s nighttime sky.


  Damned if it will, Diane thought.


  The kid twitched. “Look, I know I wasn’t supposed to stow away. I’m sorry, and I’ll take whatever punishment I’ve got coming.”


  “Do you know what’s going to happen to you?”


  “I’ll have to stay on Lethe until the next ship comes. And that’ll be months. I know. I’ll stay with Uncle Mark. Do you know him? Mark Sadako, he works in the Colony Survey office.”


  Diane shrugged. “I don’t think so. This is only my third trip to Lethe.” And probably my last, she finished to herself. The regulations say this kid has to die—but I’m still going to get buried for it.


  “He’s a nice man. Look, if there’s any kind of fine or something, Uncle Mark will take care of it. Or my Dad. He has lots of money.”


  There’s not enough money in the universe, kid, to change the laws of physics.


  Why couldn’t it have been a fugitive, or transportee, or even some terrorist on a mission from God? Gods of all heaven, why did it have to be an innocent little boy?


  She turned to the control board, at the same time framing a command in her mind. The computer obediently opened a hyperwave comm channel. “Lethe Port here.” The voice filled the tiny cabin. “Identification, please.”


  “DelMinna, Boat 378H7. Get me the Base Commander.”


  “Why—”


  “This is an emergency. I want your commander on the line, and I want him now.”


  “Hold on.” Diane had to give Lethe Port credit; in less than a minute another voice, this one deeper and more controlled, said, “Commander Barker here. What’s your situation?”


  Diane took a breath. “Commander, I’m about seven hours out from Lethe . . .”


  “Is the medicine all right?”


  “Yes. It’s not that.” She took a breath. “The problem is, Commander, I’ve discovered a stowaway.”


  “Is that all?” A patronizing tone crept into the Commander’s voice. “Let me look at your telemetry . . . hmm, pretty tight on that fuel reserve. You’re thirty-two kilos over. You’d better jettison within the hour, or you’ll be short for landing.”


  “That’s the thing, Commander. This isn’t an ordinary stowaway.”


  “I don’t care who it is, Pilot, that medicine has got to get here safely. I want you to—”


  “Commander, he’s a little boy.”


  “What?!”


  Carefully, slowly, Diane replied, “Commander, my stowaway is a nine-year-old boy. He didn’t know what he was doing.” She bit the words off savagely. “One of your ColSurv people is the boy’s uncle. The kid just wanted to see him.”


  All trace of patronizing was gone from the Commander’s voice. “Stand by, Pilot. We’ll get our people to work on it.”


  “Commander . . . the kid is right here, watching me. What should I tell him.”


  There was a long pause, then in a tone laced with infinite regret, the Commander replied, “Tell him the truth.”


  “What’s your name, kid?”


  “Tony.” The boy hung his head like a puppy caught making a mess in the house.


  Diane’s brain had gone on vacation, leaving her vocal chords to figure out what to say all on their own. What was there to say? No perfect words had ever been invented for this situation. “Tony, you have to understand something.” Why was it important that he understand? Why couldn’t she just slug the kid, knock him unconscious, throw him in the airlock and be done with it?


  Because she had to live with herself afterward.


  “Tony, the payload of an emergency boat like this has to be carefully figured. Every gram counts. That’s why emergency boat pilots are usually women. But when they fueled the boat, they didn’t figure on your extra mass. Do you understand that?”


  Tony nodded, but kept his eyes down. “I guess we’re using more fuel than you planned. I’m sorry about that.”


  Sorry isn’t enough. “That’s the thing, Tony. The people on Lethe have their big computers working on this, but right now . . . well, it looks like we’re going to run out of fuel before we get there. We won’t have enough to land safely.”


  Tony raised his head, and his eyes were dry. Diane wondered how long they’d stay that way. “Why didn’t they give you more fuel?”


  “Everything is calculated. The ship doesn’t have much fuel to spare—and every extra gram of fuel meant at least one less gram of medicine for Lethe.” She wanted to turn away from his accusing stare, wanted to shout, “It’s not my fault!” Instead, she forced herself to meet his eyes.


  “S-so I guess you have to jettison something. That’s what the Commander said, isn’t it? You’ll have to throw something overboard, to make up for my mass. Geez, I’m sorry.”


  “Tony, we—” The chime of the hyperwave interrupted her.


  “Boat 378H7, this is Commander Barker. Look, DelMinna, our computers have looked at the problem, and they have some recommendations for you. Number one: you’ll approach Lethe on an orbit that’s a bit more shallow, so you can pick up some extra delta-vee by skimming off the atmosphere. Number two: Your landing site will be changed to a splashdown in the inland sea; one of our helicopters will pick up you and the medicine.”


  “And what does that get me?”


  “You’re still twenty-five kilos overmass. And your approach will hit five gees. But you won’t have to do a jettison until seventy-three minutes before splashdown.”


  An hour and a quarter short.


  Might as well be a year.


  Hey kid, Diane thought, can you hold your breath for seventy-three minutes? Can you flap like a bird and make atmosphere entry safely?


  She swallowed. “Is that all you can do for me?”


  “That’s all the computers can come up with. What did you have in mind?”


  “I don’t know.” Refueling? Don’t be stupid, Diane. You’re falling toward Lethe at better than two hundred kilometers a second. What are you going to do when a fuel rocket goes past—reach out and grab it with a butterfly net? “Jettison at seventy-three minutes before touchdown, eh?”


  “That’s the best we can do for you, Pilot.”


  “Thanks. Out.” Bitterly, she commanded the computer to cut the link. As it did, the machine signaled seven hours until touchdown.


  Tony had five and three-quarter hours to live.


  Diane opened her mouth, then closed it. The words wouldn’t come—she doubted that there were words.


  Tony looked around the small cabin. A single glance sufficed. Control chair and board, airlock, cargo cupboard with its load of medicine, broom-closet supply locker . . . that was all. “When it comes time, what are we going to throw out?”


  Diane couldn’t make herself be cruel enough to do the kind thing, and tell the kid right away. She stalled. “There isn’t much here to get rid of.” Please, gods, let him at least figure it out for himself, so she could be spared pronouncing the sentence of death.


  “It doesn’t look like there’s anything. I guess you’ll toss out food and water—”


  “There isn’t any food aboard, Tony. Only a couple of liters of water.”


  “And you can’t throw out the medicine.” He looked again, more carefully, and his eyes grew wider. “The locker doors are welded on, so is that couch you’re sitting in.”


  “The control couch is part of the navigation system. Even if I could rip it out, the ship can’t land without it.”


  “Your pressure suit?”


  “There isn’t one aboard.” She waved at her jumpsuit. “All I have is what you see.”


  “Then what are you going to jettison?”


  She couldn’t delay the awful moment any longer. “Tony . . . the regulations say that any stowaway must be jettisoned.” She noticed that her knuckles were white on the grip of her knife, and forced her hand to relax.


  For a moment, Tony’s expression was unchanged—then all too quickly, the lad of ten grew up, and cold terror entered his eyes. “I-If I leave the ship, I’ll die.”


  “Tony, there’s no other way.”


  “You can’t do that.” Tony backed up a step, found himself pressed against the airlock’s inner door, and moved sideways to the supply locker. “I haven’t done anything to die for.”


  “I know. I’m sorry.” Her heart thudded, and each breath was agony. “I-I wish I could take your place. But don’t you see, you couldn’t pilot the ship. The computer needs a trained pilot in the couch. I’d just be killing both of us—and all the people on Lethe who need the serum.”


  “There’s got to be something we can do.”


  She shook her head. “You heard Lethe Port. Even using our full fuel reserve, we’re twenty-five kilos overmass.”


  “I weigh thirty-one.” The boy plucked at his shirt, garish red and orange synthetic. “If we get rid of our clothes, and our shoes, and the couple of liters of water . . . and if we could cut these doors loose . . .”


  Diane shook her head. “Five kilos, maybe. Not enough.”


  “Can’t we go into orbit, and wait for another ship to come get us?”


  “Tony, Lethe’s a new colony. They don’t have any ships. That’s why we have to send an emergency boat.”


  “Isn’t there anything that anybody can do for me?”


  She closed her eyes. “No. Nothing.”


  “Do you want me to die?”


  The question was so innocent, asked in such a gentle tone, that it finally broke Diane’s reserve. Her eyes filled as she reached out her arms to the helpless little boy. “Of course not. I don’t want it to happen.” He fell into her arms and she squeezed him tightly. His sobs shook both their bodies. “Nobody wants it. But space doesn’t have any feeling, Tony. Physics doesn’t care what we want.”


  Tony was silent, then, quaking with quiet sobs. Diane held on, and sobbed along with him.


  The boy asked to use the control keyboard to write a letter to his parents. Diane gave him the control couch and busied herself counting the vials of serum in the cargo compartment. When that palled, she leaned against the wall and stared at the airlock, thinking.


  Clothes and water, five kilos. They could each shield some vials with their bodies, throwing out some packing material—another kilo or two. If they both emptied their bladders . . .


  No good. She sniffed, noticing that the air was already a little stale. The recycler was calibrated for one occupant only.


  Air! Trying not to show any eagerness—for to give Tony any false hope at this stage would be viciously cruel—she calculated mentally. The airlock had a volume of about three cubic meters, if she disabled the pumps and dumped an airlock-full at a time into space, reduced the pressure by a quarter, maybe a third—


  In spite of herself, she sighed. At most, dumping the air would only get her a kilo or two. Still nowhere near enough.


  Diane put her head back against the wall and closed her eyes. There was nothing to do, nothing at all. Tony’s fate was sealed, sealed by the cold equations of nature, and nothing human had any power to stop it. Maybe, she thought, we don’t belong out here at all. Maybe we should have stayed on Earth and minded our own business. Then there wouldn’t be any colonies, no ships, no emergency boats.


  And no little boys would have to die.


  But little boys died all the time, even on Earth, died in accidents, died of horrible diseases that wasted them away to nothing, died of hunger and neglect, were murdered . . . little boys had always died, as long as there were little boys, and nothing was ever going to change that fact. Wishing, no matter how desperately, would not change the universe’s cold equations one bit.


  The gentle buzz of the computer’s alert signal pulled Diane to full consciousness. Had she slept? Apparently, for when she glanced at the chronometer she saw that they were two hours away from landing.


  Tony was awake, too, his eyes intent upon her as he gave up the command couch and allowed her to settle her head within the computer’s contacts. She didn’t know if he, too, had slept . . . and she realized it was not her business how he’d spent his last hours.


  “Is it time?”


  “Almost,” Diane said. “Just over 45 minutes left.”


  “You’re going to have a hard landing, aren’t you? Because of me.”


  “It’s nothing worse than what I went through at the Academy,” she lied.


  “But the medicine will be all right, won’t it?” He glanced back at the cargo compartment. “It’s important to me, that the medicine gets there okay. I’d hate . . . I’d hate to die for nothing.”


  Diane nodded. “I’ll make sure it gets there safely.”


  Tony lowered his eyes. “I-If I go now, you’ll have a little extra fuel. Just in case something happens.”


  She didn’t know how to answer him.


  “I . . . I want to say thank you. You’ve been good to me. I know that there’s no other way, and I know you’d do something to help me if you could.” He raised his chin and stepped toward the airlock. “I’d like to do it now, please.”


  “Tony.” He kept his back to her, didn’t see her outstretched hand. He faced the airlock, and the cold bitterness of space beyond, with his head high and his shoulders square.


  And the gods of space, she thought, would have one more sacrificial victim, one more life to prove that their word was law. They weren’t cruel or vindictive, they weren’t even gods at all—just impassionate Nature, her will expressed in the frozen lattice of her cold equations.


  Damn it, Diane thought, It isn’t Mankind’s way to give up and yield to impossibilities. There was something within the human animal, something which wanted to fight back. She’d known that ever since she’d read that oh-so-prophetic story, had known it when her heart protested, there has to be a way.


  “Will you open the door, please?”


  “Tony,” she repeated, “I want you to know that I wish I could do something to save you. I don’t like this any more than you do.” Except you won’t have to live with the guilt for the rest of your life. “I’d give anything to stop this from happening. I’d give . . . anything.”


  In that moment, her mind was made up, and she knew what she must do. Just as good that he had his back to her, for if she saw his eyes, she would never be able to act.


  Quickly, silently, she raised her laser knife, dialed the beam to maximum, and thumbed the button home. A ruby-red beam lanced forth, filling the cabin with an eerie, bloody light.


  “Pilot DelMinna? Pilot, can you hear me?”


  Diane opened her eyes on a hospital room. She was in bed, wired to a dozen instruments, and a bearded face was looking down at her. She’d seen him before . . . yes, the Lethe Base Commander. “Are you awake?”


  “Yes,” she croaked. “But I wish I wasn’t.”


  “I can understand. You’ve been under sedation . . . and hypnotherapy . . . for six days.” He touched her shoulder. “The Space Force top brass want to speak to you on the hyperwave. There are commendations to be given and medals to be awarded, and I’m sure they want to put you through the worst debriefing in history. I told them they can’t have you until you feel up to it.”


  “Thank you.” Something rumbled in her gut, and she turned her head away. When the feeling passed, she looked back at the Commander. “The serum . . .?”


  “The serum survived your landing beautifully, and it’s been distributed throughout the colony. MedCorps says the plague is under control. You’re a hero, DelMinna. In more ways than one.”


  “Yeah.” She sighed. “What about Tony?”


  “The boy is safe and sound, not three doors down from here.” He smiled. “You can see him, if you wish.”


  “I don’t know. He might not want to see me.”


  “He’s asked for you.”


  Diane shivered. “How will he be?”


  “I should let his doctor answer that—but I can give you an outline. They say that he’s young enough for regeneration treatments to take. In another year or two, he’ll grow back that arm, and both legs. In two years, they swear he’ll never even know they were gone.”


  Before her mind’s eye flashed the memory of that horrible instant when the laser beam connected, the awful smell and Tony’s scream.


  “You did the right thing, Pilot.” The Commander gripped her shoulder firmly. “Your laser cauterized the wound instantly. The computer records that you started approach to Lethe a good two kilos under maximum mass. Good thinking.”


  She was afraid to lift her sheet, afraid to look . . . but she had to know. “And me . . .?”


  The Commander’s face clouded. “Regeneration isn’t an exact science. After a certain age, the cells lose their ability to . . . that is, the medical team tried everything they could think of . . .”


  She covered his hand with her own. “Don’t worry,” she said, nodding. “I’m not sorry for what I did. I can live with it.” She forced a smile. “After all, it’s not like I live and work under gravity.” She shrugged. “What does a Pilot need legs for, after all?” If she said it enough times, she thought, she’d even start to believe it.


  “In your case, they came in handy,” he grunted. Then, under the pretense of covering a nervous cough, he took his hand away from hers. “DelMinna, you’re going to be the talk of the Space Force for this little trick. You’re the only Pilot who’s ever figured out how to beat the Cold Equations scenario. What made you think of it?”


  “Something I almost said to Tony, at the last minute.” In imagination, she was back in the cabin, and she knew that a part of her would always be there. “I told him that I’d give anything to avoid throwing him out the airlock.” She gave a chuckle that wasn’t entirely forced. “I almost said: I’d give my right arm to stop this from happening.” She shrugged. “After that, it was simple.”


  Simple. So why would it haunt her for the rest of her life?


  Because Nature doesn’t suffer her defeats gladly, she thought. And there’s always a price to be paid.


  “Would you like to see the lad now?” The Commander stepped back. “Orderlies are ready to help you.”


  Diane closed her eyes, and looked again on her moment of truth. I’ll pay the price, she thought, And gladly. That’s part of being human.


  She opened her eyes and nodded. “I’d like that very much.”


  SMALL MOMENTS IN TIME


  John Hemry


  The odd truth of working as a Temporal Interventionist is that some there and thens are better than others. History books make the past sound like one thrilling event after another. But for every Shoot Out at the OK Corral moment of excitement, there’s days, weeks, months and years of people just doing the things that people have to do. Things important enough to keep them alive and their society functioning. Plenty of the all-too-usual human drama, but not the stuff of great historical drama. Most people don’t believe that when I tell them, though.


  I leaned against the window frame, squinting against a dry, hot wind blowing across the Kansas prairie and into my face, bringing the gritty taste of fine dust into my mouth whenever I licked my lips. Sometimes I think about the fact that the dust might literally have once been part of someone I knew in another long ago there and then. Usually, I try not to think about that, but something about the apparently endless prairie and the seemingly endless wind brought it to mind now, along with memories of the Earps and their brief moment in another western town where the wind had always seemed to be blowing hard.


  The thin curtain drawn back from the hotel window fluttered in that wind. From my second story room, I could see down the main drag of Junction City, Kansas circa July, 1918 A.D. Such as it was. Lots of wood structures, some brick and some sandstone block construction, primitive internal combustion-driven automobiles contending for space on the road with horse-drawn wagons, and a few clouds in a faded blue sky as yet contaminated mainly only by that damned dust.


  A cluster of men wearing drab military uniforms came around a corner, offering a small reminder of the hosts currently grinding each other into the bloody mud of Europe, just as they’d been doing for the last four years here and now. I knew that particular war was finally drawing to a close. If I wanted to, I could find out the names of the soldiers I saw and learn which of them would die before the end of the war. I didn’t want to.


  Instead, I gathered up the coat local fashion demanded I wear despite the weather, wished I could do without the neck-tie local fashion likewise demanded, took a drink of the lukewarm water remaining in the pitcher the room boasted instead of a sink, and headed for one of the local grain suppliers.


  I had to walk into the sun to get there, but local fashion at least had the wisdom to also demand hats with brims, so I was protected from the worst of the glare. “Jeannie. Confirm my directions to this place.”


  “One more block down, then two blocks south. Just before the railroad track.”


  “Thanks.” Jeannie, my implanted personal assistant, had a wonderful navigational package. A female friend of mine had once remarked that my having Jeannie inside me was perfect for a man, since it meant I could ask for directions without anyone knowing I’d done so.


  The grain supply office was filled with the musty smell of a different kind of dust, this from the endless bushels of wheat which passed through the office or the nearby grain elevators. I could see the grain dust as well, clouds of it floating gently in the air currents, as I walked down the line of sample bags, looking for specific seeds for wheat variants which had gone extinct between now and the future I came from. A lot of people needed those extinct plant seeds, and needed them enough to be willing to pay the large sum needed to bring me to Kansas in the early years of the twentieth century.


  I found a couple of wheat varieties listed among the requirements Jeannie kept track of for me, as well as a bonus rye variant, and purchased sample bags with some of the better-than-real counterfeit local currency I’d outfitted myself with. Such are the exciting adventures of a Temporal Interventionist.


  I stopped by the town’s other major grain supplier and found a few more samples I needed, then walked back to the hotel to drop off my purchases and have lunch there. Lunch turned out to be fried chicken. Again. But at least it wasn’t chicken and dumplings. Again. The iced tea made up for it, though. Downtime farmers know how to make iced tea like nobody else.


  Conversation among the other hotel guests was mostly about The War, of course. One of the couples were put out because they couldn’t see their son, who was at the big Army base nearby. I shrugged it off as the usual sort of wartime security, until they said the word ‘quarantine.’


  Downtime diseases make any Temporal Interventionist nervous. You can’t develop an immunity or sometimes even get a vaccination for some bug which died out centuries before you were born. Even if decent medical records existed for the period, those records were only as good as the medical theory and technology of the time. And primitive armies were notorious for attracting epidemics. The little nano-bugs which helped out my immune system could deal with a lot of things, but you never knew just how virulent something unknown might turn out to be. I hurriedly finished my lunch and headed for my next objective in town, determined to get my work done and then out of here and now as fast as possible.


  “Jeannie, did any serious disease outbreaks take place in or near Junction City, Kansas in 1918 A.D.?”


  “Only the Spanish Influenza.”


  Anyone watching would’ve seen me jerk with momentary shock. “Is that all?” It’d been a long time since the Spanish Influenza when I’d first learned about it, but it still held the dubious record of being the deadliest epidemic in history, which was why I immediately recognized the term. “Here?”


  “It apparently originated in Camp Funston.”


  “I thought the big Army installation here was named Fort Riley.”


  “That’s correct.”


  I felt briefly reassured, then remembered why ‘artificial intelligence’ is still a disparaging term. “Is Camp Funston related in any way to Fort Riley?”


  “Camp Funston is located on Fort Riley.”


  “Thanks for elaborating. How serious is the threat at this time and place?”


  Jeannie, as always, sounded authoritative and calm. “Very limited, which is why there is no disease warning flagged on this here and now. The early phases of the Spanish Influenza were widespread in some areas but had low mortality rates consistent with usual influenza outbreaks.”


  That was reassuring. “When did the later phases begin?”


  “August, 1918.”


  Plenty of time to work with. Still . . .”Here?”


  “No. Simultaneous or near-simultaneous outbreaks of a much more deadly variant of Spanish Influenza will erupt in Freetown in Sierra Leone, Brest in France, and Boston in the United States.”


  That was even more reassuring, but also odd. “Simultaneous or near-simultaneous outbreaks, in three different widely-dispersed areas, of the same deadly variant?”


  “Yes.”


  “How could . . . how did that happen?”


  “Insufficient data.”


  “Just in your database, or insufficient data, period?”


  “My database contains all information available in our time of origin.”


  Very odd. But I’d just have to live with that oddity. I wasn’t surprised no one had yet made jumps into downtime to investigate whatever had brought about the Spanish Influenza’s multiple simultaneous deadly assaults. Jumping into plague zones isn’t the smartest thing to do. In the case of the Spanish Influenza, for which I confirmed with Jeannie a specific vaccine had never been developed, it could be suicidal. And I was only here and now to collect extinct seeds, not to try to stick my nose into dangerous and unresolved medical mysteries.


  But I’d only made half a block toward my next destination when I got diverted anyway.


  “I’m detecting a nearby temporal field,” Jeannie advised.


  Another jumper here and now? There’s not that much demand for extinct seeds. “Coming or going?”


  “From the temporal jump field echo it’s an arrival.”


  I looked around, trying to remember what the street had looked like moments before and whether there was an extra person suddenly out there now. Instead, I saw a rapidly forming crowd peering down at someone or something on the ground across the street from me. I weighed the term ‘Spanish Influenza’ and the risks of mixing with people against the chance that the crowd might be forming around a fellow Temporal Interventionist, perhaps one who’d been injured.


  By the time I got there, though, the crowd was breaking up. A pale, skinny man was being helped to his feet by a stout character. Jeannie did a quick visual diagnosis. “Seizure disorder.”


  “The pale guy just had a seizure?”


  “Correct.”


  “I guess that rules him out as the person who jumped in.” I meant the comment to be sardonic, but Jeannie surprised me.


  “He is carrying a jump mechanism. The fading field signature indicates it is a primitive design.”


  I took another look. The man was indeed skinny, with the look of someone who’d never gotten enough to eat. He was tall, though, like someone who ought to be very big and healthy if he wasn’t starving. The skin seemed paler than a seizure could account for, and I wondered if he was anemic as well. His eyes blinked, watering heavily, and the man sneezed violently several times before he fished a handkerchief out of one pocket and held it over his mouth and nose.


  “His clothes appear to be original to here and now,” Jeannie added. “Their fabric has indications it has aged substantially since its manufacture.”


  The sick man in the old clothes smiled weakly at his helper, waving off further offers of assistance, and stumbled away, one hand carrying some sort of valise. If the jump mechanism was as primitive as Jeannie thought, it might in there instead of being an implant. I saw the jumper pause after several steps and look around in the fashion of someone who was unfamiliar with their surroundings. But as soon as his eyes fell on the same hotel where I was staying he headed that way as if he knew the place on sight. More strangeness. “Any idea when he’s from, Jeannie?”


  “I cannot correlate the apparent age of the garments and his apparent ethnic mix with any specific uptime period which would account for his physical condition.”


  “Maybe he’s from inside a closed loop.” Somewhen created by an attempted temporal intervention, and then choked off by a countervailing intervention, so it’d been but never been.


  “A loop born of a late Twentieth Century full-scale nuclear war might correlate to his appearance and the apparent age of his garments.”


  An ugly possibility, but that could certainly explain the man’s physical ailments. “Why would someone from that kind of loop come here?”


  “Insufficient data.”


  A refugee fleeing a horrible future and seeking what he thought was an idyllic rural past? That wasn’t impossible, but if so I needed to see what he was up to. An amateur messing around in my history might create any number of inadvertent interventions with big consequences down the road. If he did intend some deliberate intervention, now was an important period, but he’d picked an odd here to do it. All the Temporal Interventionists I knew of in 1918 A.D. were working in Europe or in national capitals. I’d picked 1918 myself only because the year was so well mapped for temporal jumps. Like me, though, this guy had jumped into a here where nothing of great importance had ever happened.


  Except the start of the Spanish Influenza. But that’d apparently already been underway for a while. “When were the first reports of the Spanish Influenza?”


  “March, 1918 A.D.”


  “And he just got here. So he couldn’t have brought that germ with him and introduced it by accident.”


  “Not unless he had an earlier or subsequent jump to the earlier date,” Jeannie reminded me.


  Oh, yeah. But that made very little sense. Why jump back a few months, or forward a few months, in a small Kansas town in 1918? Even if jumps weren’t extremely expensive, they also involve physical stress, and my unknown traveler obviously wasn’t up to the stress of pleasure trips. Nor did wherever and whenever he came from seem wealthy enough to pony up money for jumps that frequent.


  I sat down on a handy bench and thought about it, my eyes on the door to the hotel. I was still thinking when the jumper came out again, his handkerchief once again over his nose and mouth, and walked unsteadily down the street. The other hand still held the valise. I waited until he’d gone a good distance past me and then followed, ambling along as if I were talking a pleasure walk in the Kansas heat and wind and dust.


  “He appears to be headed toward Fort Riley,” Jeannie advised.


  “Why is an obviously physically frail man heading for the place where a lot of sick people are located?”


  “Insufficient data.”


  “Somehow I knew you’d say that.”


  The swelling of Fort Riley’s population due to the demands of the so-called Great War had resulted in a fairly steady stream of transit between Junction City and the not-too-distant main entrance to the Fort, which far from being a stereotypical wooden stockade turned out to actually be a pretty large expanse of northeast Kansas dotted with military facilities and housing.


  The jumper didn’t try to enter, instead mingling with those outside the gate. I wandered close enough to hear him asking about the epidemic. How many were sick? Had many died? Were people worried? Understandable questions, which attracted no special interest from the locals. Their replies were fairly reassuring, speaking of not as many sick as before, not too many dead, and a general feeling that the epidemic was winding down. After asking those same questions of numerous people, including soldiers heading on and off the Fort, and getting roughly the same answers from all of them, the jumper went back toward town. The whole process should’ve reassured me, except for the unmistakable depression the jumper radiated on the way back to Junction City. He didn’t seem to regard the information he’d acquired as good news.


  The trip had clearly worn out the jumper, who stumbled back to the hotel. I waited for a few minutes after he’d entered, then went in myself and cornered the desk clerk. “Did a tall, skinny, pale-looking fellow just come in?”


  The clerk nodded. “You just missed him. Goin’ to his room, I expect. Sickly fellow. I’d have thought he’d be better by now.”


  “You’ve seen him before?”


  “Yes, sir. He stayed here a few months back.”


  “A few months?” I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature.


  “That’s right. Um, lessee, that’d have been . . .” The clerk frowned, checked his ledger, then nodded. “February. Yes, sir. Checked in February the 26th and checked out March 5th.”


  And the Spanish Influenza had first been noted around here in March. I faked a smile I didn’t feel. “That’s my friend, all right. What room did you say he was staying in?”


  “I didn’t.” The clerk grinned at his own joke. “3B, sir.”


  “Thank you.” Had the man jumped ahead a few months to avoid the disease he might’ve carried here? But if so, why had he seemed so morose after finding out at the Fort that the epidemic seemed to be under control? Depression over knowing he could’ve caused the deaths which had occurred already? I had too many questions to which Jeannie would only answer ‘insufficient data.’


  I knocked firmly on the door to room 3B, waited a long minute, then knocked again in a way that conveyed I’d keep knocking all day if I had to do so. I heard sounds on the other side of the door, then it opened and the jumper looked cautiously out at me. “Yes?”


  “Hi.” I shoved my way into the room, using some subtle unarmed fighting techniques that pushed my opponent off balance until I was inside. I shut the door and held it closed. “We need to talk.”


  The jumper staggered back and held up his hands as if to ward me off. Seeing the extremities for the first time close-up, I could easily spot the swollen joints and twisted digits that marked severe arthritis. Was there anything this guy didn’t suffer from?


  I stood still, spreading my own hands out at waist level, palms out. “I’m not here to hurt you.”


  “Then why are you here?” His voice was raspy and weak. He seemed to be having trouble breathing. Asthma, too?


  “I’m collecting seeds,” I informed him.


  “What?”


  “Really. But I’m not from here. Just like I know you’re not. And I’m not from now. Just like I know you’re not.”


  It took a few moments for my statements to sink in. The man’s eyes grew bigger, then started watering heavily. He sneezed, staring at me. “You’ve been to the grain elevator?”


  “Seed suppliers.”


  “Uhhhh.” He staggered back again like I’d threatened him. “Wheat dust.”


  Of course. “You’re allergic to wheat.” That could explain the malnutrition and anemia. The jumper stopped backing up when he reached the window, where the ever-present breeze blowing in would keep any grain dust I’d picked up from reaching him. “Do you mind telling me your name?”


  “Call me John Smith.”


  “Very funny.”


  “That’s the only name you’re going to get.”


  “Fine. Mr. Smith, I don’t know exactly when you’re from, but I have reason to believe you’ve brought a disease back to here and now.” Smith’s expression had closed down, revealing nothing. “On the Fort, Mr. Smith. I know you’re aware of it.” Smith nodded. “Why’d you make a jump from March to July? Did you think the epidemic would be over by then?” Smith didn’t answer, didn’t move. “Do they remember germ theory when you’re from?”


  His face finally shifted expression, twisting into some sort of disbelief at my question. “We’re not primitive.”


  “You’ve obviously suffered some . . . uh . . . problems.”


  Smith grinned widely, as if I’d said something funny. “You’ve noticed that?” he rasped in that feeble voice.


  “You need to go away. If you’re the vector causing this epidemic you need to isolate yourself. That’s not that hard around here. Stay there, until you’re sure you’re not a carrier.”


  He nodded again. “Certainly.”


  Liar. I didn’t need Jeannie’s analysis of his breathing and other external signs to know that. The answer, the agreement, had come too easily. “Why are you here? I want the truth.”


  “I’m . . . seeking refuge.”


  Another lie, I was certain. “A man allergic to wheat seeking refuge in twentieth century Kansas? A man with a lot of medical problems seeking refuge in a time when medicine was still very primitive?”


  “I have my reasons.”


  “Share them with me. Please. Or else.” I’d long ago learned that keeping threats vague allowed the recipients to imagine the worse thing they could envisage, which could easily be worse than anything I’d really do. But, if this deceitful idiot really was spreading what would become known as the Spanish Influenza, I had to bring him to his senses.


  Smith took a step to one side, reaching out to grasp the handle of his valise. “Sorry,” he whispered, just about the time I remembered that the valise probably contained his jump mechanism. I hadn’t taken half a step toward him before Smith popped out of existence.


  “He has jumped out of the temporal period,” Jeannie announced.


  “Really?” I tamped down my irritation. “Which way did he go?”


  “Uptime.”


  “Can you estimate the length of the jump?”


  “My calculations are very tentative, but based on the strength of the temporal pulse I would estimate the jump involved a chronological period of less than one month.”


  One month. This was July. Next month was August. When three different locations would simultaneously or nearly-simultaneously experience outbreaks of a much more virulent strain of the Spanish Influenza. I remembered Smith’s unhappy reaction after he’d heard the epidemic appeared to be subsiding here and now. Maybe he hadn’t been depressed for the reasons I thought he had been. “He’s doing it on purpose. Whatever he introduced here in March isn’t doing the trick, so he’s going to set loose something a lot worse.”


  Jeannie managed to follow my logic trail without having it spelled out for her. “There is a significant probability that you are correct.”


  “Why would anyone do something like that?”


  “Insufficient—”


  “Yeah. I know.” Smith didn’t look like a mass murderer, but I’d personally seen people as diverse as Caligula, Genghis Khan, and Adolph Hitler. None of them had ‘looked’ like mass murderers, either. I still don’t know what a mass-murderer looks like, and I’ve seen some of the worst. “Where were those three locations again? The one’s where the much more virulent strains of Spanish Influenza will pop up in August?” Jeannie recited them and I thought over my options. Boston was (for this now) a big city, filled with humans who had the same general ethnic appearance as Smith. My chances of finding Smith there were damned close to zero. Same for the city of Brest, in France.


  But Freetown was another story. A much smaller town, and Smith would be a Caucasian in an African country. A Caucasian who’d be particularly easy to track down given his appearance and ailments. All I could do was hope Freetown was his first planned stop. “Jeannie, is my bank balance good enough to afford a jump to Freetown?”


  “No.”


  “Is my credit good enough—”


  “No.”


  “Can I mortgage—”


  “No.”


  “Are there—”


  “No.”


  Jeannie didn’t have to read my mind. We’d had this sort of conversation before, on other jumps, and her learning subroutines were well up to the task of figuring out this was another case of my wishing for more than I could afford. I sighed and pulled out the small device that would manufacture as much local currency as I needed. Too bad the now I came from could detect the counterfeit stuff in a heartbeat. “Can here and now transportation get me to Freetown, Sierra Leone within three weeks?”


  “Possibly.”


  “Let’s get going.”


  I bid adieu to the Kansas prairie, using plentiful amounts of local currency to bribe my way onto the next train east despite wartime travel restrictions. American east coast ports were full of ships, and a lot of those ships would be stopping at Sierra Leone. I’d wondered why it might be a good place to feed an epidemic, if that’s what Smith was doing, but it was in fact a very good place, indeed. Or a very bad place from a different perspective. Freetown was, now, the primary re-coaling site for ships crossing the Atlantic Ocean as well as those enroute other parts of the world. Just about every ship stopped there. If Smith intended having those ships take on a nasty new variant of the Spanish Influenza, it’d spread worldwide as fast as now transportation could possibly manage it.


  Not that those coal-fired ships were as swift as I would’ve liked. Even while thanking providence that I didn’t have to worry about a wind-dependent sailing ship for this crossing of the Atlantic, I still had entirely too much time to think on my trip to Freetown. “Jeannie, how many people died in the Spanish Influenza epidemic?”


  “Exact figures are not known.”


  “What’s the estimate?”


  “Twenty million dead is the low end. The high end is generally set at around forty million dead.”


  Twenty million. At least. “What’s the now world population?”


  “Of humans?”


  “Yes.” What else? Artificial intelligence, again.


  “Approximately 1.8 billion.”


  I did some math in my head. One or two percent of the world’s population dead in the course of less than a year. Amazing, in a very bad way. “You told me we don’t have a vaccine for it. Why not?”


  “The Spanish Influenza vanished after the epidemic. Attempts to analyze the disease from fragmentary samples in partially preserved victims were undertaken in the early twenty-first century, but were inconclusive.”


  “Jeannie, diseases don’t just vanish. They may be driven to extinction by proper medical actions, like small-pox was, or go underground for a while like bubonic plague before they pop up again, but even I know diseases don’t simply vanish without a trace and never resurface.”


  “The Spanish Influenza has never resurfaced.”


  Every new thing I learned about the disease made it a greater anomaly. “Is there anything else unusual about it?”


  “Clarify?”


  “Anything else that made the Spanish Influenza different from other outbreaks of influenza?”


  “Yes. Influenza viruses normally posed the greatest mortality risk to humans who were very young or very old.”


  “The weakest, in other words.”


  “Correct. However, the vast majority of those killed by the Spanish Influenza were in the age range of fifteen to forty chronological years.”


  “Adults? Were they predisposed somehow?”


  “Insufficient data. The only conclusions medical researchers have been able to affirm are that those who should’ve had the strongest immune systems were those who were most likely to be killed by the illness.”


  I leaned on the rail of the ship, looking out across bright blue waves capped by spurts of white foam. Clouds of sooty ash from the ship’s smokestacks drifted slowly down into the water astern of us, disappearing without apparent trace. Little wonder now-humanity still believed the ocean was a limitless sink for pollution. “I guess in this case strong immune systems were a bad thi—”


  Jeannie waited a moment. “Clarify?”


  “Jeannie. Auto-immune diseases. Like that Smith guy has. Those were caused by immune systems attacking their own bodies, right?”


  “That is essentially correct.”


  “So, asthma and arthritis and wheat allergies, they’re all signs of an, uh . . .”


  “Overactive immune system.”


  “But the Spanish Influenza wasn’t an auto-immune disease?”


  “The Spanish Influenza was very definitely a type of influenza.”


  A type of influenza that seemed to have uncharacteristically targeted the strongest human immune systems. I had a lot of pieces, but none of them fit into a reasonable picture. I needed Smith. And the next time I had him cornered I’d wrap my hands around his scrawny neck to keep him from jumping away from me again.


  I prowled Freetown for a good week after arriving, spreading around more bribes and descriptions of ‘John Smith,’ with promises of bigger pay-offs for anyone who found him for me. Eventually, somebody did.


  I waited until I knew he was in the room he’d taken at a transients’ boarding house, then broke the door open and had one hand on his neck before he could move. “Hi. We have a conversation we need to finish.”


  Smith stole a glance toward the valise he had no chance of reaching, then glared at me, his eyes very wide in that very pale face. “You have no idea what’s at stake.”


  “So tell me.”


  “What if I don’t?”


  “Maybe I’ll break your neck, then take that bag of yours and drop it into the hottest boiler I can find so that anything inside it is totally incinerated.” Smith’s eyes widened even more and he trembled. Then his eyes swung all the way to one side and stuck there, while his body went limp except for his hands, which twitched over and over again.


  “He is suffering a seizure,” Jeannie advised me.


  “I figured that out.” I kept my hand on his neck. “Could he be faking?”


  “It cannot be ruled out, but a seizure disorder such as he apparently suffers from can result in seizures being triggered by stress.”


  Stress like someone breaking into his room and threatening to break his neck. I sighed, made sure Smith’s seizure didn’t seem life threatening, transferred my grip to his wrist, and waited.


  Three minutes later Smith’s eyes regained their focus. He stared at me for a long moment before recognition entered them. “Happy?” he whispered.


  “Knock it off. I have no sympathy for you.”


  “Really?” He held up his free hand, the arthritic joints almost painful to even look at. “Do you see this? I can barely grasp my bag with it. Even then it hurts. It always hurts. Do you know what’s it like to always hurt?” Smith’s weak voice broke on the last word, as if he’d run out of air.


  I kept my eyes away from the twisted ruin of Smith’s hand. “No. How does that justify what I think you’re doing?”


  “You don’t understand.”


  “Right. I don’t. So why don’t you and I take a paired-jump to my uptime where some people in authority can listen to you explain it all in detail?”


  His eyes showed fear. “You can’t.”


  “Yes, I can. And I’m about to.”


  “No!” Smith tried to twist out of my grip, then started gasping for breath.


  “Asthma attack,” Jeannie informed me. Smith’s free hand fumbled desperately in one pocket. I watched, trying to remain dispassionate, as he tried to bring out a small device and dropped it on the bed. “Aerosol medication delivery device,” Jeannie added.


  I picked up the thing and offered it to Smith. He grasped it as carefully as his warped hand and labored breathing allowed, then sprayed something from it into his mouth. A few minutes after this labor his breathing was back to normal. For him. He stared at me, then nodded his chin to indicate the device. “Thank you.”


  “I assume I may’ve just saved your life.”


  “Yes. You may have.”


  “Why did I do that?” I asked even though I knew the answer; because I still wasn’t certain of Smith’s guilt, and even if I were I didn’t have it in me to watch someone die if I could prevent it.


  But Smith looked away as if embarrassed. “That’s a reasonable question, isn’t it? You’ve guessed what I’m doing.”


  “Am I right?”


  I couldn’t look directly into his eyes, but Smith’s face twisted with some emotion I couldn’t read. “Yes.”


  “You’re deliberately spreading what will be known as the Spanish Influenza. You dropped off the first batch in Kansas in March, then checked on its progress in June and figured out it wasn’t lethal enough. So you’re here and now to spread a much more lethal variant.”


  “That’s right.”


  “I assume you’re doing this for a reason.”


  He kept his face averted from me. “I need to change the future.”


  I couldn’t help sighing. “A temporal intervention. That’s what the Spanish Influenza is/was?”


  “Of course.” His raspy voice had sunk to a whisper, but I could still hear it clearly enough. “What else?”


  “I’d wondered what natural disease would appear in three places at the same time, and then disappear without a trace.”


  “Yes. It’ll disappear. We designed it that way. A genetically-engineered suicide instruction. What you call the Spanish Influenza virus will die out after one year.”


  “Gee, that’s really humanitarian of you.”


  My sarcasm got a reaction. Smith swung his head back and glared at me. “What the hell do you know about it? Humanitarian? You smug bastard! Have you ever heard of the auto-immune plagues?” I shook my head slowly and Smith trembled. “It works. You’re from . . . when?”


  “None of your business.”


  “After the twentieth century? After the twenty-first?”


  I decided to tell him that much. “Yes.”


  “God help me.” Smith let his gaze wander, staring straight up as if he could see through the roof. “We stopped it.”


  “Stopped what?”


  “The auto-immune plagues.” Smith held up his hand again, his eyes still staring up toward the heavens he couldn’t see. “We didn’t know what was happening. Sudden surges in the incidence of diseases and ailments. One hundred, two hundred, three hundred percent increases annually. Asthma. Hypothyroidism. Hyperthyroidism. Arthritis. Many other things. We didn’t understand, for the longest time. Too long. Finally, we knew. Evolution and science had failed us. Given us better and better immune systems as we survived the assaults of everything Earth could throw at us, while we developed vaccines to keep many natural ailments away from our ever-stronger, ever more vigilant immune systems.” He fell silent, breathing heavily.


  “And?” I prompted.


  “And? You fool. Don’t you see? Our immune systems were so strong, so vigilant. They didn’t have enough to do. They attacked us. More and more. Our digestive systems, our nervous systems, our joints, our cardiovascular systems. Everything. And we didn’t realize what was happening until literally millions were afflicted and more coming down by the day.”


  “Millions?” I prompted.


  “At first. By now it’s billions. Crippled and dying by the very immune systems which are supposed to protect them.” He looked back at me at last, his eyes wild. “Billions. Society is collapsing. Worldwide. Too many people sick in the most fundamental ways with no means of correcting their conditions. They just linger on, dying very slowly, needing more and more medical care. The only ‘cure’ we have is to suppress the immune system with some crude methods available to us. Do you know what happens when you do that? The auto-immune diseases go into remission but then you die from any number of ‘normal’ illnesses. We can’t win.” He gestured down his own body. “The medications I have to take to keep my immune system from causing me further agony themselves make me prone to seizures. How’s that for a bargain with the devil?”


  I tried to read truth or falsehood in his eyes and couldn’t manage either. I asked Jeannie, instead, then relayed her information. “That sort of thing started to happen. In the very-late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. We developed treatments.”


  “We didn’t! Don’t you understand? We bought you time.”


  “Bought us . . .?” The things I knew suddenly clicked into place. An influenza which killed those with the strongest immune systems. Killed them by the tens of millions. Leaving those with weaker immune systems still alive to pass that on to future generations. “Eugenics.”


  “No! This isn’t about making humanity ‘better,’ whatever the hell that means. It’s about culling enough of the strongest immune systems from the human gene pool now in order to put off the onset of the auto-immune plagues for another one or two generations. Long enough for medical science to develop the means to diagnose and treat the disorders before they overwhelm the human race.”


  I turned inward to Jeannie again. “Is what he’s saying plausible?”


  “The scenario outlined does not fall outside the realm of possible historical outcomes.”


  “Is it likely?”


  “Insufficient data.”


  Smith shuddered, and I looked down to see my hand gripping his arm so tightly that even on his thin frame the flesh was coming up in ridges between my fingers. “You want to be free to kill tens of millions of people.”


  His gaze was defiant, now. “Yes. For the sake of billions of people in the future.”


  “I’ve heard that argument before.”


  “I’m sure you have.”


  “Do you think this’ll save you? Produce an alternate version of you who’s healthy?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t care. Not about me.” His eyes flicked away from mine, but I saw tears welling there. “The kids.” He was whispering again. “Dear God. The kids. They don’t even know. Don’t understand what’s twisting and crippling and killing them. They live and die in pain and we can’t even explain to them what’s happening. We can’t help them.”


  It’s not supposed to be like this. When you meet someone bent on mass-murder they’re supposed to foam at the mouth and talk like a fanatic and their eyes are supposed to be filled with righteous certainty. And I was supposed to be absolutely certain that stopping those deaths was the right thing to do. Instead, I felt a sick uncertainty inside, and translated it into anger. “You’re just killing a few tens of millions of people for the kids, huh? You don’t plan on being better off yourself? Do you realize the odds that introducing this plague here and now could just cancel you out? Eliminate your ancestors so you never exist outside of the closed loop you’ve created? You’d never see that great new world you say you want to make.”


  Smith’s mouth worked for a moment before he could answer, but I saw a strange glint of what I thought must be eagerness in his eyes. “This is more important than me.”


  I closed my eyes to shut out the sight of his. There was only one thing I could be certain of. In my history, Smith’s mission had unquestionably succeeded in its immediate goal. The Spanish Influenza had killed its millions upon millions. If I stopped him, I’d be making a major temporal intervention with results I couldn’t predict on the future from that point forward. Would it be the hell Smith was describing? Or better? Or worse? There simply wasn’t any way for me to know. “How can I let you go out of here and kill tens of millions of people?” I finally said softly.


  Smith kept his eyes fixed on mine. “For the sake of billions yet to come.”


  “That kind of math is an abomination.”


  “It’s also true. Dammit, do you think we wanted to do this?”


  And somehow I knew then that Smith wasn’t lying. He might be delusional or crazy, but he believed what he was saying. Which left it up to me. Change my future, or let Smith kill on a scale unmatched in human history. Save tens of millions, maybe, and if Smith was to be believed condemn billions to awful fates. Take a chance that whatever my own intervention caused here would produce a future no worse than the one I knew of from this point forward. But that was impossible to know. Even aside from the group impact of so many humans living who’d died in my history, any one of those individual Spanish Influenza victims could’ve been another Hitler or another Einstein or another Martin Luther or another Julius Caesar. I looked at Smith again, letting my eyes stray down his ruined body. What kind of society would send somebody in his physical condition on a mission it regarded as so important? Only a society at the end of its rope.


  I didn’t trust myself to speak. I just let my grip on Smith go and stepped back. Then I turned around and walked out. He might’ve called something after me. I couldn’t be sure and didn’t want to know.


  Dawn found me staring across the anchorage of Freeport, thinking about the extra, unknown cargo those ships would be carrying soon. I looked down at my hands, didn’t see any blood there, and wondered why. Twenty million. At least. For the future good of the human race. For the future I knew, for better or worse, though it easily could’ve turned out a lot worse. I knew that, and when push came to shove I couldn’t risk a worse outcome in the future. Even though that future now felt forever tainted. Playing god isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. “Jeannie—”


  “Yes?”


  “It’s nothing. I just finally figured something out.” That flash of eagerness in Smith’s eyes. He wasn’t afraid of being cancelled out of the future he was creating. No, he wanted to be cancelled out of that future. Wanted to cease to exist, so that even an alternate version of him who had no idea what ‘he’d’ done would suffer the ultimate penalty. I understood now. Because, unlike Smith, I’d have to live with the knowledge of what I’d done, or more correctly what I hadn’t done, for the rest of my life. “Work up a jump home, Jeannie. Let’s get out of here.” Before Smith’s influenza started its deadly march across the planet.


  I hope the kids who would’ve been Smith’s came out okay.


  BIRD OF PREY


  Marion Zimmer Bradley


  It would be an hour before I could board the starship. Straight ahead, an open gateway led to the spaceport, and the white skyscraper which was the Headquarters of the Terran Empire on Wolf; behind me. Phi Coronis was dipping down over the roofs of the Kharsa—the Old Town—which lay calm in the bloody sunset, but alive with the sounds and the smells of human, nonhuman and half-human life. The pungent reek of incense from an open street-shrine made my nostrils twitch, and a bulked form inside, not human, cast me a surly green glance as I turned aside into the cafe at the spaceport gates.


  It wasn’t crowded inside. A pair of furred chaks lounged beneath the mirrors at the far end. One or two spaceport personnel, in storm gear, were drinking coffee at the counter, and a trio of Dry-towners, rangy lean men in colorful shirtcloaks, stood at a wall-shelf, eating Terran food with aloof dignity. In my neat business clothes I felt more conspicuous than the furred and long-tailed chaks; an Earthman, a civilian. I ordered, and by unconscious habit, carried my food to a wall-shelf near the Dry-towners, the only native humans on Wolf.


  They were tall as Earthmen, weathered by the fierce sun of their parched cities of dusty salt stone—the Dry Towns which lie in the bleached bottoms of Wolf’s vanished oceans. Their dialect fell soft and familiar on my ears. One, without altering his expression or his easy tone, had begun to make elaborate comments on my entrance, my appearance, my ancestry and probable personal habits, all defined in the colorfully obscene dialect of the Dry Towns.


  I leaned over and remarked, in the man’s own dialect, that at some future and unspecified time I would appreciate an opportunity to return their compliments.


  By custom they should have apologized, and laughed at a jest decently reversed on themselves. Then we would have bought each other a drink, and that would have been that. But it didn’t happen that way. Not this time.


  Instead, to my dismay, one of them fumbled inside the clasp of his shirtcloak; I edged backward, and found my own hand racing upward, seeking a skean I hadn’t carried in six years. It looked like a rough-house.


  The chaks in the corner moaned and chattered. Then I became aware that the three Dry-towners were gazing, not at me, but at something, or someone, just behind me. Their skeans fumbled back into the clasps of their cloaks, and they surged back a pace or two.


  Then they broke ranks, turned and ran. They ran—blundering into stools as they went, leaving a havoc of upset benches and broken crockery in their wake. I let my breath go, turned, and saw the girl.


  She was slight, with waving hair like spun black glass, circled with a tracery of stars. A black glass belt imprisoned her waist, like clasped hands, and her robe, stark white, bore an ugly sprawl of embroidery across the breasts—the hideous toad-god, Nebran. Her face was all human, all woman, but the crimson eyes held a hint of alien mischief.


  Then she stepped backward, and with one swift movement she was outside in the dark street. A smudge of incense from the street-shrine blurred the air; there was a little stirring, like the rising of heat waves in the salt desert at noon. Then the shrine of Nebran was empty, and nowhere in the street was there a sign of the girl; she simply was not there.


  I turned toward the spaceport, slowly, walking through a dragging reluctance, trying to file the girl away in memory as just another riddle of Wolf that I’d never solve.


  I’d never solve another riddle on Wolf. I’d never see it again. When the starship lifted at dawn, I’d be on it, outbound from Phi Coronis—the red sun of Wolf.


  I strode toward the Terran H.Q.


  No matter what the color of the sun, once you step inside an H.Q. building, you are on Terra. The Traffic Division was efficiency made insolent, in glass and chrome and polished steel. I squinted, readjusting my eyes to the cold yellowness of the light, and watched myself stride forward in a dozen mirrors; a tall man with a scarred face, bleached by years spent under a red sun. Even after six years, my neat civilian clothes didn’t fit quite right, and, with unconscious habit, I still walked with the lean stoop of the Dry-towners I had impersonated. The clerk, a rabbitty little man, raised his head in civil inquiry.


  “My name’s Cargill,” I told him. “Have you a pass for me?”


  He stared. A free pass aboard a starship is rare except for professional spacemen, which I obviously wasn’t. “Let me check my records,” he hedged, and punched scanning buttons on the mirror top of the desk. “Brill, Cameron—ah, yes, Cargill—are you Race Cargill of the Secret Service, sir? The Race Cargill? Why, I thought—I mean—everybody took it for granted that you were—”


  “You thought I’d been killed a long time ago because my name never turned up in the news? Yes, I’m Race Cargill. I’ve been working upstairs on Floor 38 for six years, holding down a desk any clerk could handle.”


  He gawped. “You, the man who went to Charin in disguise and routed out The Liess? And you’ve been working upstairs all these years? It’s—hard to believe, sir!”


  My mouth twitched. It had been hard for me to believe while I was doing it. “The pass?”


  “Right away, sir.” There was respect in his voice now, despite those six years. Six years of slow death since Rakhal Sensar had left me a marked man, my scarred face making me a target for all my old enemies, and ruining my career as a Secret Service man.


  Rakhal Sensar—my fists knotted with the old, impotent hate. And yet, it had been Rakhal Sensar who had first led me into the secret byways of Wolf, teaching me a dozen alien languages, coaching me in the walk and step of a Dry-towner, perfecting a disguise which had become deep second nature to me. Rakhal was a Dry-towner from Shainsa, and he had worked in the Terran Secret Service, my partner since we were boys. Even now I was not sure why he had erupted, one day, into the violence that ended our friendship.


  Then he had simply disappeared, leaving me a marked man, my usefulness to the Secret Service ended . . . a bitter man tied to a desk . . . and a lonely man—Juli had gone with him.


  With a small whirring noise, a chip of plastic emerged from a slot on the desk. I pocketed the pass, and thanked the clerk.


  I went down the skyscraper steps, and across the vast expanse of the spaceport, avoiding or ignoring the last-minute bustle of cargo loading, process crews, curious spectators. The starship loomed over me, huge and hateful.


  A steward took me to a cabin, then strapped me into the bunk, tugging at the acceleration belts until my whole body ached. A long needle went into my arm—the narcotic that would keep me safely drowsy during takeoff. Doors clanged, men moved and talked in the corridors with a vague excitement. All I knew about Theta Centaurus, my destination, was that it had a red sun, and the Legate on Megaera could use a trained Secret Service man. And not pin him down at a desk. My mind wandered and it was a pair of crimson eyes, and hair like spun black glass, that tumbled down with me, down to the bottomless pit of sleep . . . someone was shaking me.


  “Ah, come on, Cargill. Wake up, fella.”


  My eyes throbbed, and when I got them open I saw two men in the black leather of spaceforce guards, mingled with some vague memory of a dream. We were still inside gravity. I came all the way awake with a rush, swinging my legs out of the bunk, flinging aside the belts somebody had unfastened.


  “What the devil—Is something wrong with my pass?”


  He shook his head. “Magnusson’s orders. Ask him about it. Can you walk?”


  I could, although my feet were a little shaky on the ladders.


  I knew it made no sense to ask what was going on. They wouldn’t know. I asked anyway. “Are they holding the ship for me?”


  “Not that one,” he answered.


  My head was clearing fast, and the walk speeded up the process. As the elevator swooped up to Floor 38, my anger mounted. Magnusson had been sympathetic when I resigned; he’d arranged the transfer and the pass himself. What right did he have to grab me off an outbound starship at the last minute? I barged into his office without knocking.


  “What’s this all about, chief?”


  Magnusson was at his desk, a big bull of a man who always looked as if he’d slept in his rumpled uniform.


  He said, not looking up, “Sorry, Cargill, but there was just time to get you off the ship—no time to explain.”


  There was somebody in the chair in front of his desk; a woman, sitting very straight, her back to me. But when she heard my voice, she twisted around, and I stared, rubbing my eyes. Then she cried out, “Race, Race! Don’t you know me?”


  I took one dazed step forward. Then she had flown across the space between us, her thin arms tangling around my neck, and I caught her up.


  “Juli!”


  “Oh, Race, I thought I’d die when Mac told me you were leaving tonight, it was the only thing that kept me going, the thought of seeing you,” she sobbed and laughed at once. I held my sister at arm’s length, looking down at her. I saw the six years that divided us, all of them, printed plain on her face. Juli had been a pretty child; six years had fined her features into beauty, but there was tension in the set of her shoulders, and the gray eyes had looked into horrors.


  I said, “What’s wrong, Juli? Where’s Rakhal?” I felt her shiver, a deep thing that I could feel right up through my own arms.


  “I don’t know. He’s gone. And—oh, Race, he’s taken Rindy with him!”


  “Who’s Rindy?”


  She didn’t move.


  “My daughter, Race. Our little girl.”


  Magnusson’s voice sounded low and harsh. “Well, Cargill? Should I have let you go?”


  “Don’t be a damned fool!”


  “Juli, tell Race what you told me—just so he’ll know you didn’t come for yourself.”


  I knew that, already. Juli was proud, and she had always been able to live with her own mistakes. This wouldn’t be any simple complaint of an abused wife.


  She said, “You made your big mistake, Mac, when you turned Rakhal out of the Service. He was one of the best men you had.”


  “Matter of policy. I never knew how his mind worked. Do you, Juli? Even now? That final episode—Juli, have you taken a good look at your brother’s face?”


  Juli raised her eyes, and I saw her wince. I knew just how she felt; for almost three years I’d kept my mirror covered. Then she said, almost inaudibly, “Rakhal’s face is—is just as bad.”


  “That’s some satisfaction,” I said.


  Mac looked baffled. “Even now I don’t know what it was all about.”


  “And you never will,” I said for the dozenth time. “Nobody could understand it, unless he’d lived in the Dry Towns. Let’s not talk about that. You talk, Juli. What brought you here? And what about the kid?”


  “At first Rakhal worked as a trader in Shainsa,” Juli began. I wasn’t surprised. The Dry Towns were the core of Terran trade on Wolf. “Rakhal didn’t like what the Empire was doing. But he tried to keep out of it. There were times—they’d come to him and ask for information, information he could have given them, but he never told anything—”


  Mac grunted, “Yeah, he’s an angel. Go ahead.”


  Juli didn’t, not immediately; instead, she asked, “Is it true what he told me—that the Empire has a standing offer of a reward for a working model of a matter-transmitter?”


  “That offer’s been standing for five hundred years, Terran reckoning. Don’t tell me he was going to invent one!”


  “I don’t think so, no. But he heard rumors—he knew about one. He said he was going to try to find it—for money and Shainsa. He started coming in at odd times—wouldn’t talk to me about it. He was queer about Rindy. Funny thing. Crazy. He’d brought her some kind of nonhuman toy from one of the inland towns, Charin, I think. It was a weird thing, scared me. He’d talk to her about it and Rindy would gabble all kinds of nonsense about little men and birds and a toymaker—it changed him, it—”


  Juli swallowed hard, twisting her thin fingers in her lap. “A weird thing—1 was afraid of it, and we had a terrible fight. He threw it out and Rindy woke up and shrieked, she screamed for hours and hours. Then she dug it up out of a trashpile, she broke all her fingernails but she kept on digging for it, we never knew where or why, and Rakhal was like a crazy man—” abruptly Juli checked herself, and visibly caught at vanishing self-control.


  Magnusson broke in, very gently. “Juli, tell Race about the riots in Charin.”


  “In Charin—oh. I think he led the rioting; he came back with a knife cut in his thigh. I asked him if he was mixed up in the anti-Terran movements, and when he wouldn’t answer—that was when I threatened to leave him, and he said if I came there—I’d never see Rindy again. The next day he was gone—”


  Suddenly the hysteria Juli had been forcing back broke free and she rocked back and forth in her chair, torn and shaken with great strangling sobs. “He—took Rindy! Oh, Race, he’s crazy, crazy, I think he hates Rindy, he took—he smashed her toys, Race, he took every toy she had and broke them one by one, smashed them into powder, every toy she had—”


  “Juli. Juli, please—” Magnusson pleaded. I looked at him, shaken. “If we’re dealing with a maniac—”


  “Mac, let me handle this. Juli. Shall I find Rakhal for you?”


  A hope was born in her ravaged face, and died there, while I looked. “He’d have you killed. Or kill you.”


  “He’d try, you mean,” I amended. I stooped and lifted Juli, not gently, my hands gripping at her shoulders in a sort of rage.


  “And I won’t kill him—do you hear? He may wish I had, when I get through with him—hear me, Juli? I’ll beat the living daylights out of him, but I’ll settle it with him like an Earthman.”


  Magnusson stepped toward me and pried my crushing hands off her shoulders. He said, “Okay, Cargill. So we’re all crazy. I’ll be crazy too—try it your way.”


  A month later, I found myself near the end of a long trail.


  I hadn’t seen an Earthman or a Dry-towner in five days. Charin was mostly a chak town; not many humans lived there, and it was the core and center of the resistance movement. I’d found that out before I’d been there an hour.


  I crouched along the shadow of a wall, looking toward the gypsy glare of fires, hot and reeking at the far end of the Street of the Six Shepherds. My skin itched from the dirty shirtcloak I hadn’t changed in days—shabbiness is wise in nonhuman parts, and Dry-towners from the salt lands think too highly of water to spend much of it in washing, anyway.


  It had been a long and difficult trail. But I’d been lucky. And if my luck held, Rakhal would be somewhere in the crowd around those fires.


  A dirty, dust-laden wind was blowing up along the street, heavy with the reek of incense from a street shrine. I took a few steps toward the firelight, then stopped, hearing running feet.


  Somewhere, a girl screamed.


  Seconds later, I saw her; a child, thin and barefoot, a tangle of dark hair flying loose as she darted and twisted to elude the lumbering fellow at her heels. His outstretched paw jerked cruelly at one slim wrist.


  The girl sobbed and wrenched herself free and threw herself straight on me, wrapping herself around my neck with the violence of a stormwind. Her hair got in my mouth, and her small hands gripped at my back like a cat’s flexed claws. “Oh, help me,” she sobbed, “don’t let him, don’t—” And even in that broken cry, I took it in; the brat did not speak the jargon of the slum, but the pure, archaic Shainsa dialect.


  What I did then was just as automatic as if it had been Juli; I pulled the kid’s fists loose, shoved her behind me, and scowled at the pig-eyed fellow who lurched toward us. “Make yourself scarce,” I advised.


  The man reeled; I smelled sour wine and the rankness of his rags as he thrust one grimy paw at the girl.


  I thrust myself between them and put my hand on the skean quickly.


  “Earthman!” The man spit out the word like filth.


  “Earthman!” Someone took up the howl; there was a stir, a rustle, all along the street that had seemed empty, and from nowhere, it seemed, the space in front of me was crowded with shadowy forms, human and—otherwise.


  “Grab him, Spilkar! Run him outa Charin!”


  “Earthman!”


  I felt the muscles across my belly knotting into a hard band of ice. I didn’t believe I’d given myself away as an Earthman—the bully was using the old Wolf tactic of stirring up a riot in a hurry—but just the same I looked quickly round, hunting a path of escape.


  “Put your skean in his guts, Spilkar!”


  “Hai-ai! Earth man! Hai-ai!”


  It was that last sound that made me panic, the shrill yelping Hai-ai of the Ya-men. Through the sultry glare of the fires, I could see the plumed and taloned figures, leaping and rustling; the crowd melted open.


  “Hai-ai! Hai-ai!”


  I whirled, snatching the girl up, and high-tailed it back the way I’d come, only faster. I heard the yelping shrieks of the Ya-men behind me, and the rustle of their stiff plumes; I dived headlong around the corner, ducked into an alley, and set the girl on her feet.


  “Run, kid!”


  “No, no! This way!” she urged in a hasty whisper, and her small fingers closed like a steel trap around my wrist; she jerked hard, and I found myself plunging forward into the shelter of a street-shrine.


  “Here—” she panted, “stand in—close to me, on the stone—” I drew back, startled.


  “Oh, don’t stop to argue,” she whimpered. “Come here! Quick!”


  “Hai-ai! Earth man! There he is—”


  The girl’s arms flung round me again; I felt her slight, hard body pressing on mine, and she literally hauled me toward the center of the shrine.


  The world tilted. The street disappeared in a cone of spinning lights, stars plummeted crazily, and I plunged down—locked in the girl’s arms—spun—dropped head-over-heels through reeling lights and shadows that wheeled around us. The yelping of the Ya-men whispered away in unimaginable distances, and for a second I felt the swift unmerciful blackout of a powerdive, with blood breaking from my nostrils and filling my mouth . . .


  Light flared in my eyes. I was standing square on my feet in a little street-shrine—but the street was gone. Coils of incense still smudged the air, the God squatted, toadlike, in his recess; the girl was still hanging limp, locked between my clenched arms. As the floor straightened under my feet, I staggered forward, thrown off balance by the sudden return of the girl’s weight, and grabbed, blindly, for support.


  “Give her to me,” said a voice at my ear, and the girl’s light sagging body was lifted from my arms. A strong hand grasped my elbow; I found a chair beneath my knees, and sank gratefully into it.


  “The transmission isn’t smooth between such distant terminals,” the voice remarked, “I see that Miellyn has fainted again. A weakling, the girl, but useful.”


  I spat blood, trying to get the room in focus. For I was inside a room; windowless, but with a transparent skylight, through which pink daylight streamed in thin long splinters. Daylight—and it had been midnight in Charin! I’d come halfway around the planet in a few seconds!


  From somewhere, the room was filled with a sound of hammering; tiny, bell-like hammering, a fairy’s anvil. I looked up and saw a man—a man?—watching me.


  On Wolf you see all kinds of human, nonhuman and half-human life. I consider myself an expert on all three. But I had never seen anyone who so closely resembled the ordinary human—and so obviously wasn’t. He, or it, was tall and lean, humanoid, but oddly muscled, a vague suggestion of something less than human in the lean hunch of his body. Manlike, he wore tight-fitting trunks, and a shirt of green fur that revealed bulging biceps where they shouldn’t be, and angular planes where there should have been swelling muscles. The shoulders were high and hunched, the neck unpleasantly sinuous, and the face, only a little narrower than human, was handsomely arrogant, with a kind of wary, alert mischief that was the least human thing about him.


  He bent, tilted the girl’s inert body on to a divan of some sort, and turned his back on her, lifting his hand in an impatient gesture.


  All the little tinkling hammers stopped as if their switch had been turned out.


  “Now,” said the nonhuman, “we can talk.”


  Like the waif, he spoke the archaic Shainsa, with its lilting, sing-song rise and fall. I asked in the same language, “What happened? Who are you? And where am I?”


  The nonhuman crossed his hands. “Do not blame Miellyn. She acted under orders. It was imperative to bring you here, and we had reason to believe you might ignore an ordinary summons. You were clever at evading our surveillance—for a while. But there would not have been two Dry-towners in Charin tonight. You are Rakhal Sensar?”


  Rakhal Sensar!


  Shaken, I pulled a rag from my pocket and wiped the blood from my mouth. As far as I knew, there was no resemblance between Rakhal and myself—but it occurred to me, for the first time, that any casual description would fit either of us. Humans, tall and lean and without distinctive coloring, with the Dry-towner’s walk and speech, and the same scars across face and mouth—and I’d been hanging around in Rakhal’s old haunts. The mistake was natural; and natural or not, I wasn’t going to deny it.


  “We knew,” the nonhuman continued, “that if you remained where you were, the Earthman who has been trailing you—Cargill—would have made his arrest. We knew about your quarrel with Cargill—among other things—but we did not consider it necessary that you should fall into his hands.”


  I was puzzled. “I still don’t understand. Exactly where am I?”


  “This is the Master-shrine of Nebran.”


  Nebran! Knowing what Rakhal would have done, I hastily made the quick good-luck gesture, gabbling a few archaic words.


  Like every Earthman on Wolf, I’d seen blanked impassive faces at mention of the Toad-god. Rumor made his spies omniscient, his priesthood virtually omnipotent, his powers formidable. I had believed about a tenth of what I heard, but even that was considerable. Now I was in his shrine, and the device which had brought me here, without a doubt, was a working model of a matter-transmitter.


  A matter-transmitter—a working model—Rakhal was after it.


  “And who,” I asked slowly, “are you, Lord?”


  The green-clad creature hunched his shoulders in a ceremonious bow. “My name is Evarin. Humble servant of Nebran and yourself, honorable sir,” he added, but there was no humility in his manner. “I am called the Toymaker.”


  Evarin. That was another name given weight by rumor; a breath of gossip in a thieves market, a scrawled name on a torn scrap of paper—a blank folder in Terran Intelligence. A Toymaker . . .


  The girl on the divan sat up, passing slim hands over her disheveled hair. “My poor feet,” she mourned, “they are black and blue with the cobbles, and my hair is filled with sand and tangles! Toymaker, I will do no more of your errands! What way was this to send me to entice a man?”


  She stamped one small bare foot, and I saw that she was not nearly as young as she had looked in the street; although immature by Terran standards, she had a fair figure for a Dry-town girl. Her rags fell around her slim legs in graceful folds, her hair was spun black glass, and I suddenly saw what the confusion in the filthy street had kept me from seeing before.


  It was the girl of the spaceport cafe—the girl with the Toad-god embroidered on the breast of her robes, who had sent the Dry-towners to running madly, insane with terror.


  I saw that Evarin was watching me, and turned idly away. Evarin said, with a kind of rueful impatience, “You know you enjoyed yourself, Miellyn. Run along and make yourself beautiful again.”


  She danced out of the room.


  The Toymaker motioned to me. “This way,” he directed, and led me through a different door. The offstage hammering I had heard, tiny bell-tones like a fairy xylophone, began again as the door opened, and we passed into a workroom which made me remember nursery tales from a half-forgotten childhood on Terra.


  For the workers were tiny, gnarled—trolls! They were chaks—chaks from the Polar mountains, furred and half-human, with witchlike faces, but transformed, dwarfed. Tiny hammers pattered on miniature anvils, in a tinkling, jingling chorus of musical clinks and taps. Beady eyes focused, like lenses, over winking jewels and gimcracks. Busy elves. Makers of—


  Toys!


  Evarin jerked his hunched shoulders with an imperative gesture; I recalled myself, following him through the fairy workroom, casting lingering glances at the work tables. A withered leprechaun set eyes into the head of a minikin hound; delicate fingers worked precious metals into invisible filigree for the collarpiece of a dainty dancing doll with living emerald eyes; metallic feathers were thrust in clockwork precision into the wings of a skeleton bird no larger than a fingernail. The nose of the hound wobbled sensitively, the bird’s wings quivered, the eyes of the little dancer swiveled to follow me as I passed.


  Toys?


  “Come along.” Evarin rapped, and a door slid shut behind us. The clinks and taps grew faint, fainter. But never ceased.


  “Now you know, Rakhal, why I am called Toymaker. Is it not strange—the Masterpriest of Nebran a maker of Toys, the shrine of the Toad-god a workshop for children’s playthings?” Evarin didn’t wait for an answer. From a sliding cabinet, he took out a doll.


  She was, perhaps, the length of my longest finger, molded to the precise proportions of woman, and costumed in the bizarre fashion of the Shainsa dancers. Evarin touched no button or key visible to me, but when he set the figurine on its feet, it executed a whirling, arm-tossing dance, in a familiar and tricky tempo.


  “I am, perhaps, in a sense, benevolent,” Evarin murmured. He snapped his fingers and the doll sank to her knees and posed there, silent. “Moreover, I have the means and—let us say—the ability to indulge my small fancies. The small daughter of the President of the Federation of Trade Cities was sent such a doll recently. What a pity that Paolo Arimengo was so suddenly impeached and banished!” The Toymaker clucked his teeth commiseratingly, “Perhaps a little companion—such as this—may comfort little Carmela for her adjustment to her new—position.”


  He replaced the dancer and pulled down something like a whirligig. “This might interest you,” he mused, and set it spinning. I stared, entranced, at the wheeling pattern of lights and shadows that flowed and disappeared, melting in and out of visible patterns . . .


  Suddenly I realized what the thing was doing. I wrested my eyes away with an effort. Had I blanked out?


  Evarin arrested the compelling motion with one finger. “Several of these harmless toys are available to the children of important men,” he said absently, “an export of value for our impoverished and exploited world. Unfortunately, an incidence of nervous breakdowns is—oh—interfering somewhat with their sale. The children, of course, are unaffected, and—ah—love them.” Evarin set the hypnotic wheel moving again for an instant, glanced sidewise at me, and set it carefully back.


  “Now—” Evarin’s voice, hard with the silkiness of a tiger-snarl, clawed across sudden silence. “We’ll talk business!”


  He had something concealed in one hand. “You are probably wondering how we recognized and found you?” A panel cleared in the wall, and became translucent; confused flickers moved on the surface, then dropped into focus and I realized that the panel was an ordinary television screen and that I was looking down into the well-known interior of the Cafe of Three Rainbows, in the small Terran Colony at Charin. The focus gradually sharpened down on the long, Earth-type bar, where a tall man in spaceman’s leathers was talking with a pale-haired Terran girl.


  Evan said at my ear, “By now, Race Cargill has decided that you fell into his trap and the hands of the Ya-men.”


  It seemed so unbearably funny that my shoulders twitched. Since I landed in Charin, I’d gone to great pains to avoid the Terran colony. And Rakhal, somehow, discovering this, had conveniently filled my empty place. By posing as me.


  Evarin rasped, “Cargill meant to leave the planet and something stopped him. What? You could be of great use to us, Rakhal—but not with this blood-feud unsettled!”


  That needed no elucidation. No Wolfan in his senses will make any bargain with a Dry-towner carrying an unresolved blood-feud. By law and custom, formal blood-feud takes precedence over any other business, public or private, and is sufficient and legal excuse for broken promises, neglected duties—even theft or murder.


  “We want this feud settled, once and for all,” Evarin’s voice was low, and unhurried, “and we’re not above weighting the scales. This man Cargill can, and has, posed as a Dry-towner. We don’t like Earthmen who can spy on us that way. In settling your blood-feud, you would do us a service, and we would be grateful. Look.”


  He opened his closed hand, displaying something small, curled, inert.


  “Every living being emits a characteristic pattern of electrical nerve impulses. As you may have guessed, we have methods of recording these individual patterns, and we have had you and Cargill under observation for a long time. We’ve had plenty of opportunity to key this—Toy—to Cargill’s personal pattern.”


  On his palm the curled, inert thing stirred and spread wings; a fledgling bird lay there, small soft body throbbing slightly; half-hidden in a ruff of metallic feathers, I glimpsed a grimly elongated beak. The tiny pinions were feathered with delicate down less than a quarter of an inch long; they beat, with rough insistence, against the Toymaker’s prisoning fingers.


  “This is not dangerous—to you. Press this point”—he showed me—“and if Race Cargill is within a certain distance—it is up to you to be within that distance—it will find Cargill and kill him. Unerringly, inescapably and untraceably. We will not tell you the critical distance. And we give you three days.”


  He checked my startled exclamation with a gesture. “It is only fair to tell you; this is a test. Within the hour, Cargill will receive a warning. We want no incompetents who must be helped too much. Nor do we want cowards! If you fail, or try to evade the test—” there was green and inhuman malice in his eyes—“we have made another bird.”


  He was silent, but I thought I understood the complexity of Wolf illogic. “The other bird is keyed to me?”


  With slow contempt, Evarin shook his head.


  “You? You are used to danger and fond of a gamble. Nothing so simple! We have given you three days. If, within that time, the bird you carry has not killed, the other bird will fly, and it will kill. Rakhal Sensar—you have a wife . . .”


  Yes, Rakhal had a wife. They could threaten his wife . . . And his wife was my sister Juli . . .


  Everything after that was anticlimax. Of course I had to drink wine with Evarin, the elaborately formal ritual without which no business agreement on Wolf is valid, and go through equally elaborate courtesies and formalities. Evarin entertained me with gory and technical descriptions of the methods by which the birds—and others of his hellish Toys—did their killing and their other tasks. Miellyn danced into the room and upset our sobriety by perching on my knee and drinking sips from my cup, and pouting prettily when I paid her less attention than she thought she merited. She even whispered something about a rendezvous in the Cafe of the Three Rainbows.


  But eventually it was over, and I stepped through a door that twisted, and I spun again through a queer giddy blackness, and found myself outside a blank, windowless wall, back in Charin. I found my way to my lodging in a filthy chak hostel, and threw myself down on the verminous bed.


  Believe it or not, I slept.


  Later I went out into the reddening morning. I pulled Evarin’s toy from my pocket, unwrapped the silk slightly, and tried to make some sense from my predicament.


  The little thing lay innocent and silent in my palm. It couldn’t tell me whether it had been keyed to me, the real Cargill, or to Rakhal, using my name and reputation in the Terran Colony. If I pressed the stud, it might hunt down Rakhal, and all my troubles would be over. On the other hand, if it killed me, presumably the other bird, keyed to Juli, would never fly—which would save her life, but would not get Rindy back for her. And if I delayed past Evarin’s deadline, one of the birds would hunt down Juli, and give her a swift and not too painless death.


  I spent the day lounging in a chak dive, juggling a dozen plans frantically in my head. Toys, innocent and sinister. Spies, messengers. Toys which killed—and horribly. Toys which could be controlled by the pliant mind of a child—and every child hates his parents now and again!


  I kept coming back to the same conclusion. Juli was in danger, but she was half a world away, while Rakhal was here in Charin, calmly masquerading as me. There was a child involved, Juli’s child, and I had made a promise involving that child; the first step was to get inside Charin’s Terran Colony, and see how the land lay.


  Charin is a city shaped like a crescent moon, encircling the small Colony of the Trade City; a miniature spaceport, a miniature skyscraper of an HQ, the clustered dwellings of the Terrans who worked there and those who lived with them and catered to their needs.


  Entry from one to another—since Charin is in hostile territory, and far beyond the impress of the ordinary Terran law—is through a guarded gateway; but the gate stood wide open, and the guards looked lazy and bored. They carried shockers, but they didn’t look as if they’d ever used them. One raised an eyebrow at his companion as I shambled to the gate and requested permission to enter the Terran Zone.


  They inquired my name and business. I gave a Dry-towner name I’d used when I was known from Shainsa to the Polar Mountains, and tacked one of the Secret Service passwords to the end of it. They looked at each other again, and one said, “Yeah, this is the guy,” and they took me into the booth beside the gate and one of them used an intercom device. Presently they took me along into the HQ building, and into an office that said LEGATE.


  Evidently I had walked straight into another trap. One of the guards asked me, straight out, “All right, now. Just what, exactly, is your business in the Terran Colony?”


  “Terran business. You’ll have to make a visicall to check on me. Put me straight through to Magnusson’s office at Central HQ. The name’s Race Cargill.”


  The guard made no move. He was grinning. He said to his partner. “Yeah, that’s the guy, all right, the one we were told to watch out for.” He put a hand on my shoulder and spun me around.


  There were two of them, and spaceforce guards aren’t picked for their good looks. Just the same, I gave a good account of myself, until the inner door burst open and a man stormed out.


  “What’s all this racket?”


  One of the guards got a hammerlock on me, giving my arm a twist. “This Dry-towner bum tried to talk us into making a priority call to Magnusson—the Secret Service Chief, that is. He knew one or two of the Secret Service passwords—that’s how he got through the gate. Remember, Cargill passed the word that someone might turn up trying to impersonate him?”


  “I remember.” The strange man’s eyes were wary and cold.


  I found myself seized by the guards, and frog-marched to the gate; one of the men pushed my skean back into its clasp, the other pushed me, hard, and I stumbled, and fell sprawling on the chinked street.


  First round to Rakhal. He had sprung the trap on me, very neatly.


  The street was narrow and crooked, winding along between double rows of untidy pebble-houses. I walked for hours.


  It was dusk when I realized that I was being followed.


  At first it was a glance out of the corner of my eye, a head seen a little too frequently behind me for coincidence. It developed into a too-persistent footstep in an uneven rhythm; tap-tap-tap, tap-tap-tap.


  I had my skean handy, but I had a hunch this wasn’t anything I could settle with a skean. I ducked into a side street, and waited for my follower.


  Nothing.


  After a time, I went on, laughing at my imagined fears.


  Then, after a time, the soft and persistent footfall thudded behind me again.


  I fled down a strange street, where women sat on flower-decked balconies, their open lanterns flowing with fountains and rivulets of gold and orange fire; I raced down quiet streets where furred children crept to doors and watched me pass, with great golden eyes that shone in the dusk.


  I dodged into an alley and lay there. Someone not two inches away said softly, “Are you one of us, brother?” I muttered something surly in his dialect, and a hand seized my elbow. “This way, then.”


  Taptaptap. TapTAPtap.


  I let my arm relax in the hand that guided me. Wherever I was being taken, it might shake off my follower. I flung a fold of my shirtcloak over my face, and went along.


  I stumbled over steps, then took a jolting stride downward and found myself in a dim room, jammed with dark figures, human and nonhuman. The figures swayed in the dimness, chanting in a dialect not altogether familiar to me; a monotonous wailing chant, with a single recurrent phrase: “Kamaina! Kamaina!” beginning on a high note, descending in a series of weird chromatics to the lowest tone the human ear could resolve. The sound made me draw back; even Dry-towners shunned the orgiastic rituals of Kamaina.


  My eyes were adapting to the dim light and I saw that most of the crowd were Charin plainsmen and chaks; one or two wore Dry-towner shirtcloaks, and I even thought I saw an Earthman. They were all squatting around small crescent shaped tables, and all intently gazing at a flickery spot of light near the front. I saw an empty place at one table, and let myself drop there, finding the floor soft, as if cushioned. On each table, small, smudging pastilles were burning, and from these cones of ash-tipped fire came the steamy, swimmy smoke that filled the darkness with strange colors. Beside me, an immature chak girl was kneeling, her fettered hands strained tightly back at her sides, her naked breasts pierced with jeweled rings; beneath the pallid fur, cream-colored, flowing around her pointed ears, the exquisite animal face was quite mad.


  There were cups and decanters on the table, and another woman tilted a stream of pale phosphorescent fluid into one cup, and proffered it to me.


  I took a sip, then another; it was cold and pleasant, and not till the second swallow turned bitter on my tongue did I know what I tasted. I pretended to swallow while the woman’s phosphorescent eyes were fixed on me, then somehow contrived to spill the foul stuff down my shirt. I was wary even of the fumes, but there was nothing else I could do. It was shallavan, the reeking drug outlawed on every half-way decent planet in the Galaxy.


  The scene itself looked like the worst nightmare of a drug-dreamer, ablaze with the colors of the smoking incense, the swaying crowd and their monotonous cries. Quite suddenly there was a blaze of orchid light and someone screamed in raving ecstasy, “No ki na Nebran n’hai Kamaina!”


  “Kamaieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeena!” shrilled the entranced mob.


  Evarin stood in the blaze of the lights. The Toymaker was as I had seen him last, cat-smooth, gracefully alien, shrouded in a ripple of giddy crimsons. Behind him there was a blackness. I waited until the painful blaze of the lights abated, then, straining to see past him, I got my worst shock.


  A woman stood there, naked to the waist, her hands ritually fettered with little chains that stirred and clashed musically as she walked, stiff-legged, in a frozen dream. Hair like black glass combed into metallic waves banded her brow, and naked shoulders, and her eyes were crimson . . .


  . . . and her eyes lived, in the dead face. They lived and they were mad with terror although the lips curved in a placid, dreaming smile.


  Miellyn.


  I realized that Evarin had been speaking for some time in that dialect I could barely understand. His arms were flung high, and his cloak went spilling away from them, rippling like something alive.


  “Our world—an old world—”


  “Kamaieeeena!” whimpered the shrill chorus.


  “. . . humans, all humans, nothing but humans. They would make slaves of us all, slaves to the Children of the Ape . . .”


  I blinked and rubbed my eyes to clear them of the incense fumes. I hoped what I saw was an optical illusion, drug-born. Something huge, something dark, was hovering over the girl. She stood placid, hands clasped on her chains, the wreathing smoke glimmering around her jewels, but her eyes writhed and implored in the stiff, frozen face.


  Then something, I can only call it a sixth sense, warned me that there was someone outside that door. I’d been followed, probably by the Legate’s orders; my follower, tracing me here, had gone away and returned, with reinforcements.


  Someone struck a blow on the door, and a stentorian voice bawled. “Open up, there! In the name of the Terran Empire!”


  The chanting broke off in ragged quavers. Evarin glanced around, startled and wary. Somewhere a woman screamed; the lights abruptly went out, and a stampede started in the room. I thrust my way forward, with elbows and knees and shoulders, butting through the crowd. A dusky emptiness opened, and yawned, and I got a glimpse of sunlight and open sky, and knew that Evarin had stepped into somewhere and was gone. The banging on the door sounded like a whole regiment of spaceforce. I dived toward the shimmer of little stars which marked Miellyn’s tiara in the darkness, braving that black horror which hovered above her, and encountered rigid girl-flesh, cold as death.


  I grabbed her, and ducked to the side—Every native building on Wolf has half-a-dozen concealed entrances and exits, and I know where to look for them. I pushed one, and found myself standing in a dark, peaceful street. One lonely moon was setting, low over the rooftops. I put Miellyn on her feet, but she moaned and leaned limply against me. I took off my shirtcloak and put it around her naked shoulders, then hoisted her in my arms. There was a chak-run cookshop down the street, a place I had once known, with an evil reputation and worse food, but it was quiet, and stayed open all night. I turned in at the door, bending under the low lintel.


  The inside room was smoky and foul-smelling; I dumped Miellyn on one of the circular couches, sent the frowsy waiter for two bowls of noodles and coffee, handed him a few more coins than the food would warrant, and told him to leave us alone. He drew down the shutters and went.


  I stared at the inert girl for a few seconds, then shrugged and started to eat one bowl of the noodles; my own head was still swimming with the fumes of incense and drug, and I wanted it clear. I wasn’t quite sure what I would do, but I had Evarin’s right-hand girl, and I meant to use her.


  The noodles were greasy, but they were hot, and I ate all of one bowl before Miellyn stirred and whimpered and put up one hand, with a little musical clashing of chains, to her hair. Finding that the folds of my shirtcloak interfered, she made a convulsive movement and stared around her with growing bewilderment and dismay.


  “You! What am I—”


  “There was a riot,” I said briefly, “and Evarin ditched you. And you can stop thinking what you’re thinking. I put my cloak on you because you were bare to the waist and it didn’t look so good.” I stopped to think that over, then grinned and amended, “I mean, I couldn’t haul you around the street that way, it looked good enough.”


  To my amazement she gave a shaky giggle. “If you’ll—“and held out her fettered hands. I chuckled and snapped the links. It didn’t take much strength—they were symbolic ornaments, not real chains, and many Wolf women wear them all the time.


  Miellyn drew up her draperies and fastened them so that she was decently covered, then tossed me back my shirtcloak. “Rakhal, when I saw you there—”


  “Later.” I shoved the bowl of noodles toward her.


  “Eat it,” I ordered, “you’re still doped; the food will clear your head.” I packed up one of the mugs of coffee, and emptied it at a single swallow. “What were you doing in that place?”


  Without warning she flung herself across the table, throwing her arms around my neck. For a minute, startled, I let her cling, then reached up and firmly unfastened her hands. “None of that, now. I fell for it once, and it landed me in the middle of the mudpie.”


  Her fingers clutched at me with a feverish, tense grip. “Please, please listen to me! Have you still got the bird, the Toy? You haven’t set it off, yet? Don’t, don’t, don’t, don’t, Rakhal, you don’t know what Evarin is, what he’s doing—” the words poured out of her in a flood, uncontrollable and desperate. “He’s won so many men like you—don’t let him have you too, they say you’re an honest man, you worked once for Terra, the Terrans would believe you if you went to them and told them—Rakhal, take me to the Terran zone, take me there, take me there where they’ll protect me from Evarin—”


  At first I had leaned forward to protest, then waited and let the torrent of entreaty run on and on. At last she lay quiet, exhausted, her head fallen forward against my shoulder, her hands still clutching at me. The musky shallavan mingled with the flower-scents of her hair. At last, heavily, I said, “Kid, you and your Toymaker have both got me all wrong. I’m not Rakhal Sensar.”


  “You’re not—” she drew back, regarding me in dismay and disbelief. “Then who—?”


  “Race Cargill. Terran Intelligence.”


  She stared at me, her mouth wide like a child’s.


  Then she laughed. She laughed—I thought she was hysterical, and stared at her in consternation. Then, as her wide red eyes met mine, with all the mischief of Wolf illogic—I started to laugh.


  “Cargill—you can take me to the Terrans where Evarin—”


  “Damn!” I exploded, “I can’t take you anywhere, girl, I’ve got to find Rakhal!” I hauled out the Toy and slapped it down on the greasy table. “I don’t suppose you know which of us this is supposed to kill?”


  “I know nothing about the Toys.”


  “You know plenty about the Toymaker,” I said sourly.


  “I thought so. Until last night.” She burst out, in an explosion of passionate anger, “It’s not a religion! It’s a front! For drugs and politics and—and every other filthy thing! I’ve heard a lot about Rakhal Sensar! Whatever you think of him, he’s too decent to be mixed up in that!”


  The pattern was beginning to take shape in my mind. Rakhal had been on the trail of the matter-transmitter, and had fallen afoul of the Toymaker. Evarin’s words, you were very clever at escaping our surveillance for a while, made sense to me now; Juli had given me the clue. He smashed Rindy’s Toys. It had sounded like the act of a madman, but it made plain, good sense.


  I said, “There’s some distance limitation on this thing, I understand. If I lock it inside a steel box and drop it in the desert, I’ll guarantee it won’t bother anybody. Miellyn, I don’t suppose you’d care to have a try at stealing the other one for me?”


  “Why should you worry about Sensar’s wife?” she flashed.


  For some reason it seemed important to set her straight. “My sister,” I explained. “The thing to do, I suppose, is to find Rakhal first—” I stopped, remembering something. “I can find Rakhal with that scanning device in the workshops. Take me to the Master-shrine, will you? Where’s the nearest street-shrine?”


  “No! Oh, no, I don’t dare!”


  I had to argue and plead, and finally threaten her, reminding her that except for me she would have been torn to pieces or worse, by a crowd of drugged and raving fanatics, before she finally consented to take me to a transmitter. She was shaking when she set her foot into the patterned stones. “I know what Evarin can do!” Then her red mouth twitched, in tremulous mischief. “You’ll have to stand closer than that, the transmitters are meant for only one person!”


  I stooped and put my arm round her. “Like this?”


  “Like this,” she whispered, pressing herself against me. A swirl of dizzy darkness swung around my head; the street vanished, and we stepped out into the terminal room in the Master-shrine, under a skylight darkened with the last splinters of the setting sun. Distant little hammering noises made a ringing in my ears.


  Miellyn whispered, “Evarin’s not here, but he might jump through at any minute!” I paid no attention.


  “Exactly where on the planet are we?”


  Miellyn shook her head. “No one knows that except Evarin himself. There are no doors, just the transmitters—when we want to go outside, we jump through them. The scanning device is through there—we’ll have to go through the Little Ones’ workroom.” She opened the door of the workroom, and we walked through.


  Not for years had I known that special feeling—thousands of eyes, all boring holes in the center of my back. I was sweating by the time we reached the farther door and it closed, safe and blessedly opaque behind us. Miellyn was shivering with reaction.


  “Steady,” I warned. “We’ve still got to get out. Where’s that scanner?”


  She touched the panel. “I’m not sure I can focus it accurately, though. Evarin’s never let me touch it.”


  “How does it work?”


  “The principle is just the same as the matter-transmitter; that is, it lets you look through to anywhere, but without jumping. It uses a tracer mechanism, just as the Toys do,” she added. “If Rakhal’s electrical-impulse pattern were on file anywhere, I could—wait! I know how we can do it! Give me the Toy.” I drew, it out; she took it quickly and unwrapped it. “Here’s a good, quick way to find out which of you this bird is intended to kill!”


  I looked at the fledgling thing, soft and innocent in her palm. “Suppose it’s turned on me?”


  “I wasn’t going to set it off.” Miellyn pushed aside the feathers, revealing a tiny crystal set into the bird’s skull. “The memory-crystal. If it’s tuned to your nerve-patterns, you’ll see yourself in the scanner, as if it were a mirror. If you see Rakhal—”


  She touched the crystal against the surface of the screen. Little flickers of “snow” danced across the clearing panel; then, abruptly, a picture dropped into focus, the turned-away back of a man in a leather jacket. The man turned, slowly, and I saw first, a familiar profile, then saw the profile become a scarred mask, more hideous than my own. His lips were moving; he was talking to someone beyond the range of the lens.


  Miellyn asked, “Is that—”


  “It’s Rakhal, yes. Move the focus, if you can, try to get a look out of a window, or something. Charin’s a big city. If we could get a look at a landmark—”


  Rakhal went on talking, soundlessly, like television without sound. Abruptly Miellyn said “There!” She had brought the scanning device within range of a window; Rakhal was inside a room that looked out on a high pylon and two or three uprights that looked like a bridge. I recognized the place at once, and so did Miellyn.


  “The Bridge of Summer Snows, in Charin. I can find him now. Come on, turn if off, and let’s get out of here.” I was turning away from the screen when Miellyn gave a smothered scream.


  “Look!”


  Rakhal had turned his back on our scanning device, and for the first time we could see the person he was talking to. A hunched and catlike shoulder, twisted, revealing a sinuous neck, a handsome and arrogant face—


  “Evarin!” I swore. “He knows, then, that I’m not Rakhal. He’s probably known all along. Come on, girl, we’re getting out of here.” She shoved the silk-wrapped bird into her skirt pocket and we ran through the workroom. We banged the workroom door shut behind us, and I shoved a heavy divan against it, barricading it shut.


  Miellyn was already inside the recess where the Toad-god squatted. “There is a street-shrine just beyond The Bridge of Summer Snow. Hold me, hold me tight, it’s a long jump—” suddenly she froze in my arms, with a convulsive shudder. “Evarin—he’s jumping in! Quick!”


  Space reeled around us.


  We landed inside a street-shrine; I glimpsed the pylon, and the bridge, and the rising sun; then there was the giddy, internal wrench, a blast of icy air whistled around us; and we found ourselves gazing out at the Polar mountains, ringed in their eternal sunlight.


  We jumped again, the wrenching sickness of disorientation forcing a moan from the girl, and dark clouds shivered around us; I looked out on an unfamiliar expanse of sand and wasteland and dust-bleared stars. Miellyn whimpered. “Evarin knows what I’m doing, he’s jumping us all around the planet, he can work the controls with his mind . . . Psychokinetics . . . I can do it, a little, only I’ve never . . . oh, hang on to me, tight, tight, I’ve never dared do this—”


  Then began one of the most amazing duels ever fought. Miellyn would make some tiny movement; we would fall, blind and dizzy, through the blackness, half-way through the giddy spin, a new direction would wrench at us, and we would be thrust elsewhere—and look out on a different street. One instant we were in the Kharsa—I actually saw the door of the spaceport cafe, and smelled hot coffee—and an instant later it was blinding noon, with crimson fronds waving over-head, over the roofs of gilt temples. We froze and burned, moonlight, noon, dim twilight, in the terrible giddiness of hyperspace.


  Then, suddenly, I caught a glimpse of the pylon, the bridge; luck or an oversight had landed us again for half a second in Charin. The blackness started to reel down again, but my reflexes are fast, and I made one swift, scrabbling step forward. We lurched, then sprawled, locked together, on the sharp stones of the bridge outside the street-shrine; bruised and bloody, but alive—and at our destination!


  I lifted Miellyn to her feet; her eyes were dizzy with pain. Clinging together, the ground swaying madly under our feet, we fled along the Bridge of Summer Snows. At the far side, I looked up at the pylon. Judging by the angle, the place where we’d seen Rakhal couldn’t be far away. In this street there was a wineshop, a silk market, and one small private house. I walked up, and banged on the door.


  Silence. I knocked again. From within there came a child’s shrill question, a deeper voice hushing it, and the door opened, to reveal a scarred face that drew back into a hideous facsimile of a grin.


  “I thought it might be you, Cargill,” Rakhal said. “You’ve taken longer than I expected. Come in.”


  He hadn’t changed much, except for the crimson, ugly scars that drew up mouth and nostril and jawline. His face was worse than mine. The mask tensed as he saw Miellyn, but he backed away to let us in, and shut the door behind us.


  A little girl, in a fur smock, stood watching us. She had red hair like Juli’s, and evidently she knew just who I was, for she looked at me quite calmly, without surprise. Had Juli told her about me?


  “Rindy,” Rakhal said quietly, “go into the other room.” The little girl, still staring at me, did not move. Rakhal added, in a gentle, curiously moderate voice, “Do you still carry a skean, Race?”


  I shook my head. “That’s Juli’s daughter. I’m not going to kill her father under her eyes. Suddenly my rage spilled over. “To hell with your damned Dry-town blood-feud and codes and your filthy Toad-god!”


  Rakhal’s voice was harsher now. “Rindy. I told you to get out.”


  I took a step toward the little girl. “Don’t go, Rindy. I’m going to take her to Juli, Rakhal. Rindy, don’t you want to go to your mother?” I held out my arms to her.


  Rakhal made a menacing gesture; Miellyn darted between us, and picked up Rindy in her arms. The child struggled and whimpered, but Miellyn took two quick steps and carried her bodily through an open door.


  Rakhal began, slowly, to laugh.


  “You’re as stupid as ever, Cargill. You still don’t realize—I knew Juli would come straight to you, if she was frightened enough. I thought it would lure you out of hiding—you filthy coward! Six years hiding in the Terran zone! If you’d had the guts to walk out with me when I engineered that final deal, we would have had the biggest thing on Wolf!”


  “Doing Evarin’s dirty work?”


  “You know damn well that had nothing to do with Evarin. It was for us—and Shainsa. Evarin—I might have known he’d get to you! That girl—if you’ve spoiled my plans—” Abruptly he whipped out his skean and came at me. “Son of the ape! I might have known better than to depend on you! I’ll finish your meddling, this time!”


  I felt the skean drive home, slicing flesh and ribs, and staggered back, grunting with pain. I grappled with him, forcing back his hand. My side burned furiously, and I wanted to kill Rakhal and I couldn’t, and at the same time I was raging because I didn’t want to fight the crazy fool, I wasn’t even mad at him—


  Miellyn flung the door open, shrieking. There was a flutter of silk, and then the Toy was darting, a small whirring droning horror, straight at Rakhal’s eyes.


  There was no time even to warn him. I bent and butted him in the stomach; he grunted, doubled, and fell, out of the path of the diving Toy. It whirred in frustration, hovered, dived again. Rakhal writhed in agony, drawing up his knees, clawing inside his shirt.


  “You damned—I didn’t want to use this—” He opened his closed fist, and suddenly there was another Toy in the room. An identical fledgling bird, and this one was diving at me—and in a split second I understood. Evarin had made the same arrangement with Rakhal, as with me.


  From the door came a child’s wild shriek.


  “Daddy!”


  Abruptly the birds collapsed in mid-air and went limp. They fell, inanimate, to the floor, and lay there, quivering. Rindy dashed across the room, her small skirts flying, and grabbed one of the vicious things in each hand.


  She stood there, tears pouring down her little face. Dark veins stood out like narrow cords on her temples. “Break them, quick. I can’t hang on to them any longer—”


  Rakhal grabbed one of the Toys from a little fist, and smashed it under his heel. It shrilled and died. The other screamed like a living bird as his foot scrunched on the tiny feathers. He drew an agonized breath, his hands clutching his belly where I’d butted him.


  “That blow was foul, Cargill, but I guess I know why you did it. You—” he stopped and said shame-facedly, “You saved my life. You know what that means. Did you know you were doing it?”


  I nodded. It meant the end of the blood-feud. However we had wronged one another, this ended it, finally and forever.


  He said, “Better get that skean out of your ribs, you damn’ fool. Here—” with a quick jerk he drew it out. “Not more than half an inch. Your rib must have turned it. Just a flesh wound. Rindy—”


  She sobbed noisily, hiding her head on his shoulder. “The other Toys . . . hurt you . . . when I was mad at you. Daddy, only . . .” she dug her fists in her red eyes. “I wasn’t that mad at you, I wasn’t that mad at anybody . . . not even . . . him . . .”


  He said over her head, “The Toys activate a child’s subconscious resentments against his parents. That also means a child can control them—for a few seconds; no adult can.”


  “Juli told me you threatened Rindy—”


  He chuckled. “What else could I have done that would have scared Juli enough to send her to you? Juli’s proud, nearly as proud as you, you stiffnecked son of the ape! She had to be desperate.”


  He tossed it all aside with a shrug. “You’ve got Miellyn to take you through the transmitters. Go back to the Master-shrine, and tell Evarin I’m dead. In the Trade City, they think I’m Cargill; I can go in and out as I choose. I’ll ‘vise Magnusson, and have him send soldiers to guard the street-shrines; Evarin may try to escape through one of them.”


  “Terra hasn’t enough guards on all Wolf to cover the street-shrines in Charin alone,” I objected, “and I can’t go back with Miellyn.” I explained why, and Rakhal pursed his lips and whistled when I described the fight in the transmitters.


  “You have all the luck! I’ve never been near enough to be sure how the transmitters work, and I’ll bet you didn’t begin to understand! Well, we’ll do it the hard way. We’ll face Evarin down in his own shrine—if Rindy’s with us, we needn’t worry.”


  I was shocked at his casual suggestion. “You’d take a child into that?”


  “What else is there to do?” Rakhal inquired logically, “Rindy can control the Toys, and neither you nor I could do that, if Evarin should decide to throw his whole arsenal at us!” He called Rindy to him again, and spoke softly. She looked from her father to me, and back again to her father, then smiled, and stretched out her small hand to me.


  While we hunted for another street-shrine—Miellyn had some esoteric reason for not wanting to use the same one we’d landed in—I asked Rakhal point-blank, “Are you working for Terra? Or for the resistance movement? Or for the Dry-towns?”


  He shook his head. “I’m working for myself. I just want one thing, Race. I want the Dry-towns, and the rest of Wolf, to have a voice in their own government. Any planet which makes a substantial contribution to Galactic science, by the laws of the Terran Empire, gets the status of an independent commonwealth. If a Dry-towner discovers anything as valuable as a matter-transmitter, Wolf gets dominion status. And incidentally, I get a nice fat bonus, and an official position.”


  Before I could answer, Miellyn touched my arm. “This is the shrine.”


  Rakhal picked up Rindy, and the three of us crowded close together. The street swayed and vanished, and I felt the familiar dip and swirl of blackness. Rindy screamed with terror and pain, then the world straightened out again. Rindy was crying, dabbing smeary fists at her face. “Daddy, my nose is bleeding—”


  Miellyn bent and wiped the blood from the snubby nose. Rakhal set his daughter on her feet.


  “The chak workroom, Race. Smash everything you see. Rindy, if anything comes at us, stop it—stop it, quick!”


  Her wide round eyes blinked, and she nodded, a solemn little nod. We flung open the door of the elves’ workshop with a shout. The ringing of the fairy anvils shattered into a thousand dissonances as I kicked over a workbench and half-finished Toys smashed in confusion to the floor.


  The chaks scattered like rabbits before our advance. I smashed half-finished Toys, tools, filigree and jewels, stamping everything out with my heavy boots. A tiny doll, proportioned like a woman, dashed at me, shrilling in a high supersonic shriek; I put my foot on her and ground the life out of her. She screamed like a living woman as she came apart. Her blue eyes rolled from her head and lay on the floor watching me, still alive; I crushed the blue jewels under my foot.


  I was drunk with crushing and shattering and ruining when I heard Miellyn shriek in warning, and turned to see Evarin standing in the doorway. He raised both hands in a sardonic gesture, then turned, and with a queer, loping, inhuman run, headed for the transmitter.


  “Rindy,” Rakhal panted, “can you block the transmitter?”


  Instead Rindy screamed. “We’ve got to get out! The house is falling down! It’s going to fall on us—look—look at the roof!”


  Transfixed by her horror, I looked up, to see a wide rift opening in the ceiling. The skylight shattered, broke, and daylight poured through the cracking, translucent walls. Rakhal snatched up Rindy, protecting her from the falling debris with his head and shoulders; I grabbed Miellyn around the waist, and we ran for the rift that was widening in the cracking wall. We shoved through, just before the roof caved in, the walls collapsed and we found ourselves standing on a bare, grassy hillside, looking down in shock and horror, as, below us, section after section of what was, apparently, bare hill and rock caved in and collapsed into dusty rubble.


  Miellyn cried hoarsely, “Run! Run—hurry!”


  I didn’t understand, but I ran.


  Then the shock of a great explosion rocked the earth, hurling me to the ground, Miellyn falling in a heap on top of me. Rakhal stumbled, went down to his knees. When I could see again, I looked at the hillside.


  There was nothing left of Evarin’s hideaway, or of the Master-shrine of Nebran, but a great, gaping hole, still oozing smoke and black dust.


  “Destroyed! All destroyed!” Rakhal raged. “The workroom, all the science of the Toys, the secret of the transmitters—” He beat his fists furiously. “Our one chance to learn—”


  “You’re lucky you got out alive,” said Miellyn quietly. “Where are we?”


  I looked down, and stared in amazement. Spread out below us lay the Kharsa, and straight ahead, the white skyscraper of the Terra HQ and the big spaceport. I pointed.


  “Down there. Rakhal, you can make your peace with the Terrans, and with Juli. And you, Miellyn—”


  Her smile was shaky. “I can’t go into the Terran Zone like this. Have you a comb? Rakhal, lend me your shirtcloak, my robes are torn, and—”


  “Stupid female, worrying about a thing like that at a time like this!” Rakhal’s look was like murder. I put my comb into her hand, then, abruptly saw something in the symbols embroidered across her breasts.


  I reached out, and ripped the cloth away.


  “Cargill!” she protested angrily, turning crimson and covering her bared breasts with both hands. “Is this the place—and before a child, too—”


  I hardly heard her. “Look,” I exclaimed, snatching at Rakhal’s sleeve, “look at the symbols embroidered into the God! You can read the old nonhuman glyphs, I’ve seen you do it! I’ll bet the formula is written out there for everyone to read! Look here, Rakhal! I can’t read it, but I’ll bet it’s the equations for the matter-transmitter.”


  Rakhal bent his head over the torn robe. “I believe you have it!” he exclaimed, shaken and breathless. “It may take years to translate the glyph, but I can do it! I’ll do it, or die trying!” His scarred face looked almost handsome, and I grinned at him.


  “If Juli leaves enough of you, once she finds out what you did to her. Look, Rindy’s asleep. Poor little kid, we’d better get her down to her mother.”


  We walked abreast, and Rakhal said softly, “Like old times, Race.”


  It wasn’t like old times, and I knew he would see it, too, once his exultation sobered. I had outgrown my love for intrigue, and I had a feeling this was Rakhal’s last adventure, too. It would take him, as he said, years to work out the equations for the transmitter.


  And I had a feeling that my own solid, ordinary desk was going to look pretty good to me in the morning.


  But I knew now, that I’d never leave Wolf. It was my own beloved sun that was rising. My sister was waiting down below, and I’d given her back her child.


  My friend was walking at my side. What more could a man want?


  I looked at Miellyn, and smiled.


  1-800-CLONE ME


  Mary Soon Lee


  —Thank you for calling Clone Line. We are proud to offer a complete range of cloning services at affordable prices. Please select from the following options.


  —To place a new order, say “New.”


  —If you have already received a clone, say “Service” for service information and billing inquiries.


  —To hear the estimated delivery time for any current order, say “Delivery.”


  —Enter our Duplication Sweepstakes! For just ten dollars, you could be the next grand prize winner! More than one hundred lucky people have already won our premium clone service. So please don’t miss out on your chance to be twinned! Just say “Sweepstakes.”


  —To repeat this menu, say “Repeat.”


  “New.”


  —Thank you for your interest in ordering a Clone Line product. We’re here to help you become more than you ever dreamed of! Become a multitude! Please choose one of the following options.


  —To order a full self-clone, say “Self.” Prices start at as little as two million dollars. Our Gold Premium Service includes rapid-growth stimulation, with door-to-door delivery of an adult clone in under two months. Please have your billing software ready.


  —To clone a friend or family member, say “Family.” Clone Line regrets that the cloning of children under the age of twelve is prohibited in the following states: Alaska, Indiana, Nebraska, and Sonora.


  —For partial clones—including blood products, eye, heart, liver, kidney, and lung replication—say “Organ.” We offer discounted rates for all multiple organ orders, including our famous heart-and-lung special.


  —To choose from our extensive range of celebrity-clones, say “Star.” Prices vary depending on the celebrity. Please note that a few celebrities are withholding rights to their genomes. Lobby your representatives to demand public access to all genomes!


  —If you would like to apply for a Special Merit Cloning Award, say “Award.”


  —To clone a beloved pet, say “Animal Friend.”


  —To repeat this menu, say “Repeat.”


  “Award.”


  —Clone Line is a federally-approved supplier of free cloning services to America’s greatest citizens. We are proud to help preserve our national heritage, one genome at a time. Please select the category that most closely matches your application.


  —For scientific excellence, say “Science.” Nobel Prize winners and Fields Medal recipients automatically qualify for full awards. Other applicants are subject to peer review.


  —For sporting achievements, say “Sport.” Subsidized clone awards are available to every athlete on a national team, with full awards for all gold medalists.


  —If you are a film star or other celebrity, say “Famous.” Clone Line offers amazing deals to qualifying celebrities. In exchange for the rights to your genome, we will give you your own clone—at absolutely no charge! What’s more, you will earn lucrative royalties every single time we sell your genome!


  —To apply for any other category of Special Merit Award, say “Other.”


  —To repeat this menu, say “Repeat.”


  “Other.”


  —Please state the reason you believe you qualify for a Special Merit Award, and our state-of-the-art AI system will analyze your request.


  “I am a messenger of Truth. God told me He needs more of me to help spread His message. Time is running out.”


  —Our AI system has identified your appeal as belonging to the Prophets And Deities category. If this is correct, please say “Yes.” If not, please try rephrasing your request.


  “Yes.”


  —Clone Line regrets that it is a secular organization. We are unable to offer discounts on religious grounds at this time. If you would like to speak to a customer service assistant, please say “Assistant.” To repeat the main menu, say “Menu.”


  “Assistant.”


  —Please stay on the line until a customer service assistant is available. All calls will be processed in the order they were received . . .


  —The Surgeon General has issued the following warning: “Cloned individuals may differ significantly from their progenitors.” Clone Line cannot accept responsibility for phenotypic discrepancies between clones and their originals . . . Enter our Duplication Sweepstakes! For just ten dollars, you could be the next grand prize winner! To enter now, just say “Sweepstakes.”


  “Hello? Is anyone there? If I’m not cloned quickly, God will exact vengeance.”


  —Our AI system identified your last statement as a possible threat. If we have misinterpreted your intent, please say “Mistake.”


  “I’m God’s messenger, and God doesn’t make mistakes. If you don’t help me immediately, you’ll regret it.”


  —Since our AI system has now confirmed that you are threatening our organization, a recording of your call is being transmitted to the appropriate authorities. Please remain on the line. Anything you say may be used in evidence—


  “What?! What’s happening? I can’t open the phone booth!”


  —In accordance with state law, Clone Line has sealed the booth until a police officer can arrive. It may take some time. If you wish to continue to explore our range of deluxe cloning services while you are waiting, just say “Menu.”


  “#*?!”


  —Our AI system has been programmed not to respond to profanity. Please rephrase your request . . .


  THE AWAKENING


  Eugen M. Bacon


  Summer sounds of singing cicadas filled the air. A red box chocolate selection (bite size) lay scattered on the road. Heart-shapes soaked and melted in warm crimson. Liam Keen lifted off the ground. He looked from a distance at mangled remains of him—meat, blood and bone—wedged around tyre, glass and metal. He felt no emotion seeing himself like that. But he knew at once that he was dead.


  A blonde woman with a bleeding face, driver of the Roaditor Turbo, a four-wheel jumbo, was dead too. Tossed through the windshield, impaled on a stump growing by the wayside. Her powdered cheek was gashed to white bone. Bits of bloodied wood protruded through a jagged gap in her back. Torn flesh and blood hung from the stub’s spear. Sticky puddles spread from purple grass and crept along the road, as the malevolent spike of wood faced a lime sky overhead. Streaks of cloud waded towards a golden sun in the horizon.


  The world around and beyond Liam moved at normal pace. No crowd gathered, three-people thick to amaze at death. Two streets away, Hoochi Mama was baking fresh cinnamon bread. Cabbies leaned lazily by their yellow cars chewing gum as if it were cud. Forlorn cigarette butts stuck out of green, silver-capped rubbish bins. A curly-haired male carried shopping bags marked ‘Neutral Planet’ in both hands. He gave the accident scene a passing glance and crossed the road. Cyclists and cars diverted to unaffected streets. A woman with bouncy hair walked her dog, as skimpy clad joggers ran this way and that past a revolving fountain sprinkling crystal water. Only naked mannequins stared in shocked silence from the perspective of a shop window.


  Well, thought Liam with wry humour. Not like I woke up in a morgue smelling of formaldehyde. He grinned to himself, amused at the magical indifference of the Metropolis. And he contemplated how it all began . . .


  Might have been easier if they’d fought. If Audrey were tight-faced and screaming, shrew-like and hurtling abuse that not only goaded but stuck. Abuse that returned to haunt in little bursts: in the stillness of foam in a bathtub, between pages of a novel, inside a moving train, in the heart of a dream.


  He might have understood if, as he held her head down by the hair to subdue her and she punched girly fists into his ribs, she said it. Or if she threw something at his face and it bounced off his cheek, cracked on the floor and, as he touched his flaming skin, she said it.


  Perhaps if her face had been tight as an arsehole, lips pouted like the mouth of a fish, bold hurt expanding in her eyes . . . Or if he beat her so bad that she was rainbow and tender all over, her upper lip big as a plum, rounder and redder even, violet rings swelling around her slit eye where his fist had quietened her . . . Or if she was beat up so bad and, as cops pressed him into the back of a car, she said it with bloodshot eyes and teary words—it might have made more sense.


  But there was no fight. No precedent.


  Nothing like: “I’ve had it. I’m leaving.”


  Even if she said it that normal way, fought him, lashed horrible words at him, and then spat intentions of going, it would have been hard, so very hard to let her go.


  It was the middle of Autumn. Second day of the lunar cycle. Audrey sat across the dinner table looking absolutely delicious and serene, listening with slanted head to the flavour of a buttered parsnip on her tongue. Ride of Valkyries played in the background, a favourite of Audrey’s. She held her fork with nails perfectly shaped. Chewed delicately and moved lips perfectly painted. Dabbed at those lips with a laundry-white napkin. Sat there clad in cat-walk material and design: baby-soft, catchy enough to interest, toned enough not to seem too eager.


  When the surface serenity of Bach touched their world, there was no disdain in Audrey’s look at Liam. No wonderment at a fool with the table manners of a possum, as he fingered corn on the cob, greased his cutlery with messy hands, and pushed aside parsley with a thumb.


  That type of derision was not in those temptation eyes that lifted from her plate. Not in those lips that smiled a tender, almost beatific smile, and said, “His name is Flint.”


  As much stunned as Liam himself, the music stopped playing. Perhaps the classical selection had simply come to a natural end. That sweet smile, Audrey’s smile, directed at something between Liam’s nose and his forehead in that long stretch of silence, rendered him completely useless. He looked at Audrey and said nothing. Not “Why?” or “How?” or “When?”. Perhaps she would have understood if he had spoken, would have perfectly understood with that efficient air of hers that made everything seem so flawless.


  But she forked a sliver of beef and ate it. Her little mouth toyed with flavour as she ate. She even nibbled and swallowed a second parsnip, began to pierce a capsicum but thought better of it.


  He waited, fork and knife poised in space. Stared in silence at the woman who was everything to him, and more: his firework, the sparkler on the wick; his candle—the orange on the flame; his valentine—the velvet on the rose. Audrey was his stream, his river, his bloom. And now she, she . . .


  He stayed silent.


  She laid down her fork, dubbed delicately at soft lips and neatly folded the napkin back on the calm table. Sipped a baby nip of burgundy wine from her sparkling goblet, and left no stain of lipstick on its rim. She stood up, hedged the table and paused. Even lifted hair from her face with immaculate fingers, smoothed it out and pushed it back to unruffled waves. Only when she turned away from him did he grip the edge of the table as if to rise, as if to follow her with those questions: “How?” “Where?” “When?”


  He actually began to rise but his knees gave. So he sat with a tomb in his heart. A dark, uninvited tomb that deepened its shadow and death, filled emptiness with more empty, blackened darkness with more black. When anxiety began to rise in him, then confusion, pain, and finally rage so steep, so deep, it was silent, he tasted a mouth gone stale.


  Audrey moved away from the table. When the door shut quietly behind her, Liam watched the wood with bewilderment eager as pain, as though his wife were embossed on it.


  Suddenly, he felt fear. Fear of loneliness real as touch. It clung. Beyond that moment, that night, that revelation, he had no clue what else. What to do? What to say? What to think? He hugged his fork and listened to the sound of her heels clip! clip! clip! towards the door, as they had done, even though she was no longer in the room with him. His name is Flint . . . Flint . . . Flint . . . The ghost clippety clip did nothing to soothe those words said so calmly, yard-long words from the weight of them, words that had slipped with ease from beautiful lips. Refusing to settle, they filled Liam’s air with resonance: Flint . . . Flint . . . Flint . . . She could well have said, “I am going to play tennis,” with the same voice and that unruffled autumn face.


  He sat with his knife and fork feeling dry. And before he had time to grasp it, bank it, judge it, confront it, scorn the value of it, define it, comprehend it even—so deep was the astonishment, it rendered him quite helpless—she was gone. Gone before his heart became a weary stone. Gone before warm rain stroked his face and the skin on it became wet each time he touched it. Tears never actually escaped his eyelids nor could he taste the salt of them, so it could not possibly be tears.


  But his face was wet.


  Audrey took with her that wild flower smell associated with home. She took her tennis racket (prized terrestrial games), a rosy negligee, two suitcases, four yoga video tapes, a bunch of books, her classical collection, and Liam’s heart.


  That night, he wiped clean the bottle of burgundy wine she had nipped with baby sips from her glass. Before long, he had summoned moroseness. Together, they pulled several cans from the fridge, sat on the floor, killed a pint of lager and then two. Beer raced down Liam’s throat fast. When it pressed down on his bladder, he sorted it. Then he took moroseness’ advice and reclined on a cushion on the floor, Audrey’s velvet cushion soft as a cat. There, he sank to acres of drinking solace. When eyelids finally closed, he succumbed to a maudlin sleep where he once more became a little boy with freckles large as pebbles. But that little boy snored like a swine and an amoeba of drool spread from one side of his lip down his chin.


  The corn was still on the cob on a dirty plate three days later. So were parsley and sleek cucumber slices, thin enough for a royal garden party, interspersed with cold beef julienne. On the fourth morning of drinking himself to a stupefied sleep, he woke up with a blooming headache and bloodshot eyes. Waist-high cramps raced to his bowels, liquid runs like an invalid’s chickpeas. There was no Audrey by his side, just a macro awareness of her absence.


  Soon as his headache ceased, soon as he trusted his stomach, he ran. Rock-a-tee. Rock-a-tee. Past an abandoned pond lined with trees. Green trees, yellow trees, red trees, brown trees, leafless trees . . . A morning shadow raced with him below pale blue sky interspersed with longitudes of silver grey clouds. A rising sun glided in and out of them.


  Liam’s feet pounded footpaths, cobblestones that skipped like grey peanuts on a chocolate surface. Cyclists swerved around him, some shouting profanities, but his feet kept moving. Olive grass shone with dawn, miles, miles out. Rock-a-tee. Rock-a-tee. Rock-a-tee-tee-rock-a-tee.


  He stopped running.


  A warm sheet of sweat poured down his back and his temples. Leaning forward, he caught his breath back under the silvered sky, on nutty gravel alongside grass moist with dew. Hands on his knees, he studied mad goose pimples stealing off his skin. His sweat-shirt prickled from cling. Wet cotton shorts gripped his nuts.


  He jogged back home to an apartment tight with absence. Strewn with dirty socks and plates, empty beer cans and scattered bottles of Claret, Shiraz, even cleanskins. Earth treasures Audrey overlooked when she left. He phoned the office to call in sick. A tight-arsed receptionist, broomstick up her butt, put him through—finally!—to Wolfe, squad boss at the dastardly insurance company.


  Wolfe was accommodating enough. “You’re fired,” he said.


  “She what?” spluttered Nero when Liam told him.


  “Audrey’s gone.”


  “Oh man. Man!”


  Liam and Nero had come a long way. As far back as High Drill and Academy, best schools in the galaxy, where they dominated sprints, long-haired chicks with legs to their navels, and basketball. Liam went on to join the martial force and pretty soon became a ballistics expert, Mongul Division. He married Vivienne Frontczak, a hybrid of Plutian and terrestrial descent; a model, legs to her chest. Nero took an MBA, matriculated with platinum honours, and joined Merlix Insurance. He married Audrey Rivers, a movie actress with ivory-white skin and delicious eyes.


  “You need a job,” Nero said. “And you need one fast. Two choices, matie. Moon over Audrey. Or consider a serious career in the martial force. Inside information—we’re recruiting.”


  Serious career in the force, said maudlin Liam.


  Nero ended up filling the application tablet himself. Same day he put it in for initial screening and processing, Liam took his abandoned Streetwagon, wrapped a seatbelt around him and hit the road. He ran a red on Napoleon Street and got booked for dangerous drink driving.


  Nero bailed him out. Even drove him home.


  “That’s one quick way to get martial attention,” he said to Liam. “Thirty-five kilometres per hour over the speed limit. Blood alcohol over 2.2. Way over. You’re not a ‘P’-Plater, Liam. Are you mad?”


  Liam regarded him with riot eyes. “Go home now,” he slobbered. “I’m good, Nero.”


  “Like hell, you’re good. Shane that Warne. I am not leaving you, matie,” he said.


  “Honest. I’m right as rain. Go home.”


  “Not a spotting chance.” Pulling his hand, Nero dragged Liam to the bathroom. “Look at the mirror. Go on. Look! Look at yourself.”


  Liam lifted his head enough to brush a swift glance. Sunken cheeks, a grim pallor and drooping jaws cast a glance back at him. Liam did not know that man in the mirror.


  “Go to the gym,” Nero said. “Anything. Pump serious iron if that’s what it takes. Mooning doesn’t bring her back. Sober up, matie. Audrey’s gone.”


  He tucked Liam in bed, brought him kick-arse coffee from Star Frek or Star Wars, followed by a whopper burger and a chilled can of coca.


  “God bless coca,” garbled Liam. “Lazarus in a can.” He began to sob. Thick, manly sobs, awful and loud.


  Nero snapped. “Pull yourself together, dog. Grief! So you got a bad bounce. Swell. An ability to splash your boots does not distinguish you. Be male!”


  He stormed out, leaving Liam with a hangover face streaked like a badly peeled orange. Next morning, Nero showed at Liam’s door. Refused to come in and stood by the step. Quietly, he stretched out a small tablet with a phone code on it.


  Liam took it. “Thanks buddy,” he said. Pale cheeks and a lethargic smile.


  “No worries.”


  It took nine days. Nine whole days for Liam to summon enough interest to dial the number. Convinced that Nero had given him a hotline to a loony bin or some nut-cracking shrink, he fiddled listlessly with the tablet. When he finally dialled the code, it was no psychiatric hospital but a direct line to one Sugar Sweetman.


  “I’m no 6-figure case,” she said after his introductory mutterings. “I take all genres. My fee is easy. I specialise in all conversions.”


  Without reason or conviction, he accepted an appointment for which he promptly showed. Bunched blocks looked like little fists in Savile Row. Cab drivers idled and gossiped by the sidewalk. Given opportunity for something else, they watched Liam with lazy eyes.


  He stepped out of the battered Streetwagon, rifled through his pockets for the address in a fit of panic, and found it:


  Level 3, 517 Savile Row.


  Hoochi Mama stood at 513, a bakery. Two doors away, Liam stepped through a doubtful, unnumbered doorway. It stood between alternate numbers, which made it likely to be 517. A ground-floor reception with wall-to-wall carpeting (threadbare) stood unmanned. Hedging bets on the address and still having no clue as to what his appointment was about, he took a dawdling lift to Level 3.


  An attractive woman with cherry lips, cotton-white hair and black candy-eyes that went deep, deep, deep, answered the first door he knocked.


  “Yes?” She smoothed her baby doll top.


  No roots in that snow hair indicated altered colour: auburn, blonde, brunette or flame. White-as-white brows matching the white-as-white hair suggested natural colour. Honey skin, a bust firmed with youth, she was younger and far prettier than her voice. Fingers rubbing her chin, she cast a glance at Liam’s bowed shoulders. His eyes touched the ground, uncertainty in them.


  “No change, darling,” she said. “Come along later. We’ll find something. Maybe food too. Those bones need meat.”


  For his haggard, dishevelled look, he realised, she had mistaken him for a tramp. He opened his lips to speak, to ask directions to one Sugar Sweetman. But the woman had already turned towards the inner room and was waving him inside.


  “You look crook,” she said. “Belushi, can of baked beans. Come in. I’ll feed you, all right. This once. Come.”


  He followed.


  “Ain’t no bargain store, chappy,” she tossed over her shoulder. “So I am not going to ask. But something’s going down for you to look that crook. Sit down.” She nodded at a visitor’s lounge. “We’ll fix us up good.”


  “I’m not—” he began awkwardly.


  “Huh?”


  “Sugar. I’m looking for Sugar Sweetman. If you could—”


  “Who are you?”


  “My . . . my name . . . Liam!” The name jumped like a shot from his mouth. “Liam—”


  “Keen?” She looked incredulous.


  He brightened. “Sugar? Are you Sugar Sweetman?”


  “No other, twenty miles round.”


  “We spoke,” he said. “Yesterday. On the phone.”


  She threw back her head and laughed. “You’re worse than Nero said. Golly. Worse.” Loud, rolling laughter spread free as a sneeze.


  He felt like a new boy in fourth grade, a dorky kid wearing a cowboy-style hat, a buckle stud belt and a burnout shirt, introducing himself to the class: “My name is Lemon. Lemon Baxter.” And everybody cracking up in splits in their seats, even the teacher working hard, so very hard, not to smile. And when they were done laughing, he still didn’t understand the hysterics but just felt silly.


  When Sugar’s laugher subsided, she lifted a menu-like tablet from a chrome shelf unit. Wordlessly, she passed it over to him and left him to it in the visitor’s lounge. He looked at the list spread out before him, the graphics and explanations of each, and flushed. This was no navel watching guff. From the stud-belt school boy, he now felt like a male with a jar and a PornMag before gleaming mirrors back to back in the lavatory of a fertility clinic. The woman expected him to do something, and looking at those graphics, boy did she expect!


  She returned dressed in a daffodil-yellow kimono of slinky silk. Lemon drops sprigged with crimson baby spade-leafs. They danced on the cloth. A topaz necklace swayed above honey-coloured breasts pushing out of a padded bra with underwire. A heady scent, clover and wild, wrapped around her.


  Liam’s knees buckled.


  Sugar pressed a small shot glass into his hand. “Malt Rum,” she said. Her hands were rough as a farmer’s, the nails on them clean and trimmed. But her touch on his fingers was like a spinal tap. It shook him all over.


  “Drink,” she said. He hesitated. “You’ll need it.”


  He took a gulp.


  “You look comfortable,” he managed through a tight throat, quite wary of what was on offer.


  “Comfortable?”


  She threw her head back and laughed, that loud-as-a-sneeze laughter, perhaps louder. It spread, it tinkled. One couldn’t ignore it. He couldn’t.


  “Comfortable,” she said again. “I’m comfy, darling. More than.” Candy eyes appraised him. “Now you need to be.”


  She nodded at the folder in his hand. “Anything caught your eye?”


  He shrugged. Shook his head.


  “One or the other?” she said. “Nothing?”


  “Yes. No.” His voice was a crack, disjointed. It was as if he were talking on two different planes moving towards each other but not quite together yet.


  “We’ll find something,” she said. “I’m sure.”


  She led him by hand to an inside chamber, a room that smelt of lavender, primulas and cyclamens. It, in fact, had those very flowers in colourful array in a vase.


  Liam noted a leather head on a Rustler king bed of solid timber in the Pharaoh suite.


  “Fix you up in a minute,” she said. “Undress.”


  She left him to it.


  Uncertain of the room—or the bed—Liam felt around it first. He sobered quick enough to acknowledge that he was utterly new to this kind of thing. Through all ages, men had fallen prey to blackmail, having been caught in compromising positions. Not knowing where it was headed and leaving nothing to chance, with a face of extreme trepidation, Liam stripped down the bed, nearly tearing foam in a search for bugs. Partially content that the room was not wired, he was startled to find Sugar watching by the doorway. Bemused.


  “You,” she said, “are the height of bad manners. Done being silly?”


  He nodded. Even had the grace to lower his eyelids a little. He studied her from the corners of his eyes. Useless, she was thinking, he figured, the way she shook her head. Another one for a hospital job.


  Rowdy start.


  He would have been content with a simple dismissal. But the woman had something in store. And though he worried about that part of his body no longer being capable of caring, Sugar sensed his severe mental baggage. He was new as a maiden. She treated him like one on the critical list.


  Taking a warm tone with him, “Come here,” she said, and led him by hand to the Rustler. And though he was a little wooden and awkward, loose connection (if any) in his responses to her caresses, she took him tenderly. Handled him as though she were carrying the weight of his broken world.


  He let her guide him in, sweet, angelic missionary. Orthodox at that. He panicked one moment, afraid of releasing early, so long had it been. He thought of how, cycles back with Nero, girls had flocked around them. How Jenny (butterlips, they called her) so turned him on, he burnt his ticket too soon.


  That’s a killer, Jenny said, disappointed.


  A quick single, he had said. His body wouldn’t stir. It was laughable.


  “Move away from me,” Butterlips said. “Move, stupid.”


  Away . . . he shrivelled.


  But he didn’t shoot early with Sugar. Couldn’t shoot early. She controlled the exact phase he was at, squeezed him home. They came together. Almost. He collapsed half a second early but carried enough pulse to soften her knees. It was excellent delivery on a Pharaoh bed, one that reduced him to tears.


  “That was fish & chips,” she said. “No fixtures, no fittings.” Gentle teeth nibbled his ear. “Best part’s not over yet. What you need is a super burger, a dose of sleep.” Swinging a leg across him, she climbed him. Elbows pressed against his ears, bare nipples touching his shoulder.


  He was alarmed to find himself growing almost immediately, soaking up another ride. She coaxed him, taught him. “Roll the dice baby,” she said to his ear, and took him to new dimensions in fluid movement, adding a squeeze of flavour each sequence. He surrendered. Pleasure tightened towards his anus and melted his groin. She fixed him up all right: she hit every note true.


  “I’m a body artist,” she whispered as he came.


  The weather was wild when he stepped outside the building. He hunched against a whooshing wind. Cold air touched his nostrils, inside a heady scent of warm cinnamon bread from Hoochi Mama. His jacket flapped about until he clutched the ends.


  Hoochi Mama was impossible to resist.


  “How you doing, hombre,” said a heavy mono-eyed woman with a bust ten melons wide.


  “Fine, fine, ma’am. I’m good. You are lucky to be inside.”


  She followed his eyes out the flapping shutters.


  “Does that to people, the bread,” she said with a grin and a twinkling eye. “How many bread you want?”


  He settled for one loaf.


  She peered into the oven. “Cooking, cooking. Ready in a minute.” Her R dragged. “Drink-a coffee? How you take it? No sugar? Good.” Gave him marks with index and thumb joined in a circle with the word ‘Good’. It was a compliment. “Too much sugar no good. Look-a me!”


  He joined her honest-as-music laughter. The coffee when it came was kick-arse. Hell stronger than a tall macchiato, three squats. One sip tightened his nipples.


  “Have-a some apple cinnamon, eh?” she said. Wouldn’t take no for an answer. The bun was crispy and golden outside, perfectly baked inside. It fell apart like snow in his mouth. He closed his eyes to linger the taste.


  “You drink-a more coffee?” He couldn’t. But she tossed a puffed bun anyhow into the brown paper bag with his crusty cinnamon bread.


  “Don’t insult-a me, hombre,” when he tried to pay for the coffee.


  In the car on the way back, he pondered Sugar, how she fitted in his picture of healing. Why exactly had Nero directed Liam to her?


  When confronted, Nero mounted a very scientific argument. “You needed a score, baby. Been running on reserve, man. Seeping to sub-zero.”


  “But why?” Liam demanded.


  “Why were you on reserve? You tell me!”


  “Why, Nero? Why did you give me Sugar’s number?”


  “Listen, matie. You can back out any time. Your past existence has been largely dominated by a woman who tossed you out like a bin. Audrey’s kaput. I helped you. So there. You were standing on a precipice and needed to step back. Now you’ve got some momentum to find a purpose beyond Audrey, you ask me why?”


  “I thought the number was for a shrink or something,” Liam said. “But Sugar?”


  “You wanted a shrink?”


  “No-o!”


  “Listen, matie,” Nero put a hand on Liam’s shoulder. “I did a bust once. Explosives. Look at me, I’m serious. I was green. I knew jack. And there were explosives. Know what the officer-in-charge did? He said: ‘If you hear a big boom, lurch out the nearest exit, hop into a car and drive.’ That’s what our officer said. ‘Drive like mad. Don’t try and be a hero.’ ” He removed his hand. “You are in a boom, mate. One hell of a plonker. Drive.”


  True. Liam was so fragile, his esteem so punctured, it stood on a single smile or a scowl. Even from strangers. “But Sugar?” he said.


  “You don’t seem unduly upset by it,” Nero said calmly. “Sex therapy. Works magic. I provided shoes for the occasion. You don’t like it, kill it. Kill it now. But if you like it—enjoy it. Sugar’s far better than you mooning, planted in bed like a veggie. Keep that up and you’ll begin to sprout.”


  “Yes. Well. Fine one to say. But—” he had to know. “Nero, how did you . . . er . . . surely . . . What in heaven will Viv think if she knew I knew from you—?”


  “Not from me, you didn’t. Leave my wife out of this.”


  Liam finally squeezed it out of him: “First time I met Sugar, she was a tarot card reader.”


  “But where did you two meet?”


  “I’m not saying shit,” Nero said.


  “Common!” got no straight response.


  Finally—yes—Nero did know about the menu in Sugar’s no-red-carpet apartment. One could lie on his back and watch the world go by as lips, tongue and scented fingers kick-started things below. No early fumbles; Sugar just gave something special that knocked one’s balls.


  “Have you attempted Fish & Chips, Sleeping Pill, Signature, Snowgum, Vim & Vigour—zone for the athletic, End of Season, Husband Mix, Vintage?”


  “I know about them,” Nero laughed.


  He clammed about all else.


  But Liam did, in fact, like it. He liked it enough to enjoy it: the silent dimming of light, a thigh brushing lightly against his hips. The warm feel through feather latex as Sugar swallowed him, an inner muscle guiding him in, gripping him—until he felt heady; until a vein of excitement climbed his spine; until he cried spent in her arms. By Jove he liked it. It was mildly in his interest to like it.


  Nero the shrink. In his insight, he had targeted the source of Liam’s disarray. Libido. And Liam was willing to explore. He did not fully understand the process—or pace—of things. He was not anxious and, at this point, was not overly pressed to understand much of anything.


  Sugar paced him. She ran him through her menu, one that left no boaty burp. Sure, sometimes she cooked. But whatever it was in that menu, it had little to do with food—unless it was spotted dick.


  More flexible than Kama Sutra pose 19c, Sugar gave him a flavour boost piece by piece per sitting. Liam quickly found himself getting stiffer, tingling, saddled up for the next ride, anticipating each meeting. Smooth gold. Sugar made for a great game. Such delights. She ranged from rubbing and shoving to sultry Lambada, sometimes with operations simultaneously executed. But though Liam still wept, he was dismayed to find that instead of fading with time and activity, Audrey hung on in his head, memory refusing to let go.


  He left lengthy messages on her mobile. She never answered, never called back. But he was possessed by the woman. Couldn’t quite shelve her. She spread, filling every brain cell of him, growing more and more beautiful each dream. He soon succumbed to the realisation that he was a well-adjusted slob: Audrey had left an indelible scent of herself in his head; an imprint like a blood stain that constantly reminded him of a death.


  Through it all, Sugar was a gun. Calibre, skill and philosophy. She had the product, and she sold it well. A bit more each time. One day, sensing his deep helplessness, his neediness as he sobbed in her arms with no self-preservation, tears a sky high orgasm had galvanised, she set him straight.


  “I give no absolutes,” she said. White-as-white hair flicked. “Falling in love is a no-no.” She squeezed him gently. “That’s one potential danger slot.” Sweet saucer eyes sucked him in. Black candy eyes that went deep and deep.


  And though his heart raced tall as a macchiato, he understood her words. They were simple. He could take what she offered. Use it, need it even, but he could never, could never ever control it.


  He accepted that space: no complications.


  And thanks to resident fears, it was just as well. He was home and hosed when it came to no complications. Liam could hold his own on that one. Love to him was black-eyed venom. Absent Audrey possessed him. If he could magic her away, scissor her to tiny shreds off his life, boy oh boy, wouldn’t that be something.


  It took twelve full lunar cycles of Sugar and Hoochi Mama’s hot cinnamon bread before Liam’s application to the force was screened and processed. Before he knew it, he was a recruit. Then he was a cop. It had taken a while getting his faculties together but he was no longer morose and maladjusted. Sure, he still wept on ejaculation. But the rest of him was in form, kicked to a new dimension. Sugar had repaired him to good nick. Keen career prospects were beginning to look his way. He was making tracks. Sure money and stars down his professional path. The rate he was going, Nero was hinting at ballistics.


  One day, Sugar upped the ante.


  “New item on the menu,” she said. “Obsessavaganza.”


  She tossed her white-as-white hair. He ran his fingers through it. In a plucky move, not knowing what risk was involved, he agreed. Welcomed it.


  “You can do anything to me,” he said. “I’m game.”


  Obsessavaganza.


  It was ecstasy, a dance drug, a spa. Firepower. Release. Pressure. Release. Heightened senses pulsated in every inch of him. Liam’s life stood still, then he was flying. He rammed home, swallowed his cry—only just. Something snapped and exploded. His body whistled in all parts. Climax after climax, it was like scales falling off a fish or gutters overflowing from ruptured pipes.


  Obsessavaganza.


  It worked. Stamped Audrey right off his head, a complete whitewash, an absolute cracker. In a twinkle, Audrey Rivers was an obsession no more. He was drop pad on his way, back on strike again. Liam nearly danced outright. He actually started a chainsaw victory dance with his hand when Sugar restrained him.


  “This is a significant milestone,” she said. “You have matriculated with honours.”


  “Sex therapy,” he said in wonder.


  A magic healer.


  To celebrate, Sugar cooked for him. She tossed a live, squirming lobster into an angry frying pan spitting oil. Stirred it with a wooden spoon until the shell snapped. Inside, the meat was white and tender.


  They ate from one bowl with their hands, spat shells into another. Liam’s fumbles with the lobster, pinching its legs with thumb and index fingers, snapping clumsily to arrive at moist meat inside, amused Sugar.


  “Tastiest thing I’ve eaten since Audrey left,” he confessed between a swig of Cab Sauv imitate from a cheapie round the block.


  Tender, juicy, fresh—that lobster eaten so primitively was far different from Audrey’s thread-thin bream, ribboned bell pepper arranged on a plate in a bouquet of purple, green and orange around baby strips of beef. No classical music, Valkyries and the like. Just a screw cap to accompany the feast, and Sugar’s fat laughter that tinkled, prickled and spread bigger than a sneeze.


  Liam scored well in the ballistics entrance exam. His keen eye at the range, a ninety percent bulls-eye on the radar firearm—a weapon of such distinction, it dissolved a skeleton on impact—made him favourable candidate for selection. There was still a panel interview to frown about, but he had no Audrey demons to goad him.


  Sugar was Vintage. So she said. But she was addictive. With a girl-next-door demeanour, candy soft eyes and big white-as-white hair, she was no spread for a magazine cover. But she mastered a fine art few women could boast. After Obsessavaganza, Liam never thought of Audrey. Not once. In fact, she had receded to a very thin memory that did not significantly upset.


  No sterner measures were necessary for healing at this point.


  Yet to oblige Sugar—or perhaps to expand his horizon—Liam tried, in a pivotal moment, Erase. Sugar dropped a gloop of oil on his abs, and greased him up. Assuming total control, pure animal, she lunged at him in tackles that demanded early interest from his groin. One knock and down he went on flexed knee clutching at his ribs.


  She swung a hook in an unprecedented back flip, Brazilian Jiu Jitsu that had plenty on it. She swooped him butt naked, fire in all cylinders. Kneed him on the under belly, punched him, kicked him, threw him, choked him, tonged him, cuffed him, chained him, concussed him. Left purple bruises bigger than grapefruit on his skin. He caved, driven half-mad with pain and pleasure. Pleasure that high-kicked to a hot spot. Another death drop, and bare buttock flesh smacked obscenely with new slaps that promised and gave animal release.


  He knew that when he left Sugar’s to stop at Hoochi Mama’s, she might ask, “You run-a red light? You bang-a into a wall?” He could well have slid under a freight train, the way he looked. Or upset bikey men in helmets and leather jackets on a Friday night. Really upset them. Winded, he amazed at the strength of the woman. But, instead of scrabbling to safety, he couldn’t stop himself blasting home like a tap in mind-blowing orgasms that imploded his lungs and pulverised any existing record on that score.


  Belushi, can of baked beans! he thought on a whopper flyer. Celestial. Pigs might fly.


  They lay side by side on a fuchsia carpet, feet touching. A lime sky streaked with smoky cloud out the far window. Tall glasses sizzled with bubbly between them. It was the first time, he realised, she’d got a sparkly for them.


  “What did she do to you?” Sugar asked.


  “Who?” he asked, tongue lazy with vintage fizz. Distinct apricots, acid and a blend of something biscuity toyed on his lips.


  She raised on her elbows. “Audrey. What did she do to you?”


  Light from a white, shifting sun caught the mahogany wood of a chiffonier, warming the mood of the room.


  “What do you mean?” he hedged.


  “Why did her leaving mean so much? Make you like you were? Break you?”


  He was silent for a moment, not sure where this question had come from. Bothered him where it was headed. “I don’t know,” he said quietly at last. “I really don’t know.”


  A distant plane soared across the streaked sky. Liam followed it with his eyes until it vanished beyond the window. Even then, he still thought and wondered about it. Why Audrey’s making tracks with ‘His name is Flint’ had left him so off the rails. Broken him enough to need fixing.


  Sugar rose from the floor and stood there in a Fanta-orange kimono by the chiffonier. Layers of age formed unique contours on the wood. She gazed peculiarly at him.


  Slowly, his words began to form. He let them spill out in bits and fits as they came. “She was the works. Audie was. A prime cut.” Sugar nodded lightly. “Never thought she’d leave me. I couldn’t see life beyond her. Part of me collapsed when she left.” There was no texture in his voice. “Collapsed big time. I couldn’t stop—needing her. The need wouldn’t go cold. It burnt me. No frills around it, just a burning need. I almost died wanting her. I tried. Couldn’t make the wanting stop. Sugar, I tried.”


  “You did, sailor,” she said. She wore a small, sad smile. “You tried. How long, champ?”


  “How long?”


  “How long was she gone before you came to me?”


  “Five lunar cycles. Maybe seven. Can’t remember now.”


  “A fine, fine lady she must have been.”


  “She wasn’t.”


  “Then life insurance. Was she life insurance to you, Liam?”


  “Hell no.” Texture came back to his voice. “Never.”


  Sugar laughed. A tickling, prickling whooper laugh that spread enough to make him smile.


  “Then she was a fine cigar,” she said when she stopped laughing. “Or beautiful music you couldn’t dance to.”


  “Or a cab,” he said. “I thought she would drive me someplace in this world. Didn’t know where. Didn’t care how. I just wanted her there with me.”


  Tinkling laughter again, merry as a clarinet.


  “Come here,” he said. He reached to pull her down to the floor but she dodged his fingers. When finally he straddled her, holding her down on the floor with naked knees, they were both helpless with mirth.


  And then it was too cosy. He didn’t like it. In the awkwardness that followed, he reached for words to fill the awkwardness. Tiny talk, thoughts, distractions . . . They eluded him, perhaps because the candy eyes were serious. They sucked him in with something finer, something that frightened him. He realised with dismay that she had broken her rule. The agreement was simple: no absolutes. But she had fallen in love. Sugar was in love with him. He couldn’t herald it, allow her to express it. Had he guessed of this turn at the start of their liaison, there would have been more trepidation in his bite. He didn’t know how to improvise. Or be adventurous. And he simply couldn’t love.


  He blinked once. Twice. Huge silence. A raging headache drummed a beat in his head. A flutter in his heart, and Sugar dropped her gaze. A great deal of hesitancy and sadness lingered in her smile.


  “Oh, hell,” she said. “Get up. You look like a medically induced comma.”


  She understood. Though her candy eyes now looked like tired woman eyes, flat eyes like Saturday after Good Friday, she understood. Liam’s headache dissolved. And for the first time since he started seeing her, he took her in his arms and made love to her. Actually made love. A gentle hum of bed, a soft sigh accompanied him each time he shifted his weight in a tender grind of groin. It was gentle, sweet, uncharged. Smooth as powder when he landed it.


  Nestled in his arms, Sugar wept.


  “If you start at a hundred,” she said, “then you’ve got no more place to go. You kiss like heaven.” Her eyes were no longer flat. They were deep, almost calm. Her voice was sad as an oboe.


  “Don’t be a stranger, hey champ,” she said at the door, clinging to his chest.


  Liam’s heart, his emotions, his head could not cope with Sugar. She was far too deep. He wanted simplicity that risked no pain.


  No absolutes.


  He found Meredith in the mauve pages under ‘G’: Gentleman’s escort.


  She was never sweaty or ruffled or reddened by sex. Meredith was star quality. A pro. He couldn’t saunter to her beachcomber villa in Affleck Boulevard—where organic roses grew tall, a continental Queen bed stood polished on Tasmanian oak, and a granite/ sandstone fireplace displayed its beauty—any time of day or night. Meredith took only pre-bookings. She was a masterpiece. Loved hand-packed bite size chocolates, sometimes vintage bubbly. She offered exclusive, expensive quality, promised satisfaction, asked no questions and demanded that none be asked of her.


  If he were hungry, she might prepare him something: truffles, mimosa, langoustine or white-shell chowder. All was well as long as, fed and watered, he did not succumb to a terrible impulse to reminisce, talk about or prompt personal history. During sex, she lay unruffled. A cool new face of iridescent beauty. She held her hand delicately to the small of his back, as though they were dancing to a waltz at a Queen’s ball.


  Later, if Liam floated naked in her marble bathtub or laid hands at the back of his head on a braided mattress, brooding into space, she let him. She only glanced at her watch when time was up or nearly up. Liam soon learnt to pre-empt the clock: There goes the hootie, he would think, moments before her eyes sought the dial.


  She wore sleek black skirts and fluffed wind-swept hair around a powdered face; always looked like she was going to the Oscars. The villa had a fire crackling hearth, natural light, a granite kitchen, marble bench tops . . . An ivory carpet, dovetail drawers, Holland blinds, English brass handles, jade ornaments, Dutch Masters wall replicas in seamless spacing, swathed drapery. Class and finery.


  One day, it dawned upon him: He had thumbed the yellow pages and found a whore who looked like Audrey. Who dressed like Audrey. Who moved like Audrey. Who had genetically harvested timber Venetians just like those in Earth. Who spoke in a china-cup fragile way. Who fucked like a Queen’s waltz.


  Meredith was so like Audrey, and that made her safe—unlike Sugar who had dared love him. Liam paused with that thought, holding a red box chocolate selection (bite size) in his hands. Turmoil and yearning filled every space of him, right there, in the middle of Meredith’s open living room that spilled into a deep terrace with a curling swimming pool. A kind of realisation opened in him. He was in love with Sugar. Madly, madly in love. And though it frightened him no longer, he tried distracting himself from it. Glanced at a famous portrait (Meredith said) of a medieval sprite named Aquila, Degilla or Godilla. He couldn’t tell, from the way she said it in her china-cup fragile way, what was correct.


  “That you, darling?” she said from somewhere upstairs.


  He heard her climbing delicately down the spiralling staircase with wrought iron balustrades. He pictured her autumn eyes and velvet skin, cream as snow. He played a snapshot of her beautifully engineered 10-carat smile. That smooth silk smile, fragile and lost. Before hint of her scent reached him, before her trophy smile, poised for effect, bestowed as reward, held perfectly in place on a five star face with movie calibre immortality, before all that could touch him, he was gone.


  It happened five minutes from Automat Station on the way to Sugar. The blonde woman in a jumbo Roaditor yapped on her mobile as he crossed the road with the ribboned chocolate box selection. Last thing he remembered before lifting off the ground a bit dazed was a splash of rainbow.


  Past noon now, fat blue-black flies soaked, almost drowned, in dead body fluids in the purple grass by the roadside. Heat lazed. It charred foreheads and split calloused hands. Those who napped in their houses, Liam thought, would feel sickened waking up two hours later in that heat. Those without a nap in their eyelids would slog, trying to find middle ground in and out of the heat. Perhaps fans or small leafed trees offered a little solace. Even butterflies dropped. Given the absence of cool winds to calm their feelers, they struggled anxiously, flickering one second or two, and then they simply collapsed. Drowsy bees fluttered around the heady scent of sun, wind, blood, and a little pollen caught between spring and summer.


  A siren rose from the distance. It drew nearer.


  Liam looked ahead, at the blocks bunched like little fists two streets away. A sign on one wall said: ‘We Have Moved’. Grey smoke curled skyward from Hoochi Mama’s chimney where waves of oven fire made crisp cinnamon bread. He blinked. The sun’s weight in his eyes was becoming unbearable. A bird cried in the sky, a glassy, wilderness sound.


  “Loof!” said a cheerful dog struggling on his leash. The owner pulled him away, distracting him from the rusty smell of clotting blood on the road.


  Something drew Liam’s gaze past a yellow and black billboard announcing a fledgling singer with knockout booty. His eye settled on Level 3, Block 517, where he and Sugar had lain side by side with touching toes on a fuchsia carpet.


  White-as-white hair flew wild in warm winds at the window. Charcoal candy eyes beckoned him, gazing at him with such wonder. She was waving at someone behind him. As he turned and saw no one there, Nero’s words flashed in his head: “She was a tarot card reader.”


  Tarot . . . tarot card reader . . .


  Sudden elation gripped him. Sugar could see him. Not his body—meat, bone, blood—splattered under glass and metal. She could see him. Liam smiled. He waved. Sugar waved back. He started running towards her. Rock-a-tee. Rock-a-tee. He crossed the road to busy Satsuma Road. Wheels of a tram groaned like a grinder’s stone. They squealed. A door gleaming like a sword in the sun burst open. Liam didn’t look back. He steered clear of the road, away from ticking traffic lights, away from rolling cars, grunting cars, purring cars, buses, bicycles, trams. His feet silently moved past Hoochi Mama’s towards soft beckoning eyes filled with wonderment. Rock-a-tee. Rock-a-tee-tee-rock-a-tee.


  VOICES


  Jack Dann


  I was carefully papering the balsa-wood wing struts of my scale-model Gotha G-V Bomber when Crocker asked me if I ever spoke to dead people.


  Although Crocker is a member of the Susquehanna River Model-makers and Sex Fiends Association (which doesn’t say much because all you have to do to become a member is hang out in the shack by the river and make models), everybody thinks he’s right off his nut. One of the guys nicknamed him ‘Crock-a-shit’ because of all the stupid stories he told—and the stupid questions he asked—and the name stuck. Hell, he seemed to like it. But nobody broke his arms or his legs or smashed up his models, and so he stayed on, sort of like a mascot. He was fat, freckled, and wore his white-blond hair in a brush-cut. But he was also smart, in his way. He was twelve, a year younger than me, and was in seventh grade honors.


  “Steve, you hear me or what?” he asked me, turning down the volume on the club’s battery-powered radio. It was playing the Big Bopper’s ‘Chantilly Lace.’ Since Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens, and the Big Bopper had died in a plane crash back in February, the radio stations were still playing their stuff all the time—and here it was August! “You ever talk to a dead person or not.”


  “No, Bobby,” I said. I was trying to work the air-bubbles out of the paper: this Gotha was the only model of its kind and would have a wingspan of over six feet. My step-father had given me the kit for my birthday. “I never talked to anybody who’s dead . . . except maybe you. Now turn the volume back up.” But the song was over and the disk-jockey was saying something about Lou Costello being dead. I couldn’t remember if he was the fat comedian or the skinny one; but I only liked the fat one and hoped it wasn’t him.


  Anyway, this was frustrating work, and Crock-a-shit was, as usual, fouling everything up. I have to admit, though, that he had made me curious; but just thinking about dead people made me feel jittery, and sad, too. It made me think of my Dad, my real Dad, who died in the hospital when I was seven. Funny, the things you remember. I used to play a game with him when he came home from the office every night. We had a leather couch in the den—Dad called it ‘The Library’—and I would slide my hand back and forth on the cushion while he would try to catch it. And then when he did, he would hold it tight and we’d laugh. Dad had gray hair, and everybody said he was handsome. But when he was in the hospital, he didn’t even know who Mom and I were. He thought Mom was his mother! She cried when he got mixed up, and I just felt weird about it. Especially when he had an attack and then talked in a language that sounded like Op-talk. Mom said it was because his brain wasn’t working right. I knew that if I could only understand it, everything would be all right. It was like he was trying to tell me what to do in some secret language; and if I could only figure out the words, I’d be able to help him get well. But then he died, and I never got to say good-bye in a way he could understand because his brain never did get right again.


  Crocker didn’t say anything more for a while, which was unusual for him.


  When I had finished the wings, which weren’t right and would have to be redone again, I looked up and said, “Crock-a-shit, what are you looking at?”


  “Nothin.”


  “What’s with all this dead people stuff?” I asked, trying to treat him like a human being.


  “I just wanted to know if you have ever done it, that’s all.”


  “Done what?”


  “I just told you! Talk to dead people.”


  “Have you?” I asked, knowing for sure I would get one of his bullshit answers.


  “Yeah, I do it a few times a week. When I don’t come down here.”


  “Oh, sure, and where do you do that?”


  “Every day I check the paper to see if there’s anything going on at the funeral home on the corner of Allen and Main. If there is, I just sort of walk in and talk to the corpse in the casket. If not, I come over here.”


  “And nobody says nothing to you? They just let you walk in and talk to the dead people?”


  “They ain’t bothered me yet.” After a pause, he said, “You wanna go with me today? They got somebody in there,” and he showed me the obituary column from today’s Sun-Bulletin. I glanced at what he was trying to show me and shook out the sports section. Patterson was fighting Ingemar Johansson on Friday. I was rooting for Patterson, who had KO’d Archie Moore in ‘56.


  “You wanna go with me and see for yourself or not?” Crocker asked, indignantly ripping the paper out of my hands. “Or are you afraid?”


  “Screw you!”


  “You probably never been to a funeral in your life.”


  “I’ve been to funerals before,” I said. “Everybody has.”


  “But did you ever see a dead person?”


  I had to say no to that. “I never even saw my own father after he died.”


  That certainly shut him up, but he had such a sorrowful look on his face that I felt sorry for him.


  “I’m Jewish,” I said, “and Jews can’t have open caskets. Of course, there must be a reason for that, but I don’t know what it is.”


  “How’d he die?” Crocker asked, fumbling around with his hands as if he wasn’t used to having them.


  “Something wrong with his liver.”


  “Like from drinking?” he asked.


  “No, it was nothing like that,” I said. But I had heard my mother talking to the doctor; maybe he did get sick from drinking, although I swear I can’t remember ever seeing him drunk or anything. And I had just about had it with Crocker’s questions; he was acting like Jack Webb on Dragnet. You’d think he would have shut up after I told him about my father. But not Crocker. He was a nosy little bastard.


  After a pause, Crocker asked, “Did you ever talk to him after he died?”


  “You’re out of your freaking gourd, Crocker. Nobody but an A-hole thinks he can talk to people after they’re dead.”


  “If you come with me today, I’ll prove it to you.”


  “No way, sucker. I got better things to do than act like a nimblenarm.”


  “With your father being dead and all, I can’t blame you for being afraid,” Crocker said. “I’d be, too.”


  “Crocker, get the hell out of my life,” I said. I guess I shouted at him because he looked real nervous. But I didn’t need him spreading it all over the place that I was afraid to look at a dead person. Christ, Crock-a-shit had a bigger mouth than my mother.


  “Okay,” I said, but if I don’t hear this dead person talk like you say, I’m going to break your head.” I said it as if I meant it.


  I guess I did.


  But that only seemed to make Crocker happy, for he nodded and helped me put away my Gotha Bomber.


  The worst part of it was that I had to sneak into my house and put on a suit and tie, for Crocker said you can’t just walk in with jeans and a tee-shirt.


  But a deal was a deal.


  I met him back at the clubhouse, and we walked to the funeral home.


  It had been a hot, humid summer, and boring as hell. There was never anything to do, and even going down to the club and smoking and working on models was boring. And to make matters worse, I thought about Marie Dickson all the time. She was so . . . beautiful! I would see her around once in a while, but I never said anything to her. I was waiting for the right time.


  Not a good way to get through a summer.


  Anyway, she was always with a girl friend, and I was most times by myself. No way I was going to walk up to her and make a complete asshole of myself in front of her and her girl friend. She hung around with a fat girl, probably because it made her look even better; it seemed all the good-looking girls did that.


  “Okay, you ready?” Crocker asked as we approached the front stairs to the building, which was gray and white, with lots of gingerbread like my parent’s house.


  “I was born ready. Let’s go.”


  I hated this place already.


  “We’ll go in right after these people,” Crocker said, nodding in the direction of a crowd waiting to get past the door into the parlor. “Pretend like you’re with them.”


  So we followed them inside. I was all sweaty and the sharp blast of the air-conditioning felt good.


  The old people ahead of us all stopped to write in a book that rested on what looked like a music stand; but Crocker really knew his way around here and led me right into a large, dimly-lit, carpeted room with high windows covered with heavy blue drapes. People were standing around and talking, soft organ music was playing, and there was a line of people filing past an ornate casket that was surrounded with great bushes of flowers.


  “Let’s go see it and get the hell out of here,” I said, feeling uncomfortable. I looked around. Even though this room was certainly big enough, I felt as if I was being closed up in a closet. And I figured it had to be just a matter of time before someone would see we weren’t supposed to be here and kick us out.


  “Wait ‘till the line gets through,” Crocker said.


  But a woman wearing a silky black dress and one of those round pillbox hats with a veil put her hand on my shoulder and asked, “Did you go to school with Matt?”


  I looked at her, and I’ve got to say I was scared, although I don’t really know why I should have been. “Uh, yes, ma’am,” I said, looking to Crocker—who was supposed to be the professional—to pull us out of this.


  “I’m his Aunt Leona. You should meet his Mom and Dad, they’re right there.” She pointed to a tall, balding man and a skinny woman who made me think of some sort of bird. “Stay right here and I’ll get them,” Aunt Leona said. “I’m sure they’ll want to talk to you.”


  I could only nod. When the woman walked away, I said, “What the hell did you get us into?”


  Crocker looked nervous, too; but he said, “Didn’t you read the obituary?”


  “Piss off, Crocker.”


  “Well, it was a kid who used to live in Endicott. His family moved to Virginia. I can’t remember the rest.”


  “You should have told me it was a kid. Christ Almighty!”


  “You should’a read what I gave you,” he said in a singsong voice that made me want to crown him.


  “How’d he die?” I asked.


  “I dunno,” Crocker said. “They don’t tell you that kind of stuff in the paper.”


  “Well, did he go to our school?” I asked.


  “I can’t remember,” Crocker said; but it was too late, anyway, because Aunt Leona brought a whole crowd to talk to us.


  I was really nervous now.


  What were we supposed to say to the dead kid’s parents?


  Although it surprised the living hell right out of me, Crocker and I managed to hold our own. We said how sorry we were and what a nice guy he was, how he played a mean stickball and was a regular nut for Bill Haley and the Comets and Jackie Williams—you know, “Lonely Teardrops”; and it was the craziest damn thing because it was almost as if we did know this kid. With all the crying and hugging going on around us, I started to get that thunder sound in my ears, which I always used to hear before I was going to cry.


  I haven’t heard that sound in a long time.


  I didn’t even hear it at my Dad’s funeral, or at the house when everyone stood around and told me I had to be a big boy and all that crap. It wasn’t until months later that I heard the thunder sound, when I was in the house alone and practicing the piano. I looked up and saw Dad’s photograph on the piano; and suddenly, like I was crazy all of a sudden, I heard the thunder and then I started to cry. It made me feel sick. But after that, I didn’t cry again.


  Until now.


  Everybody was crying, including me, and Crock-a-shit excused both of us so we could pay our respects to the departed (that’s just what he said). As soon as we were out of their reach, he said, “Steve, you’re good at this.”


  “So are you,” I said, pretending that it was all an act. “Now let’s get it over with.”


  “Okay,” Crocker said, and we stood right before the casket and looked into it. I could smell the flowers—the ones with the long wormy things inside them, but they didn’t smell bad. The kid in the casket was wearing a suit and tie . . . just like us. He looked like Pug Flanders, who lived down the block from me: the corpse had black hair, which was greased back: he had probably worn it in a D.A. with an elephant’s trunk in the front, but whoever did him up probably thought a flat-top was the height of coolness. It looked like he had had pimples, too, but his face was coated with makeup; and it looked too white, like someone had gone crazy with the powder or something. The expression on his face was kind of snarly: I guess they couldn’t wipe it off.


  I had a strong feeling that I would have liked this guy.


  But looking down at this corpse made me feel sort of weird. Not that I was scared anymore, but this kid didn’t really seem to be dead. It was like this was some sort of a play, and everybody was acting, just as we were.


  This guy just couldn’t be dead.


  He looked like he was going to sit up any second.


  I blinked then because it was almost as if he was glowing like one of those religious paintings I’ve seen in churches. It was as if I could see the stuff of his soul, or something like that. Christ, I almost fell backward.


  I knew that was all bullshit, but I saw it just the same.


  Crocker didn’t seem to see it; at least he didn’t say anything. So it must have just been me.


  And then I remembered something about my father that scared me. It just sort of came out of nowhere!


  I remembered the nurse taking my arm and trying to pull me out of the hospital room. Mom was crying and screaming, and she fell right on top of Dad on the bed. But I got one last look at Dad; and he looked like he was made up of light, sort of like a halo was around him and all over him.


  How could I have forgotten something like that?


  But I did. I must have just pushed it right out of my mind.


  “How’d’you think he died?” I asked Crocker. Hearing my own voice made me feel normal again. And that was important right now.


  “Who knows? Probably some sort of accident.”


  “Nah, he looks too good.”


  “That don’t mean nothin’,” Crocker said. “They can make anybody look good as new . . . almost. He could have even had cancer.”


  Crocker looked up in the air.


  I called his name, but he ignored me. It was as if he was listening to something. He had his head cocked like the RCA dog.


  “Crocker, come on,” I said after a while. I was starting to get worried. “Hey, you . . . Crock-a-shit.”


  “Shut-up!” Crocker snapped. “Can’t you hear him?”


  “Hear what?”


  “Just listen.”


  I listened, I really did, but I couldn’t hear a damn thing. Crocker is probably off his nut, plain and simple. But I wasn’t much better; not after I had just seen the corpse glowing like the hands on a watch.


  Who knows, maybe the dead guy could talk. And maybe Crocker could hear him.


  But I just wanted to get out of here.


  I was already feeling like the walls and everything were going to close in on me.


  “He’s leaving,” Crocker said. “He’s saying good-bye to everybody. Cool!”


  “Okay, then let’s go,” I said; but I couldn’t help but look at the spot where Crocker seemed to be staring; and I got the strangest feeling. Then I saw it: a pool of light like a cloud that seemed to be connected to the body that was now glowing softly again.


  And the light was bleeding out of the corpse like it was the guy’s spirit or something.


  A few seconds later the light just blinked out, as if someone had thrown a switch; and the body looked different, too, as if something vital had just drained out of it. Now it was nothing more than a shell; it looked like it was made of plastic. It was dull, lifeless.


  We left then . . . Crocker and I just left at the same time, as if we both knew something.


  And I heard thunder and remembered my father talking in the language only he could understand; and I felt as if I was drowning in something as deep and as big as the ocean.


  When we got out of the funeral home, and past all the men standing around and smoking cigarettes, Crocker said, “You heard him, didn’t you? I could tell.”


  “I didn’t hear nothin’,” I said, protecting my ass.


  “Bullshit,” Crocker said.


  “Bullshit on you,” I said.


  “Well, you were acting . . . different,” Crocker said.


  I admitted that maybe I saw something that was a little weird, but it was probably just in my head. That bent Crocker all out of shape; he seemed happier than a kid with a box of Ju Ju Bees, and I got worried that he’d shoot off his mouth to everyone he saw.


  I warned him about that.


  “Give me a break,” he said. “It’s enough that the guys in the club think of me as some sort of asshole as it is. You’re the only one I feel I can talk to—and I don’t even really know you.”


  “Okay,” I said, worried that maybe there was something wrong with me. Why else would Crocker feel that way? It also worried me that first I saw the dead guy glowing like my aunt’s Sylvania ‘Halolight’ teevee, and then I saw his soul (or whatever it was) pass right out of him, leaving nothing but a body that was more like a statue or something made out of plaster-of-Paris. But I put those thoughts away and asked, “What did the guy say?”


  “His name is Matt . . . remember? He said he was scared out of his gourd until he found his grandmother.”


  “What?”


  “His grandmother’s dead. She’ll show him around.”


  “Around? Around where?”


  “How the hell should I know?” Crocker said. “Heaven, probably.”


  “You got to be kidding.” I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re making that stuff up.” But somehow I really wanted to believe it.


  “I thought you said you saw something,” Crocker said, hanging his head. “And I believed you . . . I wanted to know what you saw—”


  “I said I thought I saw something.” I punched him hard on the arm to make him feel better. “And it wasn’t nothing but a glowing like a teevee tube when you turn it off.”


  “I never saw that.”


  “Now tell me what else did Matt say?” I asked.


  “He hates Bill Haley, but we got Jackie Williams right.”


  “Uh, huh,” I said.


  “Well, that’s what I thought I heard,” Crocker said.


  “Why’d you say ‘cool’?” I asked.


  “Whaddyamean?”


  “When you were looking up in the air, you said, ‘Cool.’ Don’t you remember?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well?”


  And Crocker started laughing. It was like he couldn’t stop. He kept leaning forward and stumbling and then laughing even louder. I couldn’t help but smile, and I kept knuckling his arm until he told me.


  “He said he was going to visit the Big Bopper.”


  “What?”


  “That’s what he said. And Ritchie Valens.”


  “You’re so full of crap,” I said.


  But now I couldn’t stop laughing either.


  “Then maybe dying’s not so bad,” I said; and we fell down right there on the sidewalk on Ackley Avenue in front of a brown, shingled house that belonged to Mrs. Campbell, my third grade teacher.


  I don’t know what it was, but I just couldn’t stop laughing and crying.


  Neither could Crocker.


  And who knows, maybe I really did see something flickering in the air above Matt’s dead body while he was floating around in Heaven somewhere meeting his grandmother.


  And maybe he did get to see the Big Bopper.


  Just like the Big Bopper probably got to see Valens and Holly . . . and probably Mozart and Beethoven, too.


  And maybe the Big Bopper also got to meet my Dad.


  Why not? Dad would be there, standing right on line; he always liked to play the piano, all that beebop and boogie-woogie stuff. So maybe he became a musician, just like all the others.


  Now that would be something . . .


  CARETAKER


  Richard A. Lovett


  The robot’s soundless entrance into his field of vision brought Loren Zarken back to reality with a start.


  “What is it?” he demanded. His robots had been programmed not to let anything short of a true emergency interrupt his meditation. “It better be important.”


  “A space vessel is approaching, master. The scanners located it just ten minutes ago. It appears to be on course for this planet.”


  That might not actually qualify as an emergency, but it was important, and the central computer’s programming was flexible enough to allow it to override the robots’ specific commands. “Where is it coming from?”


  “The direction of the globular cluster.”


  “I see.” Zarken pondered for a moment. “Have they contacted us yet?”


  “No. They seem to be unaware of our probes.”


  “Then we will be the ones to speak first. Give them permission to land. In fact, issue an invitation. I must learn more.” He returned to his interrupted meditation, but somehow found it difficult to concentrate. Visitors, he thought. It’s happening all too quickly.


  Loren Zarken was absolute ruler of an entire solar system. He was also its sole occupant. His domain included one star, seven planets, and an indeterminate number of lesser bodies. He spent most of his time on the fourth planet from his sun, the only one that could easily support life.


  For years he’d dwelt there in solitude, attended by automatons, isolated from civilization. At first, he’d found it difficult, for he was not a hermit by nature. But as the months melded into years and the years to decades, he’d fallen into a routine, with each day divided into carefully determined segments for manual labor, reading, recreation, and contemplation. It was a routine which, until today, hadn’t been broken since the time—more than five years before—when an electrical fault had caused a fire in the robots’ workshop.


  The planet was perfect for Zarken’s lifestyle. His garden grew rapidly, and native fruits and vegetable were plentiful. The world abounded with streams, lakes, snow-capped mountains, and wildlife. Zarken had visited hundreds of other planets throughout the Galaxy, and he knew his was unique. Never before had he encountered such serenity or beauty. He sincerely doubted it could be found elsewhere.


  The visiting spaceship touched down on a pillar of fire, turning the lush meadow grasses to ash and singeing the leaves of the nearest trees. Before the blackened meadow ceased smoking, the main airlock opened, a landing escalator slid outward, and a small group of men and women disembarked. Zarken strode forward to shake hands with a tall, blond man who appeared to be the leader.


  “Welcome to my planet,” he said. “I hope you enjoy your stay. Are you in charge of this expedition?”


  “I am.”


  Zarken bowed formally. “Loren Zarken at your service.”


  The other looked startled. “No relation to the Loren Zarken, I suppose?”


  “The inventor of the hyperdrive? We had our differences, but I still claim him as my grandfather.”


  The visitor’s surprise became more pronounced. “Umm, excuse the bluntness, Mr. Zarken, but how can that be? You’d have to be—well, I’m not sure how old . . .” His voice trailed off in uncertainty.


  Zarken smiled. “Five hundred twenty-nine standards, to be exact. It is amazing what money, medical science, and a disciplined daily routine can do for the body. Good cosmic ray shielding helps, too. And now, who might you be?”


  “William Smith of Malor II, captain of the HV Starbird.” HV was an old-fashioned designation for hypervessels—old enough that Zarken was surprised it was still in use. What other type of vessel could have made it all the way out here, to the farthest fringes of human expansion?


  “Ah. Well, Mr. Smith, I again welcome you and your people to my planet. Make yourselves at home for the duration of your visit.” Zarken stressed the last word ever so slightly, watching Smith’s reaction. Smith’s face, however, betrayed nothing, so Zarken continued his welcoming speech. He knew that he spoke as stiffly as one of his robots, but there is an art to communicating with real people, and the proper tone was eluding him.


  Nevertheless, he continued as smoothly as he could manage. “If you and your crew would like to join me in my humble dwelling, I have prepared a feast to celebrate your arrival. It is not often that I have company. Unfortunately, you may find the facilities somewhat cramped. How many are in your party?”


  “A hundred and two.”


  Zarken’s felt dismay rise within him, but stuffed it into a mental compartment where it would not be apparent to his visitors, but where he could draw on it later, if needed. Only a colonizing vessel or a military craft would carry such a large crew, and this clearly wasn’t a military expedition. Maybe they were merely stopping for a rest on their way somewhere else. He could always hope.


  Trying to focus on that relatively agreeable thought, Zarken forced what he hoped would be interpreted as a gracious smile and continued his invitation. “I am afraid that all of you cannot join me for dinner. I am not really sure how many I can accommodate, but I know that I do not have room for anywhere nearly that many.”


  “That’s alright, Mr. Zarken. I and my division chiefs—these people with me now—will gladly accept your invitation. The rest of my people can dine aboard ship.” His lips twitched in the hint of a smile. “After such a long voyage, I’m not sure any of us really remember what it’s like to spend time outside of our own little hive, anyway.”


  Zarken smiled politely at the obvious lie: the crew would undoubtedly be chafing for the opportunity to explore. Then, turning crisply on the balls of his feet in a style he’d learned during a long-ago stint in the military, he led his guests up the steep, dirt path to his residence, a laser-hewn cavern at the base of a cliff. “I hope,” he said as they entered the dining room, “that my servants have been able to find enough chairs. The last time I entertained was twenty years ago, for a scouting party out of Dennif.”


  “A scouting party?” Smith was perplexed. “The records didn’t show that anyone had come here in the last hundred years.”


  “What records?”


  “At the Bureau of Colonial Affairs.”


  “I see. You probably would have found the departure listed at the Bureau of Exploration, but that would have been all. The ship never returned.” Zarken lowered his voice. “A few days after it left here, it had a . . .”—he groped for the right word—” . . . a mishap, out in one of this system’s asteroid belts. I received the distress signal, but by the time I got there it was too late.”


  “Oh . . .” Smith paused uncomfortably. “But that doesn’t explain another thing that’s been bothering me. There were no references to your presence.”


  “Strange. The records of my emigration must have been—ah—misplaced.” Money, Zarken thought, can buy more than long life. But he didn’t appear to have gotten everything he’d paid for. Apparently, not all references to his solar system had been removed from the Colonial Bureau’s files. Zarken probed further. “Why are you so well informed about this planet’s records?”


  “Well, I see no reason to delay telling you. We’ve filed a claim for this world. We’re here to start a colony.”


  Zarken had suspected as much, and initially, he was able to treat the confirmation of his fears as merely another piece of information to be filed for later analysis. But he had staked more than he’d realized on the long-shot possibility that this was merely a social call, and as the reality began to penetrate, his heart cried in anguish. Simultaneously, a detached corner of his intellect calmly cataloged the fact that even after so many centuries, he still had both the capacity for emotion and the ability to deceive himself. It was so rare that he had reason for either.


  Smith jumped to the wrong conclusion. “Don’t worry,” he said, “our claim needn’t conflict with yours. The anti-monopoly laws are still in force—none of our families can claim more than a hundred square kilometers. Since this area is much too mountainous for large-scale farming, we’ll be settling elsewhere, probably on the other side of the planet.”


  With effort, Zarken willed himself back into the role of smiling host. After all, he’d feared for years that some shipload of colonists would stray into the system and settle, despite their lack of a legal claim. The arrival of a group expressly planning to colonize his world was a possibility he’d not considered, but the result was the same.


  “We can talk more about these matters later,” he said. “First, let’s have dinner.” Zarken clapped his hands, and the room was filled with robots carrying trays of steaming food.


  “Amazing,” Smith said as the robots removed the last of the dessert dishes. Zarken was seated at the head of the main table, with Smith immediately to his right. “You appear to rely almost entirely on robots.”


  “I must. One man could not do the work necessary to keep this place running. By the way, you haven’t told me where your companions are from. Are you all from Malor?”


  “No. We come from every part of the Cluster. I don’t believe any two families are from the same world.”


  “But you are all from the Cluster. How times change. When I left, the Cluster wasn’t sending out colonizing missions.”


  “We’re one of the first. When did you leave?”


  “About thirty years ago.”


  “The Cluster’s grown a lot since then. Getting too civilized for us. We’re on the move to greener pastures, to use an old expression.”


  “Have you ever considered what will happen when there are no more greener pastures?”


  “Not really. It’s not going to happen in my time, or my children’s. It’s been estimated that there are enough habitable planets to last another 1,200 years.”


  “And what happens after that?”


  “Population control is already in effect on some of the older planets. We’ll manage.”


  “But what about people like you? People who like the wilds?”


  “I don’t know. Intergalactic exploration?”


  “Bah! Don’t count on it. Trips would take too long. Do you know what the Galaxy will be like? It’ll be tame! No virgin planets! Think about it. No unexplored places. No wilderness, only a few small parks. All other land will be needed for farming. Do you want your descendents to inherit a Galaxy like that?


  “Have you ever seen Earth—or at least pictures of it? I left three hundred, maybe four hundred years ago, but even then it was almost half city. All the rest was under cultivation—all of it! Soon after your 1,200 years, the entire Galaxy will be similar. Save this planet and the rest of this system. The Mittzer system is only a couple hundred parsecs away, and it’s supposed to be nice. Go back to Mittzer. There’s plenty of room there. This world is one in a thousand. If you spare it, future generations will thank you. This world could someday become a park, the first and greatest in a series of Galactic parks.”


  “We have filed a claim for this planet,” Smith said quietly. “We did not file for Mittzer—”


  “A technicality!” Zarken exploded. “Out here there are no patrols. No one would notice for years, much less care. By the time it mattered, you’d be firmly established. You’d have no trouble getting the Bureau to shift your claim.”


  “No.” Smith shook his head firmly. “We’ve spent a lot of time and money coming here. We aren’t going to change our plans.”


  “I’d be glad to reimburse you.”


  Smith snorted. “That would do a whole lot of good way out here in the middle of nowhere.”


  “Please don’t close your mind. Think of posterity.”


  Smith didn’t respond.


  “Sleep on it, then. For your children’s sake. For your own sake.”


  An hour later, Sonja Nikolius and several other members of the dinner party were gathered in the Starbird’s rec room, which they had commandeered for an informal conference. “I’m glad I wasn’t there,” said Ian Goldman, the ship’s first mate. “I don’t like fanatics, and I’d have probably have told him so to his face.” Goldman’s duties had kept him aboard ship, and Sonja and her companions were bringing him up to date on the evening’s events. “That last remark certainly sounded like a threat,” he added. “I don’t trust him.”


  “So what do you think we should do?” asked Sonja. “Charge out there with hunting rifles and gun him down?” Technically, she was the expedition’s soil biologist, a role that wouldn’t become important until after the Starbird‘s crew was firmly entrenched dirtside, bioforming the native soils for efficient growth of Earth-normal crops. But she was also the farming crew’s consensus pick for Agricultural Chief, in which capacity she’d been one of Zarken’s dinner guests.


  “Why not put some distance between us and him—now,” said Kirk Michaels. Michaels’ current role was as ship’s engineer, a task that would shift to habitat construction once a colony site was selected. He hadn’t liked what he’d seen about Zarken’s “humble dwelling,” and had been vocal about it from the moment he and Sonja were back aboard ship. “That guy’s got a lot of technology in the hands of those robots,” he said for about the tenth time in as many minutes.


  Smith appeared in the rec room doorway, just in time to hear the last remark. “I’ve already posted a guard,” he said, sliding into a lounge chair. Sonja watched her companions swivel to face him, their body language converting his chair into the head of an imaginary table. “I told them to warn once, then fire.”


  Michaels was anything but mollified. “But sir, we don’t know how many of those robots he has. He could have dozens, maybe hundreds. And he’s got to have blasting supplies. What if he loads the robots down with explosives and turns them into walking bombs? Even if hunting rifles can stop them—and we have no guarantee they would—he could get creative and hide them behind a bulldozer or something.” He didn’t have to add that the Starbird had no hope of stopping even that simple an assault. Colonizing expeditions were lightly armed: capable of defending themselves against predators but not military aggressors. The people of the Cluster had learned the hard way that heavy weapons were dangerous for small, isolated parties. Expeditions were like marriages: occasionally they split up, and when they did, it could get vicious. It didn’t pay to have too much firepower lying around. For each legitimate case of self-defense, there’d been a dozen coups, tin-pot dictators, and civil wars.


  “We’re definitely vulnerable as long as we’re on the ground,” Goldman chimed in. “It would be nice to be able to use the meteor shielding.” That had been Michaels’ second-favorite topic in the past few minutes. Even a small bomb could sufficiently disable the ship to require repair crews to go outside, where the robots could pick them off with Zarken’s own hunting rifles. The repulsor shields would prevent this, but Starbird couldn’t turn them on while in contact with the ground. If she did, she’d simply blow herself up, along with a sizeable chunk of the surrounding real estate. To bring the shields on line, the ship had to be airborne.


  “I agree,” said Smith. “But there’s no sense in lifting off tonight. It would take too long to prep for launch. Zarken couldn’t help but notice what we’re doing, and it’s a pretty significant breach of etiquette to slip away like that, without a good explanation. We’d just be forcing his hand—while we’re still on the ground and still vulnerable. Right now, he’s either not planning anything or hoping he’s talked us into going somewhere else.”


  Sonja cleared her throat, and all eyes shifted to her, making her feel like one of her microbes, under a microscope. She wasn’t quite sure why she’d accepted the role of Ag Chief, and one thing she was sure of was that she wouldn’t seek higher office. “We’ve not talked about another option,” she forced herself to say into the awkward silence.


  “I’m all ears,” Smith said.


  “What if we just gave him what he wanted?”


  “You mean, turn tail and run home?” Goldberg’s shocked tone was worse than the scorn he was too-carefully avoiding.


  “Not all the way, but Zarken’s right about Mittzer—or anywhere else in its vicinity, for that matter. Those colonies would probably be happy to see us.”


  Michaels made no effort to conceal his disgust. “No way,” he said. “I signed on to help build a new world, not play second fiddle on someone else’s. If I’d wanted that, I could have stayed in the Cluster.” He didn’t have to add that Mittzer, while indeed close, was back in the direction they’d come from. As long as they were this far out on the frontier, retreating was the last thing he’d want to do.


  “What do you think of his ‘galactic park’ idea?” Smith asked. His voice was modulated to a tone of perfect neutrality, but Sonja had long ago realized that this was a sign that she must proceed with caution. Still, she owed the captain an honest answer. “It’s not without merit,” she said after a pause to find exactly the right words. “But it’s impractical. Parks are afterthoughts, created from land that was unwanted during the first waves of settlement. Right now, nobody’s going to listen to the idea, even if a thousand years from now, our descendents wind up wishing someone had.” She hesitated again. “But I was thinking about something simpler. Do we really want to share a planet with this guy? I don’t trust him, either—more, I think, than I hate the thought of spending more time aboard this ship. And I myself don’t mind playing ‘second fiddle.’ Wherever we go will have plenty of worthwhile things for everyone to do.”


  “Speak for yourself,” growled Michaels.


  Smith rose from his chair, cutting off further discussion. “Enough,” he said. “As long as we’re still aboard ship, I’m captain, and this isn’t yet a democracy. But even if it were, Sonja, I think you’re outvoted. We’re not about to go on to Mittzer or anywhere else.” A chorus of nods confirmed the statement. “So, try to get a good night’s sleep. By this time tomorrow, we’ll have the whole planet between us and him, with a couple of satellites up there to keep an eye on him. He won’t like it, but he’ll just have to live with it. Eventually, he’ll have no choice but to get used to us.”


  But Sonja wasn’t so sure. Long after the others departed, she lingered in the rec room. Like most of the Ag crew, she’d had a lot of time on her hands during the outbound journey. Most of the others had occupied themselves reading technical journals, looking for arcane bits of information that might aid their specialties. She’d been more interested in sociology, psychology, and political science—topics that might help the colonists interact as smoothly as possible once they spilled from the Starbird‘s artificial environment into the free-for-all spaciousness of a new world.


  In the process, she’d read a lot of history, and Zarken gave her the shivers.


  Many of the worst deeds in history had been done by people who were sure they were right: people who were heroes in their own eyes. And she was convinced of one thing. Zarken was absolutely certain that he was right. He was even working toward a goal that wasn’t totally absurd. Sonja shivered again. Smith was wrong. Zarken would never get used to them.


  The next morning, Zarken bid the colonists a strained farewell and watched their ship lift off the meadow on which it had landed. As soon as it was airborne, he hurried to a sparsely furnished room on the lowermost level of his residence. There, a scanner was already plotting the ship’s course.


  “Computer,” he barked. The tension that had been building inside him ever since Smith’s ship had been spotted was coming to a head now, and he found it difficult to maintain the unemotional tone needed to control a computer effectively. “What is the destination of the colonizing ship?”


  “Indefinite. It appears to be leaving this planet.”


  “Good.” Zarken allowed himself a sigh of relief. Maybe Smith had reconsidered. Maybe—


  “The colonizing ship is changing course,” the computer announced. “It is now in a descending trajectory. It has also activated its meteor defenses.”


  “Fools!” They were going to land. Smith had ignored his request. He’d followed his original course only to mislead Zarken, and had held it only until he’d thought Zarken could do nothing to intervene.


  “Transfer coordinates of intruder to laser control,” Zarken commanded. He’d done this once before, and he’d do it again and again if he had to. Why wouldn’t anybody listen?!


  “Coordinates transferred.”


  “Prepare to fire.”


  Deep in a mountain forest, an immense laser amplifier rose from its subterranean armory. Zarken imagined he could feel the vibrations.


  “Incoming message,” the computer announced.


  Zarken was caught off guard, but he supposed that it was inevitable that the colonists would still be scrutinizing his compound, however confident they might be that they were safe from anything he might be able to do. He considered ignoring the message, but one thing Zarken had never failed to be was polite.


  “Put it through,” he said.


  Smith’s voice was instantly on line, sounding as though the ship captain was in the room with him, only a few feet away. Zarken might have cut himself off from civilization, but he had a pair of drone ships that shuttled to and from the Cluster for transshipments of the highest-grade technologies money could buy, purchased directly and untraceably from old-system suppliers. Even though he’d rather not need it, there was no reason not to have good communication equipment.


  “What the Hell is that thing?” Smith demanded. Zarken smiled tightly to himself, glad that he was using voice-only monitors so his expression would not be misinterpreted. His pleasure came solely from the fact that Smith had finally allowed a crack in his so-cautious composure. In the chess game of politics, Zarken would have scored an important point. Unfortunately, this wasn’t a debate. Left to themselves, the colonists would destroy the serenity of this planet. They would cut trees, plant crops, build houses. Traders would follow. At first, the impact would be minor, but within a few generations the entire world would be civilized. And it would be as much Zarken’s fault as the colonists’, for it was Zarken’s family who’d given humanity the frightening ability to expand across the Galaxy, faster than light.


  “What does it look like it is?” he said, pleased to note that his tone of voice was flatter and more emotionless than when he’d been talking only to his computer.


  “Whoa,” said Smith. “Let’s talk about this.”


  “We already have,” Zarken said. “Two minutes ago, you gave me your answer.” If only he could have used the family fortune to purchase the worlds he wanted to protect—he was rich enough to buy an entire frontier sector. But the Colonial officials had been very firm in their foreclosure of that option. Some things, it seemed, just couldn’t be bought. Some things had to be done. And there was only one thing Zarken could do now to continue to protect this, his favorite world.


  “Maybe we can find a compromise.” Smith was fighting to retain his composure, and in an abstract way, Zarken admired him for it. But it wasn’t the admiration of one human for another. It was the admiration of a superior being for a lesser one that knew nothing better than to keep trying—the admiration of a child watching an inverted beetle struggle to right itself, not knowing the task was hopeless.


  “There do not seem to be many options,” Zarken said. “I offered you a chance to help save this planet, but you preferred to exploit it. I cannot imagine how you could now convince me that you are sincere.”


  As he’d been talking, Zarken had been watching the computer running through the laser’s power-up routine. Now, the final status light flicked green. “Laser system operational,” the computer announced.


  There was a hiss of Smith’s indrawn breath, and a babble of voices in the background. One was female, and Zarken had an image of a quiet young woman—a biologist of some kind—who’d seemed the most attentive at his party. In a different reality, they might have been allies. But some decisions are irrevocable, and she’d thrown in her lot with the planet’s enemies.


  “Wait—” Smith was saying again, but Zarken was no longer viewing him or Sonja or Michaels or any of the others as distinct beings, separate from the Starbird itself. He borrowed a centering ritual from his daily meditations, using it to blank his mind of the scraps of humanity that had fluttered into it with his unwelcome guests. Emotions had become alien to him—even useful ones like anger—and he knew it would be weeks before he regained his normal routine. For the moment, though, the centering ritual was sufficient.


  “Fire,” he said in a level voice.


  An intense beam of X-rays shot into the sky. Being only electromagnetic radiation, it easily penetrated the force fields protecting the colonizing ship. Within seconds, thousands of tons of metal, and one hundred and two colonists were vaporized.


  Loren Zarken was absolute ruler of an entire solar system. He was again its sole occupant, dwelling in solitude, attended by automatons—and as slavish to his duty as any of his mechanical servants. He was not a hermit by nature, but he no longer had difficulty being one.


  MAKING LIGHT


  James P. Hogan


  In his spacious office atop the Headquarters Building of the Celestial Construction Company Inc., the General Operations Director hummed to himself as he sat at his desk and scanned over Contract 13,700,000,000 B.C. The contract document was brief and straightforward and called for the creation of a standard Mark IV universe—plenty of light; the usual suns, planets, and moons; a few firmaments here and there with birds and animals on the land; fish-filled waters around the land. There was an attached schedule for accessories, spares for renewable resources, and some supporting services. Deadline for the contract was seven days—a piece of cake, the GOD told himself. Design Engineering Department’s final proposal for the bid lay to one side of the desk in the form of a bulky folder that constituted the Works Order Review Document. Until final approvals were granted, the W.O.R.D. would be all that existed of the universe . . . but it was a beginning.


  What promised to make this project a little different from the previous Mark IV’s, and somewhat more interesting, was the optional extra that Design Engineering had tagged on in the Appendix section of the proposal: “people.” Unlike the species that made up the usual mix of Mark IV animal forms, which simply consumed resources and multiplied until they achieved a balance with the environment, the people would have the capacity to harness fire, make tools, and generally think about how they could be better off. This would produce an awareness of needs and the motivation to do something about satisfying them. Eventually the people would discover that, as their numbers and their demands increased, they would no longer be able to satisfy their needs with the resources that came readily to hand. At that point, the reasoning went, they could simply give up; they could fight over what they had until it ran out, and then be obliged to give up anyway; or they could develop the intellectual potential inherent in their design and apply it to discovering the progression of new resources hidden around them like the successively more challenging, but at the same time more rewarding, clues of a treasure hunt. The way out of the maze lay in the third alternative.


  Wood, growing all over the surface of the planets, would be the most obvious fuel following the taming of fire, but it wouldn’t prove adequate for long. It would, however, enable the more easily mined metal ores—conveniently scattered on top of the crusts or not very far below—to be smelted and exploited to make the tools necessary for digging deeper to the coal. Coal would enable an industrial base to be set up for producing machines suitable for drilling and processing oil, which in turn would yield the more highly concentrated fuels essential for aircraft and rudimentary space vehicles. The scientific expertise that would emerge during this phase would be the key to unlocking nuclear energy, and the fission technologies thus brought into being would pave the way into fusion—initially using the deuterium from the special-formula oceans premixed for the purpose—and hence out to the stars and on to the advanced methods that would render resources effectively infinite for the lifetime of the universe. On planets set up for them in that way, and with brains that ought to be capable of figuring the rest out for themselves, the people would have a fair chance of winning the game.


  What the purpose of the game was, Design Engineering hadn’t said. The GOD suspected that it was more for their own amusement than anything else, but he hadn’t objected since he was quite curious himself to find out how the people would handle the situation. A modicum of applied precognition could no doubt have revealed that . . . But somehow it would have spoiled things.


  He was still browsing over the last page of the contract when the phone rang with a peal of rising and falling chimes. It was Gabriel, the Vice President of Manufacturing. He sounded worried. “It’s proposal number thirteen point seven billion B.C.,” he said. “I think we might have problems.”


  The GOD frowned. “I was just going through it. Looks fine to me. What’s the problem?”


  “Somebody from Equal Employment Opportunities Creation has been onto the Legal Department. They’re objecting to DE’s proposal for the people on the grounds that it would discriminate unfairly against the animals. I think we ought to get the department heads together to talk about it. How are you fixed?”


  “Pretty clear for the next few millennia. When did you want to do it?”


  “How about right now, while the large conference and congregation room’s free?”


  “Sure. Get the others over and I’ll see you there in, say, ten minutes.”


  “Leave it to me.”


  The GOD replaced the phone, slipped the contract document inside the WORD folder, tucked the folder under his arm as he stood up from the desk, and began walking toward the door. Outside in the corridor he paused to pat the pockets of his suit and found he was out of holy smokes, so he made a slight detour to get a pack from the machine by the ascension and descension elevators.


  “EEOC says that we can’t endow one species with that kind of intelligence,” the Head of the Legal Department explained across the gilt-edged conference table a quarter of an hour later. “Doing so would confer such an advantage that the animals would be guaranteed permanent second-class status with no opportunity to compete, which would constitute an infringement of rights.”


  “And we’ve been looking into some of the other implications,” another of the lawyers added. “The people would eventually assume a uniquely dominant role. That could set us up for an antitrust suit.”


  All heads turned toward the Chief Design Engineer. “Well, we can’t take the intelligence away from the people,” he objected. “The physiques that we’ve specified don’t give them any other means of survival. They’d have no chance. Then we’d still be in trouble with EEOC but with everything the other way around.” He threw his hands out impatiently. “And besides, it would defeat the purpose of the whole exercise. It was the addition of intelligence that was going to make this project more interesting.”


  “Why not make all the species equally intelligent?” somebody suggested.


  The CDE shook his head. “We planned the ecology so that the animals would do most of the work for the people in the early phases and provide a lot of their food. If we made them equally intelligent, the situation would qualify as slavery and exploitation. We’d never get it past the Justice Department.”


  “And on top of that they’d all become eligible for education, sickness benefits, and retirement pensions,” the CDE’s assistant pointed out. “HHS would never accept the commitment. They couldn’t handle the load.”


  That was true, the GOD admitted as he thought about it. Already, the Department of Harps, Hallelujahs, and Salvation, had insisted that all guarantees of benefits be deleted from the proposal. And that had been just on account of the projected numbers of people, never mind all the animals. “So why can’t we change things so the people don’t have to depend on the animals at all?” he asked, at last looking up. “Let’s make them strong enough to do all the work themselves, and have them just eat plants.”


  “Not that easy,” the CDE answered, shaking his head dubiously. “They’d have to be at least the size of elephants on an input of vegetable protein. Then food-gathering would become such a problem that they’d never have any time left over for mental development, which puts us back to square one.” He thought for a moment, then added, “Though it might work if we redesigned the food chain somehow.”


  The GOD looked over at the Head of Research. “What do you say to that?” he asked.


  The scientist didn’t appear too happy. He pinched his nose and reflected upon the question. “We’d have to figure it out again all the way down to the bacteria,” he replied after a while. “You’re talking about a complete redesign, not just a few modifications. Setting up a whole new ecology and running it through the simulator is a long job. I don’t think we could finish before the closing date on the bid, and that doesn’t allow for having to rewrite the proposal from scratch. If we could use the new Infallible Biological Modeler we might have had a chance, but we can’t. It’s not up and running yet.”


  “I thought the IBM was supposed to have been installed last week,” the GOD said, sounding surprised.


  “It was, but the systems angelists haven’t handed it over yet,” the Research Chief replied. “They’re not through exorcizing the bugs.”


  The GOD frowned down at the table in front of him. “Hell,” he muttered irritably.


  “Er . . . we don’t say that here,” Gabriel reminded him politely.


  “Oh, of course.” The GOD made an apologetic gesture and then cast his eyes around the table. “Does anyone else have any suggestions?” he invited. No one had. He sighed in resignation, then looked at the Chief Design Engineer. “I’m sorry, Chief, but it sounds as if we’re stuck. I guess there’s no choice but to drop the extras and revert to a standard Mark IV.”


  “No people?” The CDE sounded disappointed.


  “No people,” the GOD confirmed. “It was a nice thought, but it’s out of the question on the timescale of this contract. Keep working on it with Research, and maybe you’ll have it all figured out in time for the next bid, huh?” The CDE nodded glumly.


  The meeting ended shortly thereafter, and the Vice President of Sales went back to his office to begin drafting a revised Appendix section to be delivered to the customer by winged messenger. So the project wasn’t going to be so interesting after all, the GOD reflected with a pang of regret as he collected his papers. But at least that meant there was less risk of overrunning on time and incurring penance clauses.


  The Chief Design Engineer was on the phone shortly after lunch the following day. “Have you heard?” he asked. He sounded distressed.


  “Heard what?” the GOD answered.


  “Feathers, Aviation, and Aquatics have been onto our legal people. They’re trying to tell us that our birds and fish aren’t safe.”


  “That’s ridiculous! They’re the same ones as we’ve always used. What’s wrong with our birds and fish?”


  “According to FAA regulations, all flight-control and navigation systems have to be duplicated,” the CDE said. “Our birds only have a single nervous system. Also, we’re allowing them to fly over water without inflatable life jackets.”


  The GOD was completely taken aback. “What’s gotten into them?” he demanded. “They’ve never complained about anything like that before.”


  “They’ve never really bothered to check the regulations before, but the controversy over the people has attracted their attention to this project,” the CDE told him. “Our legal people think they’re all at it—all the angelcies are brushing the dust off manuals they’ve never looked at before and going through them with magnifying glasses. We could be in for some real hassles.”


  The GOD groaned. “But what do they want us to do? We can’t go loading the birds up with all kinds of duplicated junk. Their power-weight ratios are critically balanced. They’d never get off the ground.”


  “I know that. But all the same it’s regulations, and the FAA won’t budge. They also say we have to fit bad-weather landing aids.”


  The GOD’s patience snapped. “They don’t fly in bad weather!” he yelled. “They just sit in the trees. If they don’t fly, why do they need aids for landing? It’d be like putting life jackets on the camels.”


  “I know, I know, I know. But that’s what the book says, and that’s all the FAA’s interested in.”


  “Can we do it?” the GOD asked when he had calmed down a little.


  “Only with the penguins, the ostriches, and the others that walk. I called the FAA guy a couple of minutes ago and told him that the only way we could equip all the birds for bad-weather landing was by making them all walk. He said that sounded fine.”


  “I’ve never heard of anything so stupid! What’s the point of having birds at all if they’re only allowed to walk? We can’t have planets with walking birds all over the place. The competition would die laughing.”


  “I know all that. I’m just telling you what the guy said.”


  A few seconds of silence went by. Then the GOD asked, “What’s wrong with the fish?”


  “The shallow-water species don’t have coastal radar.”


  Pause.


  “Is this some kind of joke?”


  “I wish it were. They’re serious all right.”


  The GOD shook his head in disbelief and slumped back in his chair. “Maybe we might just have to go along without birds and shallow-water fish this time,” he said at last. “Would the rest still work?”


  “I’m not so sure it would,” the CDE replied. “The birds were supposed to spread seeds around to produce enough vegetation to support the herbivores. If we reduce the quotas of herbivores, we’d have to cut back on the carnivores, too. And without the birds to keep down the insects, we’d have the Forestry Cherubim on our backs for endangering the trees. With the trees in trouble and no shallow-water fish to clean up the garbage from the rivers, the whole ecosystem would break down. None of the animal species would be able to support themselves.”


  The GOD wrestled with the problem in his head. The CDE himself had precipitated the current crisis by introducing the idea of the people in the first place, but there would be nothing to be gained by starting rounds of recriminations and accusations at this point, he thought. What was important was to get the proposal into an acceptable form before the closing date. “The only thing I can think of is that if the animals become unable to support themselves, we’ll have to put them all on welfare. If I call HHS and see if I can fix it, would that solve the problem?”


  “Well . . . yeah, I guess it would . . . if you can fix it.” The CDE didn’t sound too hopeful.


  The GOD phoned the HHS Director a few minutes later and explained the situation. Would HHS accept a commitment to supplying welfare support for the animals?


  “No way!” was the emphatic reply.


  “What in he-heaven’s name do you expect us to do?” the GOD demanded, shouting in exasperation. “How can we meet anybody’s regulations when they always conflict with somebody else’s?”


  “That’s not our problem,” the HHS Director stated bluntly. “Sorry.”


  Another meeting was called early the next morning to discuss the quandary. After all avenues had been explored, there seemed only one solution that would avoid all the conflicts: an azoic universe. All forms of living organisms would have to be deleted from the proposal. The meeting ended on a note of somber resignation.


  The Environmental Protection Angel was on the line later that afternoon. Her voice was shrill and piercing, grating on the GOD’s nerves. “Without any plants at all, the levels of carbon dioxide, nitrogen oxides, and sulfur compounds from volcanic activity would exceed the permitted limits. The proposal as it stands is quite unacceptable. We would not be able to issue operating licenses for the volcanoes.”


  “But the limits were set to safeguard living organisms!” the GOD thundered. “We’ve scrapped them—all of them. There aren’t any living organisms to be safeguarded.”


  “There is no clause in the regulations which specifically exempts lifeless planets,” the EPA told him primly. It was too much.


  “What kind of lunatics are you?” the GOD raged into the phone. “You don’t need a specific exemption. What do you need protective regulations for when there isn’t anything to be protected? How stupid can you get? Any idiot could see that it doesn’t apply here—any of it. You’re all out of your minds.”


  “I’m simply doing my job, and I don’t expect personal insults,” came the reply. “The standards are quite clear, and they must be met. Good day.” The line went dead.


  The GOD conveyed the news to Design Engineering, who discussed it with Research. Without the volcanoes there wouldn’t be enough planetary outgassing to form the atmospheres and oceans. Okay, the atmospheres and oceans would have to go. But the volcanoes were also intended to play a role in relieving the structural stresses and thermal buildups in the planetary crusts. How could that be taken care of without any volcanoes? Only by having more earthquakes to make up the difference, the CDE declared. The GOD told him to revise the proposal by deleting the volcanoes and making the crustal formations more earthquake-prone. Everybody agreed that the problem appeared at last to have been solved.


  The Department of Highlands, Undulations, and Deserts called the GOD a day later with an objection. “I’m dreadfully sorry, old chap, but we seem to have run into a bit of a problem,” the man from HUD told him. “You see, the mountain ranges you’ve proposed don’t quite come up to the standards set out in our building codes for the increased level of seismic activity. We’d have no choice but to condemn them as unsafe, I’m afraid.”


  “What if we do away with the mountains, then?” the GOD growled sullenly.


  “That would be perfectly satisfactory as far as we’re concerned, but I rather suspect that you might still have a problem in getting it passed by the Occupational Safety and Health Angelcy. All those fissures opening up and landslides going on all over the place . . . It would be a bit hazardous for the animals, wouldn’t it?”


  “But we’ve already gotten rid of the animals,” the GOD pointed out. “There won’t be any.”


  “I see your point,” the man from HUD agreed amiably. “But it is still in the jolly old rules. You know how finicky those OSHA types can be. Just a friendly word in your ear. Frightfully sorry and all that.”


  The GOD was past arguing.


  Design Engineering’s response was to make the planets completely inactive. There would be no mountains, no fluid interiors, no mobile plates—in fact, no tectonic processes of any kind. The planets would be simply featureless balls of solid rock that could never by any stretch of the imagination be considered potentially hazardous to any living thing, whether one existed or not.


  The Great Accounting Overseer didn’t like it. “What do you need them for?” a GAO minion challenged a day later. “They don’t serve any useful purpose at all. They’re just a needless additional expense on the cost budget. Why not get rid of them completely?”


  “They’ve got a point,” the CDE admitted when the GOD went over to Engineering to talk about it. “I guess the only reason we put them in is because that’s the way we’ve always done it. Yeah . . . I reckon we should strike them out. No planets.”


  But the Dispenser Of Energy wasn’t happy about the idea of a universe consisting of nothing but stars. “It might be budgeted to last for billions of years, but it’s still finite nevertheless,” an assistant of the DOE declared in a call to the GOD. “We are trying to encourage a policy of conservation, you know. This idea of having billions of stars just pouring out all that energy into empty space with none of it being used for anything at all . . . well, it would be terribly wasteful and inefficient. I don’t think we could possibly approve something like that.”


  “But it’s just as we’ve always done it,” the GOD protested. “The planets never used more than a drop in the ocean. The difference isn’t worth talking about.”


  “Quantitatively, yes, but I’m talking about a difference in principle,” the DOE assistant replied. “The waste was high in the earlier projects, but at least there was a reason in principle. This time there isn’t any, and that does make a difference. We couldn’t give this universe an approval stamp. Sorry.”


  A day later Design Engineering had come up with a way to conserve the energy: Instead of being concentrated into masses sufficiently dense to sustain fusion reactions and form stars, the stellar material would be dispersed evenly throughout space as clouds of dust and gas, in which the small amount of free energy that remained would be conserved through an equilibrium exchange between radiation and matter. The DOE was satisfied with that. Unfortunately, the EPA was not; the clouds of dust and gas would exceed the pollution limits.


  With two days to go before the closing date for the bid, the GOD called all the department heads and senior technical staff members together to discuss the situation. The ensuing meeting went on all through the night. After running calculations through the computers several times, they at last came up with a solution they were sure had to be acceptable to everybody. Sales forwarded a revised final proposal to the customer, and the company waited nervously for the responses. Miraculously the phone on the GOD’s desk didn’t ring once all through the next day. The proposal was approved, and the final contract was awarded.


  Out at the construction site, Gabriel watched despondently as the project at last got under way. All that was left of the original plan was a pinpoint of exotic particles of matter, radiation, space, and time, all compressed together at a temperature of billions of degrees. The bizarre particles fell apart into protons, neutrons, electrons, muons, neutrinos, and photons, which after a while began clustering together through the radiation fluid as he watched. After the grandeur of the previous projects that he had witnessed, the sight was depressing. “I guess we just write this one off, forget about it, and file it away,” he murmured to the GOD, who was standing next to him. “It’s not much to look at, is it? I can’t see this even getting a mention in the report to the stockholders.”


  He turned his head to find that the GOD’s eyes were twinkling mischievously. “What’s funny?” he asked, puzzled.


  The GOD tipped his yellow hard-hat to the back of his head and grinned in a conspiratorial kind of way as he scratched his forehead. “Don’t worry about it,” he said quietly. “We’ve worked out a new method. It’ll all come out just the way we planned . . . everything.”


  Gabriel blinked at him in astonishment. “What are you talking about? How do you mean, everything? You don’t mean the stars, the planets, the oceans, the mountains . . .” His voice trailed away as he saw the GOD nodding.


  “And the birds, and the fish, and the animals, all the way through to the people,” the GOD told him confidently. “It’ll turn out just the way we planned it in the original proposal.”


  Gabriel shook his head, nonplused. “But . . . how?” He gestured at the expanding fireball, in which traces of helium and a few other light nuclei were beginning to appear. “How could it all come out of that?”


  The GOD chuckled. “The research people developed some things called ‘Laws of Physics’ that they buried inside it. The angelcies will never find them. But they’re in there, and they’ll make it all happen just the way we planned. We ran the numbers through the IBM last night, and they work. You wait and see.”


  Gabriel looked over his shoulder at the site supervisor’s hut and then gazed back at the embryo universe with a new respect. “I was going to go inside for a coffee,” he said. “But this sounds interesting. I think I’ll hang around a little longer. I don’t want to miss this.”


  The GOD smiled. “Oh, that’s okay—you go get your coffee,” he said. “It will take a while yet.”


  BRIDGE O’ DOOM


  Ken Rand


  The Union Pacific built the bridge in 1896 on its line from the Coyote Ridge coal mines up north to the mainline at Three Pines fifteen miles south. The bridge spanned Three Pines River where the footing was the most solid. A Pratt simple-span through-truss bridge, reinforced with a wooden-beam central pier. A hundred and twenty-two feet long, fourteen feet wide, fifty-two feet high from the pier footing to the span top. A hundred and three tons of steel girder.


  It had no official name. UP just gave it a number that nobody remembered, but people called it the Strausser Bridge because it was on Strausser land. When the mines played out in 1910, UP sold the line to Hans Strausser, cheap.


  He got the bridge intact, all deeded legal and proper.


  Hans sold the rails during The Great War and used the ties for corral and fence. He kept the bridge up because it was a shortcut to his summer grazing land by the old mines.


  It was a pretty bridge. Ansel Adams photographed the lower valley from the bridge in the spring of 1942 on his way back from shooting at Yellowstone. His photograph of the bridge from the west bank looking back toward the house, barn, and corrals became world famous.


  Dale Strausser sat at the kitchen table finishing a cup of coffee just at sunup, getting ready for morning chores. Griddle-iron heat poured through the open door and window.


  Miguel, Dale’s hired hand, came running across the yard yelling, raising a dusty rooster tail. The wiry old Mexican stood in the open kitchen door, panting, dancing from foot to foot like he had to pee, and jabbering in Spanish.


  “Slow down,” Dale said. He stood and strode to the door, coffee mug in hand.


  Miguel took a breath. “Something on the bridge, Dale. You got to see.”


  “We got a bear or what?” Rocky barked out by the bridge.


  Miguel’s answer came in high-speed Spanish again, and Dale caught enough, including “diablo” and “brujeria,” to know he’d better try to look serious. Miguel was a good hand.


  Dale took a last swig of black brew, tossed the dregs and mug in the sink, and walked out into the yard, Miguel hovering, skinny arm pointing over Dale’s broad shoulder at the thing on the bridge.


  “See?” Miguel’s voice cracked. He smelled like onion.


  On the bridge stood a huge, square, black wall. Dale judged it measured fourteen feet wide and as tall. He knew the bridge’s dimensions, and the—thing—fit from side beam to side beam as if wedged in place under the queen post two-thirds of the way across.


  If you take a boat across to the other bank and wade back this way a tad and look up, it disappears. That’s because you see it edge-on and it has no thickness. No thickness. The scientists said that’s impossible.


  You can’t see it at all from the west side. It has only one dimension—what you see from where you are now. No edges, no side view, no backside. Impossible.


  And the color. Solid black. It reflects no light. None. The scientists said it emits no radiation. Some thought it was a black hole.


  Dale took a breath and approached the thing, alone. Miguel wouldn’t set foot on the bridge, nor Rocky. Dale stood in front of it, ten feet away. His hair stood on end, beard to crown. I’ve gotten used to it since, and I don’t have much hair left anyway, but back then, it was the most eerie thing I’d ever seen.


  He picked up a rock and tossed it at the thing. The rock disappeared. It made no sound.


  Dale grunted. He’d expected the rock would bounce off, or ripple like water or make a whoosh, gurgle, or sucking sound. Special effects. Something. Anything.


  Nothing happened.


  Miguel and Rocky had gone quiet. No wind rustled the rushes at the foot of the bridge or stirred the cottonwoods flanking the barn. No cows bawled in the field to the north like they did that time of day. Even the chickens were quiet.


  Dale got an idea.


  “Miguel, you got any string with you?”


  He turned when Miguel didn’t answer. He’d gone. Rocky sat shivering.


  Dale cursed, and fetched some bailing twine from the barn and tied it around a three-foot length of two-by-four and went back to the bridge. Five feet away, he threw the board through it—not at it—even then, I thought “through,” not “at.” He held the string. Didn’t hear a sound. He waited a few seconds and pulled on the string.


  The string was cut where it had touched the wall. Till Dale pulled it back, it hung as if still attached to the board, but when he jerked on the string, it was like the wall cut the string and all Dale got was what he held, cut at the wall—by the wall. The board was gone.


  Dale took out his jackknife and slid it blade first into the wall. It felt like slicing air. He shoved the blade in to the hilt and pulled it back out. Just hilt. No blade.


  “Huh.” He pondered touching it but decided against.


  He went back inside to think over another cup of coffee. Miguel had already made a new pot. They sat at the kitchen table, shoulders hunched, silent.


  After finishing his cup, Dale rose and called Sheriff Dekker in Three Pines. Dekker said he’d come out, by and by.


  Dale’s stoic demeanor cowed Miguel who settled down enough to go out and do some chores. While he did, Dale rigged a fence at the near end of the bridge with some loose chicken wire and hung a couple red rags.


  Sheriff Dekker came out two hours later, took notes, took some pictures, tossed rocks through it, scratched his head, said he’d call the University at Laramie, and left.


  Too soon, all hell broke lose. Media and scientists arrived as Dale washed lunch dishes. The first day got hectic. The next day got more so. The day after, worse.


  Scientists tried all kinds of things. They brought all these fancy electronic gadgets out here, measuring, probing, testing, doing scientist stuff. They’d send something in, nothing came back. No radio signals, no TV signals, nothing.


  It rained one day and it didn’t even get wet.


  Dale couldn’t take a leak in private what with all the TV people around. He ended up on CNN, ABC, CBS, Fox. Larry King. Leno came out to do a show.


  They began calling it “The Bridge.”


  Dale couldn’t get much work done. Neighbors came and helped as best they could for a while.


  Dale’s son Patrick came home from college before the first week. “I saw on TV, dad,” he said. “I figured you needed a hand.”


  “Immigration busted Miguel,” Dale said. He made a poor show of scolding Patrick for dropping classes to come home—waste of a good mind and all that.


  “What I’m learning in law school,” Patrick said, “it’ll be useful, especially if the government steps in.”


  Which they did, the next day.


  Dekker posted a deputy that first day to make sure the TV people and scientists stayed on the road, closed the gates and so on, but Dale soon got overwhelmed, what with helicopters and all. Dekker sent more deputies but it wasn’t enough. He welcomed the feds.


  I sure as hell didn’t. Pardon the language, but the feds were a goddam pain in the ass.


  “National security,” the boys with their aftershave and their mirror glasses and business suits said, eyeing Dale like he was a terrorist and stupid to boot. They set up a perimeter around the bridge and around the ranch. Soldiers, all over the place, chased off the media and a few scientists. Nobody in without permission. Patrick almost had to prove his citizenship to get back from the courthouse in Three Pines.


  On the eighth day, three days after Patrick got home, the first person crossed. An accident.


  It happened at sunup. Dale had planned to cut hay on his south pasture but he didn’t even get as far as the barn to fire up the tractor. A big Army truck blocked the barn door.


  He stalked across the yard to the bridge where a Marine colonel stood, looking busy and important.


  “Are you the chief honcho in charge of screwing up my day?” Dale said, madder than a calf at branding. “I don’t got any rights anymore, not even property rights, huh?”


  Sorry. Didn’t mean to get riled, but it still boils my beans after all these years the way the feds just took over.


  The colonel just mumbled, wouldn’t even make eye contact, about “national security” and such bullshit. I held my ground. I stood nose to nose with this asswipe and told him he’d hear from my congressman and I’d sue the goddam Pentagon.


  And so on. I’m as patriotic as the next guy, or was, but this had gone on far enough. He wouldn’t move the damn truck.


  As Dale yelled at the officer, he glanced out on to the bridge—the Bridge—and saw a scientist, an engineer named Don Reynolds from Ames, Iowa, Dale later found out, trip over a box and fall backwards into—through—the Bridge.


  Disappeared. Didn’t make a sound.


  All hell broke loose. Panic. The media heard about it—they weren’t far off—and it became hot news.


  The next day, public pressure forced Washington to let the media back in. The road soon got jammed all the way back to Three Pines with reporters, government types, and curiosity seekers. Dale’s fence got torn to hell and poachers killed a dozen head, some just left to rot in the field.


  Patrick’s legal skills finally paid off. He got a court order forcing the intruders out. Dale didn’t understand it, didn’t try to, but it got the job done, even if it took a month. Cleared them off, every soldier, scientist, TV reporter, engineer, and shiny-shoed son-of-a-bitch killing Dale’s stock, trampling his garden, tearing down fence, destroying road, and making life hell.


  They all hovered beyond the property line, watching through binoculars and telescopes, satellite dishes aimed at the sky, rigs parked up and down the road by the thousands.


  It took longer to stop the helicopters from buzzing.


  Two months later, as the first snow kissed Coyote Ridge to the north, Patrick’s college buddy Richard came.


  Richard had a theory about the Bridge, why it was there.


  Dale had read theories in the paper. He’d had the phone taken out the fourth day after it started ringing with people wanting interviews and saying it was the devil’s work and Dale had to destroy it because it was the end of the world and so on, blah, blah, blah. Dale read theories in the paper before he stopped getting it, and watched on TV. Lots of theories.


  Nobody was at ease with an alien thing nobody understood.


  Except Richard. He knew.


  “ ‘Brigadoon’,” Richard said at the breakfast table the day after he arrived, around a mouthful of egg.


  “What?” Dale said. “Bridge O’ Doom?”


  “No, Mr. Strausser.” The boy swallowed and wiped his lips. “’Brigadoon‘. It’s a play about a magical place on the other side of a, well, a bridge, like what you have.”


  “A play?”


  “Right, dad,” Patrick said. “Richard thinks what’s on the other side is a paradise, like in the play.”


  Dale didn’t see many plays in Three Pines, but he did read. “You mean like Shangri La?”


  “Exactly.” Richard related his theory. “Whatever you want is on the other side. Heaven or hell. It depends on what you believe is there, waiting for you. If you believe you’re going to heaven and you believe heaven looks like, say, downtown New York, you’ll find yourself in Times Square when you cross. If you believe hell is waiting, maybe you should bring marshmallows to toast.”


  He said he wanted to cross because paradise awaited him, this “Brigadoon.”


  “You’re not going to this Bridge O’ Doom place, not on my property, you’re not.”


  “’Brigadoon‘,” Patrick explained again, but Dale knew the difference. I was just being stubborn, is all. I admit it. I was afraid, back then. I can’t explain. I just was is all.


  They argued a long time but never settled anything. It didn’t stop Dale from liking the boy.


  Dale woke up the next morning and found Patrick on the back porch, looking out at the Bridge, the note from Richard in a fist, shoulders shaking in the cold, a tear in one eye he tried to hide.


  Nobody in the yard. Everybody gone, even the military police that wanted to guard the Bridge so nobody accidentally crossed. They’d put up a wire fence. Nobody guarded against the likelihood somebody would deliberately cross.


  Like Richard did.


  I lost his note years back but I recall it said he knew whatever was across the Bridge O’ Doom—he used the term, I think, not to mock me but to help me make light of it—was better than this side. Had to be. He typed up twenty single-spaced pages why he believed so.


  Patrick gave a copy of the note to the media.


  A couple days later, it started. A trickle at first. An old couple after breakfast, a woman with a baby a few minutes later, a teenage couple “eloping,” then a Catholic priest. They came by ones and twos all that day, parking their vehicles at the gate and walking in.


  Then, a flood. They came, like lemmings, down the road, across the field to the north, and up the valley from the south. Abandoned cars piled up for miles around.


  The military tried to turn people away. Dale and Patrick heard explosions and gunshots over the horizon, and shouting, but that stopped after a few hours.


  We were overwhelmed.


  Still, most came quiet, orderly, with good manners, like Richard and Patrick. They didn’t run or scream or act crazy. They didn’t drool. Some sang. “Off to See the Wizard” was popular. Some crossed naked, tossing clothes into the river as they went.


  And they came and came and came, day and night, week after week, month after month, year after year, they came. Enough thought to bring food to share or Patrick and Dale would have starved to death the first month.


  Patrick crossed a year later.


  I don’t think I want to talk about why he did. He just did is all. Leave it at that.


  The flood died down five years ago, turned to a trickle again. It got so I’d see a few hundred people a day, then a few dozen, then just a handful a month.


  Nobody has crossed for the past—hell, I forget.


  “Why?” the stranger asked, voice raspy.


  “Why?” The question startled Dale. “Well, I guess because most of them—”


  “Why do you stay?” The stranger pointed at the Bridge O’ Doom. “Everybody else—”


  “Ah.” Dale nodded. “The other question.”


  The scarecrow-thin man, of indeterminate age, scruffy-bearded and road-dirty, eyes glazed with weariness, stood before Dale and looked past him at the Bridge, or past it, to whatever lay beyond.


  Dale had been telling the story, as he had to thousands who’d come before. The man had shuffled up the road, stood looking out, and asked “Is this it?” and Dale had told him.


  “I’ve been gatekeeper for twenty-two years and more,” Dale had started, “and you’d be surprised how many people ask me how it got its name. Let me tell you . . .”


  Now, the man wanted to know “why.”


  “The other question.” Dale eased his creaky bones onto a stool under the shade of a ratty Army issue tarp at the foot of the Bridge. The day had been relentless hot, no breeze.


  Dale resumed stitching, repairing a holey shirt, what he’d been doing before the man arrived.


  “Could offer you a bite to eat.” Dale nodded at a sack of dried apples by his foot.


  No answer. In the still air, Dale heard the man breathe, in and out, a blacksmith bellows. Eyes fixed on the Bridge. Or beyond.


  No knapsack. No baggage. Sweat dripped down a hatchet-thin nose, collected in his beard.


  “I tell them the story and they nod, their eyes on the Bridge, or past it, not looking at me, maybe not even listening. Like you.”


  No answer.


  “It doesn’t matter. After a while, sometimes even before I finish, they take a deep breath and head out.


  “I think they ask as a way to delay while they psyche themselves up. Like somebody on the high dive, nervous, asks their buddies ‘How deep is the water?’ or ‘How high up am I, do you reckon?’ Helps steel their nerves. You go off the high dive the first time—once. After that, it’s not the first time no more.


  “It’s not so pretty now, not like when Ansel Adams took that picture in ‘42. All these dead cars and old rusted crap. I try to clean up, but, well.”


  “Why?”


  “I have a garden—”


  The man turned and fixed glazed eyes on Dale. “Why?”


  “Ah.” Dale lay his stitching aside and returned the man’s gaze. “Why I haven’t crossed yet? What’s an old fart like me doing here and what’ll I do if I need a dentist or run out of toilet paper? Okay.”


  Dale sighed. “For a while, till Patrick crossed, I expected it to do something, you know? Maybe belch or spit out a pile of bones. Don’t know what I expected, but something—some change that would explain what it was for.


  “For a while, I thought maybe I didn’t cross because I wanted to see the change. I was here when it came, I was the first to put anything through it, I saw the first crossing, I was here when Richard crossed. I’ve seen everybody who crossed since, except when I slept or went to the bathroom.


  “So, why not be here to see when it coughs, spits out a bone pile, burps, or disappears, or whatever?


  “A few years ago, I got to wondering how many people had crossed. Millions, maybe, but not all six billion on the planet.” Dale shrugged. “Or maybe not. I wonder if other Bridges opened up so the entire human race could cross.”


  The stranger opened his mouth as if to speak, but Dale raised a hand. “I don’t know,” he said, “and I don’t intend to find out.


  “I just don’t care.


  “That‘s why I don’t cross. I don’t care what’s out there. Not a bit. I’m happy right here.


  “See, I grew up in Wyoming, population 470-thousand last time I saw a census, north of Three Pines, population two thousand. My nearest neighbor lived two miles away. My father and his father and his father lived here.


  “People used to ask me what I saw to like out here. No excitement, nothing to do. No people. I get no smog, no noise, no hurry, no crime. No people.


  “I like it because it’s quiet. Even if it wasn’t quiet, like during the exodus, I’d still like it here.


  “It’s home, you see? Home. Whatever’s on the other side, I don’t care. It isn’t home.”


  The stranger cocked his head as if thinking. Or maybe, Dale thought, listening to some call Dale couldn’t hear.


  “Now.” Dale stood. “You tell me.”


  The man shook his head, as if awakening from a nap. “What? Tell you—”


  “Why. Why you want to go. What’s over there that you—”


  The man turned, as so many had before. He turned toward the Bridge O’ Doom, as if Dale wasn’t there, had never been, and he began walking.


  ALIENS ATE MY PICKUP


  Mercedes Lackey


  Yes’m, I’m serious. Aliens ate my pickup. Only it weren’t really aliens, jest one, even though it was my Chevy four-ton, and he was a little bitty feller, not like some Japanese giant thing . . . an’ he didn’t really eat it, he just kinda chewed it up a little, look, you can see the teeth-marks on the bumper here an’ . . .


  Oh, start at the beginin’? Well, all right, I guess.


  My name? It’s Jed, Jed Pryor. I was born an’ raised on this farm outsida Claremore, been here all my life. Well, ‘cept for when I went t’ OU.


  What? Well, heck fire, sure I graduated!


  What? Well, what makes you thank Okies tawk funny?


  Degree? You bet I gotta degree! I gotta Batchler in Land Management right there on the wall of m’living room and—


  Oh, the alien. Yeah, well, it was dark of the moon, middle of this June, when I was out doin’ some night-fishin’ on m’pond. Stocked it about five years ago with black an’ stripy bass, just let ‘em be, started fishin’ it this year. I’m tellin’ you, I got a five pounder on m’third cast this spring an’—


  Right, the alien. Well, I was out there drownin’ a coupla lures about midnight, makin’ the fish laugh, when wham! all of a sudden the sky lights up like Riverparks on Fourth of July. I mean t’tell you, I haven’t seen nothin’ like that in all my born days! I ‘bout thought them scifi writers lives over on the next farm had gone an’ bought out one’a them fireworks factories in Tennessee again, like they did just before New Years. Boy howdy, that was a night! I swan, it looked like the sky over ol’ Baghdad, let me tell you! Good thing they warned us they was gonna set off some doozies, or—


  Right, the night’a them aliens. Well, anyway, the sky lit up, but it was all over in lessn’ a minute, so I figgered it couldn’t be them writers. Now, we get us some weird stuff ev’ry now an’ again, y’know, what with MacDac—that’s MacDonald-Douglas t’you—bein’ right over the county line an’ all, well I just figgered they was testin’ somethin’ that I wasn’t supposed t’ know about an’ I went back t’ drownin’ worms.


  What? Why didn’ I think it was a UFO? Ma’am, what makes you thank Okies got hayseeds in their haids? I got a satylite dish on m’front lawn, I watch NASA channel an’ PBS an’ science shows all the time, an’ I got me a subscription t’ Skeptical Inquirer, an’ I ain’t never seen nothin’ t’make me think there was such a thang as UFOs. Nope, I purely don’t believe in ‘em. Or I didn’t, anyway.


  So, like I was sayin’ I went back t’ murderin’ worms an’ makin’ the bass laugh, an’ finally got tired’a bein’ the main course fer the skeeters an’ chiggers an’ headed back home. I fell inta bed an’ didn’ think nothin’ about it till I walked out next mornin’.


  An’ dang if there ain’t a big ol’ mess in the middle’a my best hayfield! What? Oh heckfire, ma’am, it was one’a them crop circle things, like on the cover’a that Led Zeppelin record. Purely ruint m’hay. You cain’t let hay get flattened down like that, spoils it right quick ‘round here if they’s been any dew, an’ it was plenty damp that mornin’.


  How’d I feel? Ma’am, I was hot. I figgered it was them scifi writers, foolin’ with me; them city folk, they dunno you cain’t do that t’hay. But they didn’ have no cause t’fool with me like that, we bin pretty good neighbors so far, I even bought their books an’ liked ‘em pretty much too, ‘cept for the stuff ‘bout the horses. Ev’body knows a white horse’s deaf as a post, like as not, less’n’ it’s one’a them Lippyzaners. Ain’t no horse gonna go read yer mind, or go ridin’ through fire an’ all like that an’—


  Oh, yeah. Well, I got on th’ phone, gonna give ‘em what for, an’ turns out they’re gone! One’a them scifi conventions. So it cain’t be them.


  Well, shoot, now I dunno what t’think. That’s when I heerd it, under th’ porch. Somethin’ whimperin’, like.


  Now y’know what happens when you live out in the country. People dump their dang-blasted strays all th’ time, thinkin’ some farmer’ll take care of ‘em. Then like as not they hook up with one’a the dog packs an’ go wild an’ start runnin’ stock. Well, I guess I gotta soft heart t’match my soft head, I take ‘em in, most times. Get ‘em fixed, let ‘em run th’ rabbits outa my garden. Coyotes get ‘em sooner or later, but I figger while they’re with me, they at least got t’eat and gotta place t’sleep. So I figgered it was ‘nother dang stray, an’ I better get ‘im out from under th’ porch ‘fore he messes under there an’ it starts t’smell.


  So I got down on m’hands an’ knees like a pure durn fool, an’ I whistled an’ coaxed, an’ carried on like some kinda dim bulb, an’ finally that stray come out. But ma’am, what come outa that porch weren’t no dog.


  It was about the ugliest thing on six legs I ever seen in my life. Ma’am, that critter looked like somebody done beat out a fire on its face with a ugly stick. Looked like five miles ‘a bad road. Like the reason first cousins hadn’t ought t’get married. Two liddle, squinchy eyes that wuz all pupil, nose like a burnt pancake, jaws like a bear-trap. Hide all mangy and patchy, part scales and part fur, an’ all of it putrid green. No ears that I could see. Six legs, like I said, an’ three tails, two of ‘em whippy and ratty, an’ one sorta like a club. It drooled, an’ its nose ran. Id’a been afraid of it, ‘cept it crawled outa there with its three tails ‘tween its legs, whimperin’ an’ wheezin’ an’ lookin’ up at me like it was ‘fraid I was gonna beat it. I figgered, hell, poor critter’s scarder of me than I am of it—an’ if it looks ugly t’me, reckon I must look just’s ugly right back.


  So I petted it, an’ it rolled over on its back an’ stuck all six legs in th’air, an’ just acted about like any other pup. I went off t’ the barn an’ got Thang—I ended up callin’ it Thang fer’s long as I had it—I got Thang a big ol’ bowl’a dog food, didn’ know what else t’give it. Well, he looked pretty pleased, an’ he ate it right up—but then he sicked it right back up too. I shoulda figgered, I guess, he bein’ from someplace else an’ all, but it was worth a try.


  But ‘fore I could try somethin’ else, he started off fer m’bushes. I figgered he was gonna use ‘em fer the usual—


  But heckfire if he didn’t munch down m’ junipers, an’ then sick them up! Boy howdy, was that a mess! Look, you can see the place right there—


  Yes’m, I know. I got th’ stuff tested later, after it was all over. Chemist said th’ closest thang he’d ever seen to’t was somethin’ he called Aquia Reqa or somethin’ like—kind’ve a mix a’ all kinda acids together, real nasty stuff, etches glass an’ everthang.


  Anyhow, I reckon gettin’ fed an’ then sickin’ it all back up agin jest made the poor critter ‘bout half crazy bein’ hungry. But next I know, Thang’s took off like a shot, a headin’ fer one’a my chickens!


  Well, he caught it, an he ate it down, beak an’ feathers, an’ he sicked it right back up agin’ ‘fore I could stop ‘im.


  That made me hot all over agin’. Some dang idjut makes a mess’a my hayfield, then this Thang makes messes all over m’yard, an’ then it eats one’a my chickens. Now I’m a soft man, but there’s one thing I don’t stand for, an’ that’s critters messin’ with the stock. I won’t have no dog that runs cows, sucks eggs, or kills chickens. So I just grabbed me the first thang that I could and I went after that Thang t’lay inta him good. Happens it was a shovel, an’ I whanged him a good one right upside th’ haid ‘fore he’d even finished bein’ sick. Well, it seemed t’hurt him ‘bout as much as a rolled-up paper’ll hurt a pup, so I kept whangin’ him an’ he kept cowerin’ an’ whimperin’ an’ then he grabbed the shovel, the metal end.


  An’ he ate it.


  He didn’t sick that up, neither.


  Well, we looked at each other, an’ he kinda wagged his tails, an’ I kinda forgave ‘im, an’ we went lookin’ fer some more stuff he could eat.


  I tell you, I was a pretty happy man ‘fore the day was over. I reckoned I had me th’ answer to one of m’bills. See, I c’n compost ‘bout ev’thang organic, an’ I can turn them aluminum cans in, but the rest of th’ trash I gotta pay for pickup, an’ on a farm, they’s a lot of it what they call hazardous, an’ thats extra. What? Oh, you know, barrels what had chemicals in ‘em, bug-killer, weed-killer, fertilizer. That an’ there’s just junk that kinda accumulates. An’ people are always dumpin’ their dang old cars out here, like they dump their dang dogs. Lotsa trash that I cain’t get rid of an’ gotta pay someone t’haul.


  But ol’ Thang, he just ate it right up. Plastic an’ metal, yes’m, that was what he et. Didn’ matter how nasty, neither. Fed ‘im them chemical barrels, fed ‘im ol’ spray-paint cans, fed ‘im th’ cans from chargin’ the air-conditioner, he just kept waggin’ his tails an’ lookin’ fer more. That’s how he come t’ chew on my Chevy; I was lookin’ fer somethin’ else t’feed him, an’ he started chawin’ on the bumpers. Look, see them teethmarks? Yes’m, he had him one good set of choppers all right. Naw, I never took thought t’be afraid of him, he was just a big puppy.


  Well, like I said, by sundown I was one happy man. I figgered I not only had my trash problem licked, I could purt-near take care of the whole dang county. You know how much them fellers get t’take care’a hazardous waste? Heckfire, all I had t’do was feed it t’ol’ Thang, an’ what came out ‘tother end looked pretty much like ash. I had me a goldmine, that’s how I figgered.


  Yeah, I tied ol’ Thang up with what was left of a couch t’chew on an’ a happy grin on his ugly face, an’ I went t’sleep with m’accountin’ program dancin’ magic numbers an m’head.


  An’ I woke up with a big, bright light in m’eyes, an’ not able t’move. I kinda passed out, an’ when I came to, Thang was gone, an’ all that was left was the leash an’ collar. All I can figger is that whoever messed up m’hayfield was havin’ a picnic or somethin’ an’ left their doggie by accident. But I reckon they figger I took pretty good care of ‘im, since I ‘spect he weighed ‘bout forty, fifty pounds more when they got ‘im back.


  But I ‘spose it ain’t all bad. I gotta friend got a plane, an’ he’s been chargin’ a hunnert bucks t’take people over th’ field, an’ splittin’ it with me after he pays fer the gas. And folks that comes by here, well, I tell ‘em, the story, they get kinda excited an . . .


  What ma’am? Pictures? Samples? Well sure. It’ll cost you fifty bucks fer a sample’a where Thang got sick, an’ seventy-five fer a picture of the bumper of my Chevy.


  Why ma’am, what made you thank Okies was dumb?


  DEVIL’S ASTEROID


  Manly Wade Wellman


  It was not very large, as asteroids go, but about it clung a silvery mist of atmosphere. Deeper flashes through the mist betokened water, and green patches hinted of rich vegetation. The space-patroller circled the little world knowledgeably, like a wasp buzzing around an apple. In the control room, by the forward ports, the Martian skipper addressed his Terrestrial companion.


  “I wissh you joy of yourr new home,” he purred. Like many Martians, he was braced upright on his lower tentacles by hoops and buckles around his bladdery body, so that he had roughly a human form, over which lay a strange loose armor of light plates. In the breathing hole of his petal-tufted skull was lodged an artificial voice-box that achieved words. “I rregrret . . .”


  Fitzhugh Parr glowered back. He was tall, even for a man of Earth, and his long-jawed young face darkened with wrath. “Regret nothing,” he snapped. “You’re jolly glad to drop me on this little hell.”


  “Hell?” repeated the Martian reproachfully. “But it iss a ssplendid miniaturre worrld . . . nineteen of yourr miless in diameterr, with arrtificial grravity centerr to hold airr and waterr; ssown, too, with Terresstrrial plantss. And companionss of yourr own rrace.”


  “There’s a catch,” rejoined Parr. “Something you Martian swine think is a heap big joke. I can see that, captain.”


  The tufted head wagged. “Underr trreaty between Marrs and Earrth, judgess of one planet cannot ssentence to death crriminalss frrom the otherr, not even forr murrderr . . .”


  “It wasn’t for murder!” exploded Parr. “I struck in self-defense!”


  “I cannot arrgue the point. Yourr victim wass a high official perrhapss inssolent, but you Earrth folk forrget how eassy ourr crraniumss crrack underr yourr blowss. Anyway, you do not die . . . you arre exiled. Prreparre to dissembarrk.”


  Behind them three Martian space-hands, sprawling like squids near the control-board, made flutelike comments to each other. The tentacle of each twiddled an electro-automatic pistol.


  “Rremove tunic and bootss,” directed the skipper. “You will not need them. Quickly, ssirr!”


  Parr glared at the levelled weapons of the space-hands, then shucked his upper garment and kicked off his boots. He stood up straight and lean-muscled, in a pair of duck shorts. His fists clenched at his sides.


  “Now we grround,” the skipper continued, and even as he spoke there came the shock of the landfall. The inner panel opened, then the outer hatch. Sunlight beat into the chamber. “Goodbye,” said the skipper formally. “You have thirrty ssecondss, Earrth time, to walk clearr of our blasstss beforre we take off. Marrch.”


  Parr strode out upon dark, rich soil. He sensed behind him the silent quiver of Martian laughter, and felt a new ecstasy of hate for his late guards, their race, and the red planet that spawned them. Not until he heard the rumble and swish of the ship’s departure did he take note of the little world that was now his prison home.


  At first view it wasn’t really bad. At second, it wasn’t really strange. The sky, by virtue of an Earth-type atmosphere, shone blue with wispy clouds, and around the small plain on which he stood sprouted clumps and thickets of green tropical trees. Heathery ferns, with white and yellow edges to their leaves, grew under his bare feet. The sun, hovering at zenith, gave a July warmth to the air. The narrow horizon was very near, of course, but the variety of thickets and the broken nature of the land beyond kept it from seeming too different from the skyline of Earth. Parr decided that he might learn to endure, even to enjoy. Meanwhile, what about the other Terrestrials exiled here? And, as Parr wondered, he heard their sudden, excited voices.


  Threats and oaths rent the balmy air. Through the turmoil resounded solid blows. Parr broke into a run, shoved through some broad-leafed bushes, and found himself in the midst of the excitement.


  A dozen men, with scraggly beards and skimpy rags of clothing, were setting upon an unclassifiable creature that snarled and fought back. It was erect and coarsely hairy . . . Parr saw that much before the enigma gave up the unequal fight and ran clumsily away into a mass of bright-flowered scrub. Execrations and a volley of sticks and stones speeded its flight.


  Then the mob was aware of Parr. Every man . . . they were all male Terrestrials . . . turned toward him, with something like respect. One of them, tall and thin, spoke diffidently:


  “You just arrived?”


  “I was just booted out, ten minutes ago,” Parr informed him. “Why?”


  “Because you’re our new chief,” responded the thin man, bowing. “The latest comer always commands here.”


  Parr must have goggled, for the thin one smiled through tawny stubble. “The latest comer is always highest and wisest,” he elaborated. “He is healthiest. Best. The longer you stay on this asteroid, the lower you fall.”


  Parr thought he was being joked with, and scowled. But his informant smiled the broader. “My name’s Sadau . . . here under sentence for theft of Martian government property.”


  “I’m Fitzhugh Parr. They said I was a murderer. It’s a lie.”


  One or two chuckled at that, and the one who called himself Sadau said: “We all feel unjustly condemned. Meet the others . . . Jeffords, Wain, Haldocott . . .” Each man, as named, bowed to Parr. The final introduction was of a sallow, frowning lump of a fellow called Shanklin.


  “I was boss until you came,” volunteered this last man. “Now you take over.” He waved toward a little cluster of grass huts, half hidden among ferny palms. “This is our capital city. You get the largest house . . . until somebody new shows up. Then you step down, like me.”


  He spoke with ill grace. Parr did not reply at once, but studied these folk who were putting themselves under his rule. They would not have been handsome even if shaved and dressed properly. Indeed, two or three had the coarse, low-browed look of profound degenerates. Back into Parr’s mind came the words of Sadau: “The longer you stay . . . the lower you fall.”


  “Gentlemen,” said Parr at last, “before I accept command or other office, give me information. Just now you were acting violently. You, Sadau, started explaining. Go ahead.”


  Sadau shrugged a lean freckled shoulder, and with a jerk of his head directed his companions to retire toward the huts. They obeyed, with one or two backward glances. Left alone with Parr, Sadau looked up with a wise, friendly expression.


  “I won’t waste time trying to be scientific or convincing. I’ll give you facts . . . we older exiles know them only too well. This asteroid seems a sort of Eden to you, I daresay.”


  “I told the Martians that I knew there was a catch somewhere.”


  “Your instinct’s sound. The catch is this: Living creatures . . . Terrestrials anyway . . . degenerate here. They go backward in evolution, become . . .” Sadau broke off a moment, for his lips had begun to quiver. “They become beasts,” he finished.


  “What?” growled Parr. “You mean that men turn into apes?”


  “Yes. And the apes turn into lower creatures. Those become lower creatures still.” Sadau’s eyes were earnest and doleful. “The process may run back and down to the worm, for all we can judge. We try not to think too much about it.”


  “This is a joke of some kind,” protested Parr, but Sadau was not smiling.


  “Martian joke, perhaps. The treaty keeps them from killing us . . . and this is their alternative punishment. It makes death trivial by comparison . . . You don’t believe. It’s hard. But you see that some of us, oldest in point of exile, are sliding back into bestiality. And you saw us drive away, as our custom is, a man who had definitely become a beast.”


  “That thing was a man?” prompted Parr, his spine chilling.


  “It had been a man. As you wander here and there, you’ll come upon queer sights . . . sickening ones.”


  Parr squinted at the huts, around the doors of which lounged the other men. “That looks like a permanent community, Sadau.”


  “It is, but the population’s floating. I came here three months ago . . . Earth months . . . and the place was operating under the rules I outlined. Latest comer, necessarily the highest-grade human being, to be chief; those who degenerate beyond a certain point to be driven out; the rest to live peaceably together, helping each other.”


  Parr only half heard him. “Evolution turned backward . . . it can’t be true. It’s against nature.”


  “Martians war against nature,” replied Sadau pithily. “Mars is a dead world, and its people are devils. They’d be the logical explorers to find a place where such things can be, and to make use of it. Don’t believe me if you don’t want to. Time and life here will convince you.”


  In the days that followed . . . the asteroid turned once in approximately twenty-two hours . . . Parr was driven to belief. Perhaps the slowness of the idea’s dawning kept him from some form of insanity.


  Every man of the little group that called him chief was on the way to be a man no more. There were stooped backs among them, a forward hang to arms, a sprouting of coarse, lank hair. Foreheads fell away, noses flattened coarsely, eyes grew small and shifty. Sadau informed Parr that such evidences of degeneration meant a residence of a year or so on the exile asteroid.


  “We’ll be driving one or two of them away pretty soon,” he observed.


  “What then?” asked Parr. “What happens to the ones that are driven out?”


  “Sometimes we notice them, peering through the brush, but mostly they haul out by themselves a little way from here . . . shaggy brutes, like our earliest fathers. There are lower types still. They stay completely clear of us.”


  Parr asked the question that had haunted him since his first hour of exile: “Sadau, do you see any change in me?”


  Sadau smiled and shook his head. “You won’t alter in the least for a month.”


  That was reasonable. Man, Parr remembered, has been pretty much the same for the past ten thousand years. If a year brought out the beast in the afflicted exiles, then that year must count for a good hundred thousand years turned backward. Five years would be five hundred thousand of reverse evolution . . . in that time, one would be reduced to something definitely animal. Beyond that, one would drop into the category of tailed monkeys, of rodent crawlers . . . reptiles next, and then . . .


  “I’ll kill myself first,” he thought, but even as he made the promise he knew he would not. Cowards took the suicide way out, the final yielding to unjust, cruel mastery by the Martians. Parr stiffened his shoulders, that had grown tanned and vigorous in the healthy air. He spoke grimly to Sadau:


  “I don’t accept all this yet. It’s happened to others, but not to me so far. There’s a way of stopping this, and paying off those Martian swine. If it can be done . . .”


  “I’m with you, Chief!” cried Sadau, and they shook hands.


  Heartened, he made inquiries. The Martian space-patroller came every month or so, to drop a new exile. It always landed on the plain where Parr had first set foot to the asteroid. That gave him an idea, and he held conference in the early evening, with Sadau, Shanklin, and one or two others of the higher grade.


  “We could capture that craft,” urged Parr. “There’s only a skipper and three Martians . . .”


  “Yes, with pistols and ray throwers,” objected Shanklin. “Too big a risk.”


  “What’s the alternative?” demanded Sadau. “You want to stay here and turn monkey, Shanklin? Chief,” he added to Parr, “I said once that I was on your side. I’ll follow wherever you lead.”


  “Me, too,” threw in Jeffords, a sturdy man of middle age who had been sentenced for killing a Martian in a brawl.


  “And me,” wound up Haldocott, a blond youth whose skin was burned darker than his hair and downy beard. “We four can pull it off without Shanklin.”


  But Shanklin agreed, with something like good humor, to stand by the vote of the majority. The others of the community assented readily, for they were used to acting at the will of their wiser companions. And at the next arrival of the Martian patroller . . . an observer, posted by Parr in a treetop, reported its coming whole hours away . . . they made a quick disposal of forces around the rocket-scorched plain that did duty for a landing field. Parr consulted for a last moment with Sadau, Shanklin, Jeffords and Haldocott.


  “We’ll lead rushes from different directions,” he said. “As the hatchway comes open, the patroller will stall for the moment . . . can’t take off until it’s airtight everywhere. I’ll give a yell for signal. Then everybody charge. Jam the tubes by smacking the soft metal collars at the nozzles . . . we can straighten them back when the ship’s ours. Out to your places now.”


  “The first one at the hatch will probably be shot or rayed,” grumbled Shanklin.


  “I’ll be first there,” Parr promised him. “Who wants to live forever, anyway? Posts, everybody. Here she comes in.”


  Tense, quick-breathing moments thereafter as the craft descended and lodged. Then the hatchway opened. Parr, crouching in a clump of bushes with two followers, raised his voice in a battle yell, and rushed.


  A figure had come forward to the open hatch, slender and topped with tawny curls. It paused and shrank back at the sudden apparition of Parr and his men leaping forward. Tentacles swarmed out, trying to push or pull the figure aside so as to close the hatch again. That took more seconds . . . then Parr had crossed the intervening space. Without even looking at the newcoming exile who had so providentially forestalled the closing of the hatch, he clutched a shoulder and heaved mightily. The Martian whose tentacles had reached from within came floundering out, dragged along . . . it was the skipper whose ironic acquaintance Parr had made in his own voyage out, all dressed in that loose-plate armor. Parr wrenched a pistol from a tentacle. Yelling again, he fired through the open hatchway. Two space-hands ducked out of sight.


  “We’ve won!” yelled Parr, and for a moment he thought they had. But not all his followers had charged with his own bold immediacy.


  Sadau on one side of the ship, Jeffords and Haldocott at the other, had run in close and were walloping manfully at the nozzles of the rocket tubes. The outer metal yielded under the blows, threatening to clog the throats of the blasts. Only at the rear was there no attack . . . Shanklin, and with him three or four of the lesser men, had hung back. The few moments’ delay there was enough to make all the difference.


  Thinking and acting wisely, even without a leader, the Martian space-hands met the emergency. They had withdrawn from the open hatchway, but could reach the mechanism that closed it. Parr was too late to jump in after them. Then one of them fired the undamaged rear tubes.


  Swish! Whang! The ship took off so abruptly that Parr barely dodged aside in time, dragging along with him the new Terrestrial whose shoulder he clutched, and also the surprised Martian skipper. The rocket blasts, dragging fiery fingers across the plain, struck down Haldocott and Jeffords, and bowled over two of the laggards with Shanklin’s belated contingent. Then it was away, moving jumpily with its half-wrecked side tubes, but nevertheless escaping.


  Parr swore a great oath, that made the stranger gasp. And then Parr had time to see that this was a woman, and young. She was briefly dressed in blouse and shorts, her tawny hair was tumbled, her blue eyes wide. To her still clung the Martian skipper, and Parr covered him with the captured pistol. Next instant Shanklin, arriving at last, struck out with his club and shattered the flowerlike cranium inside the plated cap. The skipper fell dead on the spot.


  “I wanted him for a prisoner!” growled Parr.


  “What good would that do?” flung back Shanklin roughly. “The ship’s what we wanted. It’s gone. You bungled, Parr.”


  Parr was about to reply with the obvious charge that Shanklin’s own hesitancy had done much to cause the failure, when Sadau spoke:


  “This young lady . . . miss, are you an exile? Because,” and he spoke in the same fashion that he had once employed to Parr, “then you’re our new chief. The latest comer commands.”


  “Why . . . why . . .” stammered the girl.


  “Wait a minute,” interposed Parr again. “Let’s take stock of ourselves. Haldocott and Jeffords killed . . . and a couple of others . . .”


  Shanklin barked at him. “You don’t give orders any more. We’ve got a new chief, and you’re just one of the rabble, like me.” He made a heavily gallant bow toward the latest arrival. “May I ask your name, lady?”


  “I’m Varina Pemberton,” she said. “But what’s the meaning of all this?”


  Shanklin and Sadau began to explain. The others gathered interestedly around. Parr felt suddenly left out, and stooped to look at the dead Martian. The body wore several useful things . . . a belt with ammunition and a knife-combination, shoes on the thickened ends of the tentacles, and that strange armor. As Parr moved to retrieve these, his companions called out to halt him.


  “The new chief will decide about those things,” said Shanklin officiously. “Especially the gun. Can I have it?”


  To avoid a crisis, Parr passed the weapon to the girl, who nodded thanks and slid it into her own waist-belt. Shanklin asked for, and received, the knife. Sadau was the only man slender enough to wear the shoes, and gratefully donned them. Parr looked once again at the armor, which he had drawn free of its dead owner.


  “What’s that for?” asked Shanklin.


  Parr made no answer, because he did not know. The armor was too loosely hung together for protection against weapons. It certainly was no space-overall. And it had nothing of the elegance that might make it a Martian uniform of office. Casting back, Parr remembered that the skipper had worn it at the time when he, Parr, was landed . . . but not during the voyage out. He shook his head over the mystery.


  “Let that belong to you,” the girl Varina Pemberton was telling him. “It has plates of metal that may be turned to use. Perhaps . . .” She seemed to be on the verge of saying something important, but checked herself.


  “If you’ll come with us,” Sadau told her respectfully, “we’ll show you where we live and where you will rule.”


  They held council that night among the grass huts . . . the nine that were left after the unsuccessful attack on the patroller. Varina Pemberton, very pretty in her brief sports costume, sat on the stump that was chief’s place; but Shanklin did most of the talking.


  “Nobody will argue about our life and prospects being good here,” he thundered, “but there’s no use in making things worse when they’re bad enough.” He shook a thick forefinger at Fitzhugh Parr, who wore the armor he had stripped from the dead Martian. “You were chief, and what you said goes. But you’re not chief now . . . you’re just the man who murdered four of us!”


  “Mmm . . . yes,” growled one of the lower-fallen listeners, a furry-shouldered, buck-toothed clod named Wain. “That blast almost got me, right behind Haldocott.” His eyes, grown small, gleamed nastily at Parr. “We ought to condemn this man . . .”


  “Please,” interposed Sadau, who alone remained friendly to Parr, “it’s for the chief to condemn.” He looked to Varina Pemberton, who shook her head slowly.


  “I feel,” she ventured with her eyes on Parr, “that this ought to be left up to you as a voting body.”


  Shanklin sprang to his feet. “Fair enough!” he bawled. “I call Parr guilty. All who think like me, say aye!”


  “Aye!”


  “Aye!”


  “Aye!”


  They were all agreeing except Sadau, who looked shrunken and sad and frightened. Shanklin smirked.


  “All who think he should be killed as a murderer . . .”


  “Hold on,” put in Varina Pemberton. “If I’m chief, I’ll draw the line there. Don’t kill him.”


  Shanklin bowed toward her. “I was wrong to suggest that before a woman. Then he’s to be kicked out?”


  There was a chorus of approving yells, and all save Sadau jumped up to look for sticks and stones. Parr laid his hand on the club he had borne in the skirmish that day.


  “Now wait,” he said clearly and harshly, and the whole party faced him . . . Sadau wanly, the girl questioningly, the rest angrily.


  “I’m to be kicked out,” Parr repeated. “I’ll accept that. I’ll go. But,” and the club lifted itself in his right hand, “I’m not going to be rough-housed. I’ve seen it happen here, and none of it for me.”


  “Oh, no?” Shanklin had picked up a club of his own, and grinned fiercely.


  “No. Let me go, and I leave without having to be whipped out of camp. Mob me, and I promise to die fighting, right here.” He stamped a foot on the ground. “I’ll crack a skull or two before I wink out. That’s a solemn statement of fact.”


  “Let him go,” said Varina Pemberton again, this time with a ring of authority. “He wears that armor, and he’ll put up a fight. We can’t spare any more men.”


  “Thank you,” Parr told her bleakly. He gave Shanklin a last long stare of challenge, then turned on his heel and walked away toward the thickets amid deep silence. Behind him the council fire made a dwindling hole in the blackness of night. It seemed to be his last hope, fading away.


  He pushed in among thick, leafy stems. A voice hailed him:


  “Hah!”


  And a figure, blacker than the gloom, tramped close to him across a little grassy clearing.


  “You! They drive you out?” a thick, unsure voice accosted him.


  Parr hefted his club, wondering if this would be an enemy. “Yes. They drove me out. I’m exiled from among exiles.”


  “Uh.” The other seemed perplexed over these words, as though they stated a situation too complicated. Parr’s eyes, growing used to the darkness, saw that this was a grotesque, shaggy form, one of the degenerate outcasts from the village. “Uh,” repeated his interrogator. “You come to us. Make one more in camp. Come.”


  Among tall trees, thickly grown, lay a throng of sleepers. Parr’s companion led him there, and made an awkward gesture.


  “You lie down. You sleep. Tomorrow . . . boss talk. Uh!”


  So saying, the beast-man curled up at the root of a tree. Parr sat down with his back against another trunk, the club across his knees, but he did not sleep.


  This, plainly enough, was the outcast horde. It clung together, the gregariousness of humanity not yet winnowed out by degeneration. It had a ruler, too . . .”Tomorrow boss talk.” Talk of what? In what fashion?


  Thus Parr meditated during the long, moonless night. He also took time to examine once more his captured armor. Its metal plates, clamped upon a garment of leatheroid, covered his body and limbs, even the backs of his hands, as well as his neck and scalp. Yet, as he had decided before, it was no great protection against violence. As clothing it was superfluous on this tropical planetoid. What then?


  He could not see, but he could feel. His fingers quested all over one plate, probing and tapping. The plate was hollow . . . in reality, two saucer-shaped plates with their concave faces together. They gave off a muffled clink of hollowness when he tapped them. When he shook the armor, there was something extra in the sound, and that impelled him to hold a plate close to his ear. He heard a soft, rhythmic whirr of machinery.


  “There’s a vibration in this stuff,” he summed up in his mind. “What for? To protect against what?”


  Then, suddenly, he had it.


  The greatest menace of the whole tiny world was the force that reversed evolution . . . the vibration must be designed to neutralize that force!


  “I’m immune!” cried Fitzhugh Parr aloud; and, in the early dawn that now crept into the grove, his sleeping companions began to wake and rise and gape at him.


  He gaped back, with the shocked fascination that any intelligent person would feel at viewing such reconstructions of his ancestors. At almost the first glance he saw that the newest evolutionary thought was correct . . . these were simian, but not apes. Ape and man, as he had often heard, sprang from the same common fore-father, low-browed, muzzle-faced, hairy. Such were these, in varying degrees of intensity. None wore clothes. Grinning mouths exhibited fanglike teeth, bare chests broadened powerfully, clumsy hands with short, ineffectual thumbs made foolish gestures. But the feet, for instance, were not like hands, they were flat pedestals with forward-projecting toes. The legs, though short, were powerful. Man’s father, decided Parr, must have had something of the bear about his appearance . . . and the most bearlike of the twenty or thirty beast-men heaved himself erect and came slouching across toward Parr.


  This thing had once been a giant of a man, and remained a giant of an animal. None of the others present were nearly as large, nor were any of the men who had driven Parr forth. Six feet six towered this hair-thicketed ogre, with a chest like a drayhorse, and arms as thick as stovepipes. One hand . . . the thumb had trouble opposing the great cucumber fingers . . . flourished a club almost as long as Parr’s whole body.


  “I . . . boss,” thundered this monster impressively. “Throw down stick.”


  Parr had risen, his own club poised for defense. The giant’s free hand pointed to the weapon. “Throw down,” it repeated, with a growl as bearlike as the body.


  “Not me,” said Parr, and ducked away from the tree-trunk against which he might be pinned. “What’s the idea? I didn’t do anything to you . . .”


  “I . . . boss,” said his threatener again. “Nobody fight me.”


  “True, true,” chorused the others sycophantically. “Ling, he boss . . . throw down club, you new man.”


  Parr saw what they meant. With the other community, the newest and therefore most advanced individual ruled. In this more primitive society, the strongest held sway until a stronger displaced him. The giant called Ling was by no means the most human-seeming creature there, but he was plainly the ruler and plainly meant so to continue. Parr was no coward, but he was no fool. As the six-foot bludgeon whirled upward between him and the sky, he cast down his own stick in token of surrender.


  “No argument, Ling,” he said sensibly.


  There was laughter at that, and silly applause. Ling swung around and stripped bare his great pointed fangs in a snarl. Silence fell abruptly, and he faced Parr again. “You,” he said. “You got on . . .” And he stepped close, tapping the plates on Parr’s chest.


  “It’s armor,” said Parr.


  “Huh! Ah . . . ar . . .” The word was too much for the creature, whose brain and mouth alike had forgotten most language. “Well,” said Ling, “I want. I wear.”


  He fumbled at the fastenings.


  Parr jumped clear of him. He had accepted authority a moment ago, but this armor was his insurance against becoming a beast. “It’s mine,” he objected.


  Solemnly Ling shook his great browless head, as big as a coal-scuttle and fringed with bristly beard. “Mine,” he said roughly. “I boss. You . . .”


  He caught Parr by the arm and dragged him close. So quick and powerful was the clutch that it almost dislocated Parr’s shoulder. By sheer instinct, Parr struck with his free fist.


  Square and solid on that coarse-bearded chin landed Parr’s knuckles, with their covering of armor plate. And Ling, confident to the point of innocence because of his strength and authority, had neither guarded nor prepared. His great head jerked back as though it would fly from his shoulders. And Parr, wrenching loose, followed up the advantage because a second’s hesitation would be his downfall.


  He hit Ling on the lower end of the breastbone, where his belly would be softest. Above him he heard the beast-giant grunt in pain, and then Parr swung roundabout to score on the jaw again. Ling actually gave back, dropping his immense bludgeon. A body less firmly pedestalled upon powerful legs and scoop-shovel feet would have gone down. It took a moment for him to recover.


  “Aaaah!” he roared. “I kill you!”


  Parr had stooped and caught up his own discarded club. Now he threw it full at the distorted face of his enemy. Ling’s hands flashed up like a shortstop’s, snatched the stick in midair, and broke it in two like a carrot. Another roar, and Ling charged, head down and arms outflung for a pulverizing grapple.


  Parr sprang sidewise. Ling blundered past. His stooping head crashed against a tree, his whole body bounded back from the impact, and down he went in a quivering, moaning heap. He did not get up.


  Parr backed away, gazing at the others. They stood silent in a score of attitudes, like children playing at moving statues. Then:


  “Huh!” cried one. “New boss!”


  A chorus of cries and howls greeted this. They gathered around Parr with fawning faces. “You boss! You fight Ling . . . beat ‘im. Huh, you boss!”


  At the racket, Ling recovered a little, and managed to squirm into a sitting posture. “Yes,” he said, “you boss.”


  With one hand holding his half-smashed skull, he lifted the other in salute to Parr.


  It took time . . . several days . . . but Parr got over his first revulsion at the bestial traits of his new companions. After all, in shedding the wit and grace of man, they were recovering the honest simplicity of animals. For instance, Ling was not malicious about being displaced, as Shanklin had been. Too, there was much more real mutual helpfulness, if not so much talk about it. When one of the horde found a new crop of berries or roots or nuts, he set up a yell for his friends to come and share. A couple of oldsters, doddering and incompetent gargoyles, were fed and cared for by the younger beast-men. And all stood ready to obey Parr’s slightest word or gesture.


  Thus, though it was a new thought to them, several went exploring with him to the north pole of their world. The journey was no more than fifteen miles, but took them across grassy, foodless plains which had never been worth negotiation. Parr chose Ling and another comparatively intelligent specimen who called himself Ruba. Izak, the mild-mannered one who had first met and guided Parr on the night of his banishment from the human village, also pleaded to go. Several others would have joined the party, but the deterioration of legs and feet made them poor walkers. The four went single file . . . Parr, then big Ling, then Ruba, then Izak. Each carried, on a vine sling, a leaf-package of fruit and a melon for quenching thirst. They also carried clubs.


  The plain was well-grassed, as high as Ling’s knuckled knee. Occasionally small creatures hopped or scuttled away. The beast-men threw stones until Parr told them to stop . . . he could not help but wonder if those scurriers had once been men. The hot sun made him sweat under his plate-armor, but not for all the Solar System would he have laid it aside.


  They paused for noonday lunch in a grove of ferny trees beyond the plain, then scaled some rough lava-like rocks. In the early afternoon they came to what must be the asteroid’s northern pole.


  Like most of the asteroids, this was originally jagged and irregular. Martian engineers in fitting it artificially to support life, had roughed it into a sphere and pulverized quantities of the rock into soil. Here, at the apex, was a ring of rough naked hills enclosing a pit into which the sun could not look. Ling, catching up with Parr on the brow of the circular range, pointed with his great club.


  “Look like mouth of world,” he hazarded. “Dark. Maybe world hungry . . . eat us.”


  “Maybe,” agreed Parr. The pit, about a hundred yards across and full of shadow, looked forbidding enough to be a savage maw. Izak also came alongside.


  “Mouth?” he repeated after Ling. “Mmm! Look down. Men in there.”


  There was a movement, sure enough, and a flare of something . . . a torch of punky wood. Izak was right. Men were inside this polar depression.


  “Come on,” said Parr at once, and began to scramble down the steep, gloomy inner slope. Ling grimaced, but followed lest his companions think him afraid. Ruba and Izak, who feared to be left behind, stayed close to his heels.


  The light of the torch flared more brightly. Parr could make out figures in its glow . . . two of them. The torch itself was wedged in a crack of the rock, and beneath its flame the couple seemed to tug and wrench at something that gleamed darkly, like a great metal toadstool at the bottom of the depression. So engrossed were the workers that they did not notice Parr and his companions, and Parr, drawing near, had time to recognize both.


  One was Sadau, who would have remained his friend. The other was Varina Pemberton. In the torchlight she looked browner and more vigorous than when he had seen her last.


  “What are you doing?” he called to them.


  Abruptly they both snapped erect and looked toward him. Sadau seized the torch and whirled it on high, shedding light. Varina Pemberton peered at the newcomers.


  “Oh,” she said, “it’s you. Parr. Well, get out of here.”


  Parr stood his ground, studying the toadstool-thing they had been laboring over. It was a wheel-like disk of metal, set upon an axle that sprouted from the floor of rock. By turning it, they could finish opening a great rock-faced panel near by . . .


  “Get out,” repeated the girl, with a hard edge on her voice.


  Parr felt himself grow angry. “Take it easy,” he said. “Your crowd booted me out, and I’m not under your rule any more. Neither can this be said to be your country. We’ve as much right here as you.”


  “Four of us,” added Ruba with threatening logic. “Two of you. Fight, uh?”


  “Parr,” said Sadau, “do as Miss Pemberton tells you. Leave here.”


  “And if I don’t?” temporized Parr, who felt the eagerness of his beast-men for some sort of a skirmish.


  Varina Pemberton took something from her belt and pointed it. A brittle report resounded . . . whick! And an electro-automatic pellet exploded almost between Parr’s feet, digging a hole in the rock. He jumped back. So did his three comrades, from whose memories had not faded the knowledge of firearms.


  “The next shot,” she warned, “will be a little higher and more carefully placed. Get out, and don’t come back.”


  “They win,” said Parr. “Come on, boys.”


  They retired to the upper combing of rock, with the sun at their backs. There Parr motioned them into hiding behind jagged boulders. Time passed, several hours of it. Finally they saw Sadau and Varina Pemberton depart on the other side of the hole.


  “Good,” rumbled Ling. “We follow. Sneak up. Grab. Kill.”


  “Not us,” Parr ruled. “No war against women, Ling. But we’ll go down where they were working, and see what it’s all about.”


  They groped their way down again. At the bottom of the pit-valley they found the metal projection, so like a mighty steering wheel. Sadau’s torch lay there, extinguished, and Parr still carried a radium lighter in the pocket of his shabby shorts. He made a light, and looked.


  The big panel or rock, that had been half-open, was closed. As for the wheel, it had been bent and jammed, by powerful blows with a rock. He could not budge it, nor could the mighty Ling, nor could all of them together.


  “They were inside this asteroid,” decided Parr, half to himself. “Down where the Martians planted the artificial gravity-machinery. Having been there, they fixed things so nobody will follow them. Only blasting rays could open up a way, and those would probably wreck the mechanism and send air, water and exiles all flying into space. All this she did. Why?”


  “Why what?” asked Izak, not comprehending.


  “Yes, why what?” repeated Parr. “I can only guess, Izak, and none of my guesses have been worth much lately. Let’s go home, and keep an eye peeled on our neighbors.”


  The Martians had come again . . . the same space-patroller, repaired, and twice as many hands and a new skipper. They carried no Terrestrial exile . . . for once their errand was different.


  Four of them, harnessed into erect human posture, armed and armored, stood around the evening fire in the central clearing of the village now ruled by Varina Pemberton. The skipper was being insistent, but not particularly deadly.


  “We rrecognize that fourr dead among you will ssettle forr one dead Marrtian,” he told the gathered exiles. “The morre sso ass you assurre me that the man rressponssible hass been drriven frrom among you. But we make one demand . . . the arrmorr taken frrom the body of the dead Marrtian.”


  “I am sorry about that,” the chieftainess replied from her side. “We didn’t know that you valued it. If we get it back for you . . .”


  “Ssuch action would rreflect favorrably upon you,” nodded the Martian skipper. “Get the arrmorr again, and we will rrefrrain frrom punitive meassurress.”


  “Why do you want that armor so much?” inquired Shanklin boldly. He himself had never thought of it as worth much. He was more satisfied to have the knife, which he now hid behind him lest the Martians see and claim. But the skipper only shook his petalled skull.


  “It iss no prroblem of yourrss,” he snubbed Shanklin. And, to Varina Pemberton: “What time sshall we grrant you? A day? Two dayss? . . . Come before the end of that time and rreporrt to me at the patrrol vessel.”


  He turned and led his followers back toward the plain where the ship was parked.


  Night had well fallen, and silence hung about the vessel. Only a rectangle of soft light showed the open hatchway. The Martian officer led the way thither, ducked his head, entered . . .


  Powerful hairy hands caught and overpowered him. Before he could collect himself for resistance, other hands had disarmed him and were dragging him away. His three companions, narrowly escaping the same fate, fell back and drew their guns and ray throwers. A voice warned them sharply:


  “Don’t fire, any of you. We’ve got your friends in here, and we’ve taken their electro-automatics. Give us the slightest reason, and we’ll wipe them out first . . . you second.”


  “Who arre you?” shrilled one of the Martians, lowering his weapon.


  “My name’s Fitzhugh Parr,” came back the grim reply. “You framed me into this exile . . . it’s going to prove the worst day’s work you Martian flower-faces ever did. Not a move, any of you! The ship’s mine, and I’m going to take off at dawn.”


  The three discomfited hands tramped away again. Inside the control room, Parr spoke to his shaggy followers, who grinned and twinkled like so many gnomes doing mischief.


  “They won’t dare rush us,” he said, “but two of you . . . Ling and Izak . . . stay at the door with those guns. Dead sure you can still use ‘em? . . . You, Ruba, come here to the controls. You say you once flew space-craft.”


  Ruba’s broad, coarse hand ruffled the bushy hair that grew on his almost browless head. “Once,” he agreed dolefully. “Now I . . . many thing I don’t remember.” His face, flat-nosed and blubber-lipped, grew bleak and plaintive as he gazed upon instruments he once had mastered.


  “You’ll remember,” Parr assured him vehemently. “I never flew anything but a short-shot pleasure cruiser, but I’m beginning to dope things out. We’ll help each other, Ruba. Don’t you want to get away from here, go home?”


  “Home!” breathed Ruba, and the ears of the others . . . pointed, some of those ears, and all of them hairy . . . pricked up visibly at that word.


  “Well, there you are,” Parr said encouragingly. “Sweat your brains, lad. We’ve got until dawn. Then away we go.”


  “You will never manage,” slurred the skipper from the corner where the Martian captives, bound securely, sprawled under custody of a beast-man with a lever bar for a club. “Thesse animalss have not mental powerr . . .”


  “Shut up, or I’ll let that guard tap you,” Parr warned him. “They had mental power enough to fool you all over the shop. Come on, Ruba. Isn’t this the rocket gauge? Please remember how it operates!”


  The capture of the ship had been easy, so easy. The guard had been well kept only until the skipper and his party had gone out of sight toward the human village. Nobody ever expected trouble from beast-men, and the watch on board had not dreamed of a rush until they were down and secure. But this . . . the rationalization of intricate space-machinery . . . was by contrast a doleful obstacle. “Please remember,” Parr pleaded with Ruba again.


  And so for hours. And at last, prodded and cajoled and bullied, the degenerated intelligence of Ruba had partially responded. His clumsy paws, once so skilful, coaxed the mechanism into life. The blasts emitted preliminary belches. The whole fabric of the ship quivered, like a sleeper slowly wakening.


  “Can you get her nose up, Ruba?” Parr found himself able to inquire at last.


  “Huh, boss,” spoke Ling from his watch at the door. “Come. I see white thing.”


  Parr hurried across to look.


  The white thing was a tattered shirt, held aloft on a stick. From the direction of the village came several figures, Martian and Terrestrial. Parr recognized the bearer of the flag of truce . . . it was Varina Pemberton. With her walked the three Martian hands whom he had warned off, their tentacles lifted to ask for parley, their weapons sheathed at their belts. Sadau was there, and Shanklin.


  “Ready, guns,” Parr warned Ling and Izak. “Stand clear of us, out there!” he yelled. “We’re going to take off.”


  “Fitzhugh Parr,” called back Varina Pemberton, “you must not.”


  “Oh, must I not?” he taunted her. “Who’s so free with her orders? I’ve got a gun myself this time. Better keep your distance.”


  The others stopped at the warning, but the girl came forward. “You wouldn’t shoot a woman,” she announced confidently. “Listen to me.”


  Parr looked back to where Ruba was fumbling the ship into more definite action. “Go on and talk,” he bade her. “I give you one minute.”


  “You’ve got to give up this foolish idea,” she said earnestly. “It can’t succeed . . . even if you take off.”


  “No if about it. We’re doing wonders. Make your goodbyes short. I wish you joy of this asteroid, ma’am.”


  “Suppose you do get away,” she conceded. “Suppose, though it’s a small, crowded ship, you reach Earth and land safely. What then?”


  “I’ll blow the lid off this dirty Martian Joke,” he told her. “Exhibit these poor devils, to show what the Martians do to Terrestrials they convict. And then . . .”


  “Yes, and then!” she cut in passionately. “Don’t you see, Parr? Relations between Mars and Earth are at breaking point now. They have been for long. The Martians are technically within their rights when they dump us here, but you’ll be a pirate, a thief, a fugitive from justice. You can cause a break, perhaps war. And for what?”


  “For getting away, for giving freedom to my only friends on this asteroid,” said Parr.


  “Freedom?” she repeated. “You think they can be free on Earth? Can they face their wives or mothers as they are now . . . no longer men?”


  “Boss,” said Ling suddenly and brokenly, “she tell true. No. I won’t go home.”


  It was like cold water, that sudden rush of ghastly truth upon Parr. The girl was right. His victory would be the saddest of defeats. He looked around him at the beast-men who had placed themselves under his control . . . what would happen to them on Earth? Prison? Asylum? Zoo? . . .


  “Varina Pemberton,” he called, “I think you win.”


  The hairy ones crowded around him, sensing a change in plan. He spoke quickly:


  “It’s all off, boys. Get out, one at a time, and rush away for cover. Nobody will hurt you . . . and we’ll be no worse off than we were.” He raised his voice again: “If I clear out, will we be left alone?”


  “You must give back that armor,” she told him. “The Martians insist.”


  “It’s a deal.” He stripped the stuff from him and threw it across the floor to lie beside the bound prisoners. “I’m trusting you, Varina Pemberton!” he shouted. “We’re getting out.”


  They departed at his orders, all of them. Ling and Izak went last, dropping the stolen guns they had held so unhandily. Parr waited for all of them to be gone, then he himself left the ship.


  At once bullets began to whicker around him. He dodged behind the ship, then ran crookedly for cover. By great good luck, he was not hit. His beast-men hurried to him among the bushes.


  “Huh, boss?” they asked anxiously. “Ship no good? What we do?”


  He looked over his shoulder. Somewhere in the night enemies hunted for him. The beast-folk were beneath contempt, would be left alone. Only he had shown himself too dangerous to be allowed life.


  “Goodbye, boys,” he said, with real regret. “I’m not much of a boss if I bring bullets among you. Get back home, and let me haul out by myself. I mean it,” he said sternly, as they hesitated. “On your way, and don’t get close to me again . . . death’s catching!”


  They tramped away into the gloom, with querulous backward looks. Parr took a lonely trail in an opposite direction. After a moment he paused, tingling with suspense. Heavy feet were following him.


  “Who’s coming?” he challenged, and ducked to avoid a possible shot. None came. The heavy tread came nearer.


  “Boss!” It was Ling.


  “I told you to go away,” reminded Parr gruffly.


  “I not go,” Ling retorted. “You no make me.”


  “Ling, you were boss before I came. Now that I’m gone from you . . .”


  “You not gone from me. You my boss. Those others, they maybe pick new boss.”


  “Ling, you fool!” Parr put out a hand in the night, and grabbed a mighty shaggy arm. “I’ll be hunted . . . maybe killed . . .”


  “Huh!” grunted Ling. “They hunt us, maybe they get killed.” He turned and spat over his shoulder, in contempt for all marauding Martians and their vassal Earth folk. “You, me . . . we stay together, boss.”


  “Come on, then,” said Parr. “Ling, you’re all right.”


  “Good talk!” said Ling.


  They went to the other side of the little spinning world, and there nobody bothered them. Time and space were relative, as once Einstein remarked to illustrate a rather different situation; anyway, the village under Varina Pemberton numbered only eight men . . . Parr and Ling could avoid that many easily on a world with nearly nine hundred square miles of brush, rock and gully.


  In a grove among grape-vines they built a shelter, and there dwelt for many weeks. Ling wore well as a sole friend and partner. Looking at the big, devoted fellow, Parr did not feel so revolted as at their first glimpse of each other. Ling had seemed so hairy, so misshapen, like a troll out of Gothic legends. But now . . . he was only big and burly, and not so hairy as Parr had once supposed. As for his face, all tusk and jaw and no brow, where had Parr gotten such an idea of it? Homely it was, brutal it wasn’t . . .


  “I get it,” mused Parr. “I’m beginning to degenerate. I’m falling into the beast-man class, closer to Ling’s type. Like can’t disgust like. Oh, well, why bother about what I can’t help?”


  He felt resigned to his fate. But then he thought of another . . . Varina Pemberton, the girl who might have been a pleasant companion in happier, easier circumstances. She had banished him, threatened him, wheedled him out of victory. She, too, would be slipping back to the beast. Her body would warp, her skin grow hairy, her teeth lengthen and sharpen . . . Ugh! That, at least, revolted him.


  “Look, boss,” said Ling, rising from where he lounged with a cluster of grapes in his big hand. “People coming . . . two of ‘em.”


  “Get your club,” commanded Parr, and caught up his own rugged length of tough torn-wood. “They’re men, not beast-men . . . they must be looking for trouble.”


  “Couldn’t come to a better place to find it,” rejoined Ling, spitting between his palm and the half of his cudgel to tighten his grip. The two of them walked boldly into view.


  “I see you, Sadau!” shouted Parr clearly, for there was no mistaking the gaunt, freckled figure in the lead. “Who’s that with you?”


  The other man must be a new arrival. He was youngish and merry-faced as he drew closer, with black curly hair and a pointed beard. There was a mental-motive look to him, as if he were a high grade engineer or machinist. He wore a breech-clint of woven grasses, and looked expectantly at Parr.


  “They aren’t armed,” pointed out Ling, and it was true. The pair carried sticks, but only as staffs, not clubs.


  “Parr!” Sadau was shouting back. “Thank heaven I’ve found you . . . we need you badly.” He came close, and Parr hefted his club.


  “No funny business,” he challenged, but Sadau gestured the challenge aside.


  “I’m not here to fight. I say, you’re needed. Things have gone wrong, awfully. The others got to feeling that there was no reason to obey a woman chief, even though Miss Pemberton has many good impulses . . .”


  “I agree to that,” nodded Parr, remembering the girl’s many strange behaviors. “I daresay she wasn’t much of a leader.”


  Sadau did not argue the point. “Shanklin, as the previous newest man, grabbed back the chieftaincy,” he plunged ahead. “Those other fools backed him. When I tried to defend Miss Pemberton, they drove me out. I stumbled among the others . . . that crowd you used to capture the patroller . . . and got a line on where you were. I came for help.”


  One phase had stuck in Parr’s mind. “You tried to defend that girl. They were going to kill her?”


  “No. Shanklin, as chief and king, figures he needs a queen. She’s not bad looking. He’s going to marry her, unless . . .”


  Parr snorted, and Sadau’s voice grew angry. “Curse it, man, I’m not casting you for a knight of the Table Round, or the valiant space-hero who arrives in the nick of time at the television drama! Simplify it, Parr. You’re the only man who ever had the enterprise to do anything actual here. You ought to be chief still, running things justly. And it isn’t justice for a girl to be married unofficially to someone she doesn’t like. Miss Pemberton despises Shanklin. Now, do you get my point, or are you afraid?”


  It was Ling who made answer: “My boss isn’t afraid of anything. He’ll straighten that mess out.”


  Parr glanced at the big fellow. “Thanks for making up my mind for me, Ling. Well, you two have talked me into something. Sadau, shake Ling’s big paw. And,” he now had time to view the stranger at close hand, “who’s this with you?”


  The man with the black curls looked genially surprised. “You know me, boss. I’m Frank Rupert.”


  Parr stared. “Never heard of you.”


  “You’re joking. Why, I almost got that Martian patroller into space, when Miss Pemberton . . .”


  Parr sprang at him and caught him by his shoulders. “You were Ruba . . . Rupert! It’s only that you didn’t talk plain before. What’s happened to you, man?”


  Sadau hastily answered: “The degeneration force is obviated. Reversed. All those who were beast-men are coming back, some of the later arrivals completely normal again. Haven’t you noticed a change in this big husk?”


  Parr turned and looked at Ling. So that was it! Day by day, the change had not been enough to impress him. As Ling had climbed back along his lost evolutionary trail, Parr had thought that he himself was slipping down . . .


  “Don’t stop and scratch your head over it, Parr,” Sadau scolded him. “It’ll take a lot of explaining, and we haven’t time. You said you’d help get Miss Pemberton out of her jam. Come on.”


  It was like the television thrillers, after all, Parr reflected. But Sadau was right on one count . . . Parr didn’t quite fill the role of the space-hero. He had neither the close-clipped moustache nor the gleaming top boots. But he did have the regulation deep, unfathomable eyes and the murderous impulse.


  It was just after noon. Shanklin, as chief-king, had also set up for a priest. In the center of the village clearing, he stood holding a sullen and pale Varina Pemberton by one wrist, while he recited what garblings of the marriage service he remembered. His subordinates were gathered to leer and applaud. They did not know of the rush until it was all over them.


  Parr smote one on the side of the neck and spilled him in a squalling heap. Sadau, Ling and Rupert overwhelmed the rest of the audience, while Parr charged on into Shanklin. His impact interrupted the words “I take this woman” just after the appropriate syllable “wo”. As once before with Ling, Parr dusted Shanklin’s jaw with his fist, followed with a digging jab to the solar plexus, and swung again to the jaw. Shanklin tottered, reeled back, and Parr closed in again.


  “I always knew I could lick you,” Parr taunted. “Come on and fight, bridegroom. I’ll raise a knot on your head the size of a wedding cake.”


  Shanklin retreated another two paces, and from his girdle snatched the Martian knife. He opened its longest blade with a snap. Varina Pemberton screamed. Then, above the commotion of battle, sounded the flat smack of an electro-automatic. Shanklin swore murderously, dropping his knife. His knuckles were torn open by the grazing pellet.


  And Parr, glancing in the direction whence the shot came, realized with savage disgust that the space-hero had come after all. There stood a gorgeous young spark in absolutely conventional space-hero costume, not forgetting the top-boots or the close-clipped moustache. Parr moved back, as if to allow this young demigod the center of the stage.


  But Varina Pemberton was not playing the part of heroine. Instead of rushing in and embracing, she set her slim hands on her hips. She spoke, and her voice was acid: “It’s high time you came, Captain Worrall. I did my part of the job weeks ago.”


  The handsome fellow in uniform chuckled. “We weren’t late, at least. We’ve been hiding here for some time . . . saw what this fellow I shot loose from the knife had in mind whole hours ago. But we also saw these others,” and he nodded toward Parr. “They sneaked up in such a business-like manner, I hadn’t the heart to spoil their rescue.”


  Other uniformed men . . . hands of the Terrestrial Space Fleet . . . were coming into view from among the boughs. They, too, were armed. Ling walked across to Parr, a struggling captive under each arm.


  “What are these strangers up to, boss?” he demanded. “Say the word and I’ll wring that officer’s neck. I never liked officers, anyway.”


  “Wait,” Parr bade him. Then, to the man called Captain Worrall: “Just what are you doing here?”


  “This asteroid,” replied Worrall, “is now Terrestrial territory. We’re fortifying it against the Martians. War was declared three weeks ago, and we made rocket-tracks for this little crumb. It’s an ideal base for a flanking attack.”


  Parr scowled. “You’re fortifying?” he repeated. “Well, you’d better shag out of here. There’s a power . . . not working just now, but . . .”


  “No fear of that,” Varina Pemberton told him. She was smiling.


  “I can explain best by starting at the start. Recently we got a report of what the Martians were doing out here. We realized that Earth must take care of her own, these poor devils who were being pushed back into animalism. Also, with war inevitable . . .”


  “You aren’t starting at the start,” objected Parr. “Where do you fit into all this? You’re no soldier.”


  “Oh, but she is,” Captain Worrall said, offering Parr a cigarette from a platinum case. “She’s a colonel of intelligence . . . high ranking. Wonderful job you’ve done, Colonel Pemberton.”


  She took up the tale again: “If the reverse-evolution power could be destroyed, this artificially habitable rock in space would be a great prize for our navy to capture. So I took a big chance . . . got myself framed to a charge of Murder on Mars, and was the first woman ever sent here. I knew fairly accurately when war would break out, and figured I had months to do my work in. That captured armor gave me the clue.”


  “All I knew was that it gave off a vibration,” nodded Parr.


  “Exactly. Which meant that the evolution-reverse was vibratory, too. I confided in Sadau, and he and I pieced the rest of the riddle together. The vibrator would be inside, where nobody would venture for fear of jamming the gravity-core . . . but we ventured . . .”


  “And shut it off!” cried Parr.


  “More than that. We reversed it, started it again at top speed to cause a recovery from the degeneration process. Clever, these Martians . . . they fix it so you can shuttle to and fro in development. Already the higher beast-men are back to normal, like Rupert there, and the others will be all right, soon.”


  “You had every right to chase me off at the end of a pistol,” said Parr. “I might have gummed the works badly.”


  “You nearly did that anyway,” Varina Pemberton accused. “Fighting, raiding, stirring up the Martians who might have put a crimp in my plans any moment . . . but, being the type you are, you couldn’t do otherwise. I recognized that when I gave you the protective armor.”


  He gazed at her. “Why didn’t you keep it for yourself?”


  “No,” and she shook her tawny head. “I figured to win or lose very promptly. But you, armored against degeneration, might live after me and be an awful problem to the Martians. Remember, I didn’t make you give it back until I had done what I came to do.”


  Worrall spoke again: “Colonel, these exiles must stay until all effects of the degeneration influence is gone. They’ll figure as civilians, with colonists’ rights. That means they must have a governor, to cooperate with the military garrison. Will that be you?”


  Shanklin dared to speak: “I am chief . . .”


  “Arrest that man,” the girl told two space-hands. “No, Captain. But I’m senior officer, and I’ll make an appointment. By far the best fitted person for the governorship is Fitzhugh Parr.”


  The other exiles had pressed close to listen. Sadau, the diplomatic, at once set up a cheer. Ling added his own loyal bellow, and the others joined in. Parr’s ears burned with embarrassment.


  “Have it your way,” he said to them all. “We’ll live here, get normal, and help all we can. But first, what have we to eat? We’ve got guests.”


  “No, governor, you’re the guest of the garrison,” protested Captain Worrall. “Come aboard my ship yonder. I’ll lend you a uniform, and you’ll preside at the head of the table tonight.”


  “Varina Pemberton,” Parr addressed the girl who had caused so much trouble and change on the little world of exile, “will you come and sit at my right hand there?”


  “A pleasure,” she smiled, and put her arm through his.


  Everybody cheered again, and both Parr and the girl blushed.


  PERIOD OF TOTALITY


  Fred Saberhagen


  The old man in the spacesuit came out of the low cave mouth, squinting out across the scarred and airless surface of the world informally called Slag. The land before him was a jumble of craters and hillocks and strange structures like frozen wave-foam, some ,of which looked almost like examples of wind-erosion. Gray was the predominant color, in shades ranging from glaring silver to dull near-black. Kilometers away, though looking deceptively nearer in the airless distance, the silvery ovoid of an interstellar spaceship waited, balancing on its larger end. The old man’s gaze was turned toward the ship, and from the same general direction a double line of wide-wheeled vehicle tracks approached the place where he was standing. The tracks wound around some of the more difficult features of the landscape, and finally vanished in the broad-mouthed cave.


  The cave gaped like a small black mouth in the high, silvery scarp which, like a pedestal, held Slag’s sole mountain on display. It would not have been much of a mountain anywhere else, but here it dominated all.


  In his suited hands the old man gripped a broad, flat plate that might have made the seat of an uncomfortable chair. He bent down and hurriedly positioned this plate on the powdery, crumbling soil, so that its flat side faced as squarely as possible toward the dwarfish sun, now creeping toward a prolonged noon. Behind the optical shelter of his faceplate the man’s eyes were raised momentarily toward that alien sun, burning with a somehow dead-looking whiteness amid its unnamed constellations. A satellite looking somewhat broader than Earth’s moon as seen from Earth showed a white scimitar of waning crescent. Without tarrying, the man turned and hurried back into the cave. ERICH DU BOS said the letters across his spacesuit’s back.


  At the start, the cave was a low overhang of rock, nearly fifty meters broad, though very shallow; inside that, its first real, sheltered chamber was only a tenth as wide, much deeper, and high enough to offer ample standing room. The cave seemed to be a series of bubble-spaces left in the mountain’s base by some ancient out gassing of the planet’s interior. Once inside, Du Bos edged his way around the low-slung, functional bulk of the roofless ground vehicle that took up a good part of this chamber’s space, and came to stand beside his two shipmates. Clad in suit similar to his, they were silently gazing at the readout unit of the radiation counter whose pickup Du Bos had just positioned outside facing the sun. The counter was mounted in the vehicle’s equipment rack.


  As Du Bos watched now, Einar Amdo, ship’s captain and commander of the small expedition, reached out a suited arm and switched scales on the counter. The wavering line of illuminated nines that ran across its digital panel wavered a little more, and then maintained its testimony that the intensity of the corpuscular radiation sleeting down outside was still in excess of the instrument’s capacity to count at present settings. Amdo had to switch to an even less sensitive scale to get a meaningful reading, and the reading increased even as they watched. The wind that had driven the explorers to shelter was still rising.


  Outside the cave, all across the eternally sun-roasted landscape of this hemisphere of Slag, the storm of solar wind raged on, a deluge of subatomic particles from the so-innocent-looking sun. Du Bos was generally accounted one of the finest astrophysicists in the galaxy—or at least in that modest portion of it that had been colonized by Earth-descended man—but this storm had taken him completely by surprise. Nothing in the decades of records of this sun’s spectrum and light-curves, made from far away, or in his own observations since coming in-system here a few standard days ago, had prepared him for any such squalling solar gale as this. A few days ago, a few hours ago even, the star had presented a corona quite mild and normal for its type. Then, out of nowhere as it seemed, a blizzard of protons, a hail of neutrons, an avalanche of helium nuclei . . . all without the least trace of optical flaring on the sun, flaring that by all the known rules should have come to give a necessary and sufficient warning, as dark clouds and dropping pressure warn the mariner.


  Du Bos leaned forward slightly, the captain drew back a little, deferentially, and the scientist took over the counter’s controls. With it he sampled the divers


  types and energies of particles in the bombardment outside. He grunted and shook his head, thought things over, and tried again.


  When Du Bos stood back from the counter a little later, he announced: “There are only two things about this flux of particles that I can say now, with any certainty. First, some new refinement of astrophysical theory is going to be required to explain it.


  “Second, if we should have to leave this deep cave while it is still in progress—did you estimate about twenty minutes’ driving time back to the ship, captain?—well, we are not likely to survive for that length of time outside.”


  “If we’re in difficulties,” said a girl’s crisp voice, through the small radio speaker inside Du Bos’s helmet, “it’s my fault. That twenty minutes, I mean.” Selina Jabal, third member of the expedition, continued: “Airless planetary surfaces are supposed to be my field.”


  “And survival is supposed to be mine,” said Captain Amdo. “So I can assume the burden for whatever difficulties we have. But first let’s see just how serious they are.” He moved to begin an inspection of the reserve oxygen tanks, which were stowed aboard the vehicle.


  Selina had meant that the grotesque appearance of the landscape, seen close up, should have at once suggested to her expert eye the possibility that this surface underwent periodic intense bombardment by particle radiation; and, just as important, she should have been aware that what seemed to be solid surface here, safe for their loaded vehicle, might prove as treacherous as any glacial icefield.


  They had come to this system seeking an explanation for Slag’s—and its satellite’s—survival of the nova explosions that must have accompanied the reduction of this star to its present white dwarf stage. They had decided to land near the mountain, by far Slag’s most conspicuous surface feature; and they had driven toward the mountain in their groundcar for less than a kilometer before being nearly killed when crevasses opened up behind them and ahead, as surface features eaten and eroded by ages of radiation suddenly collapsed beneath the expedition’s weight.


  For a short time it had seemed that they were trapped, between bottomless-looking though narrow chasms. But their vehicle, its four-wheel electric motor drive powered by counter-rotating flywheels, was stable and agile as a mule, and considerably more powerful. They had driven on to solid ground; then the only apparent trouble, which at first seemed minor, was that the shortest feasible return route to the ship, one skirting the crevasse complex, had become twenty minutes long instead of two.


  Amdo had the figures now on the factor that made the situation deadly. The captain, rather stocky, and almost perfectly bald inside his helmet, turned back and gave the bad news to the others. “Well, if this storm goes on for sixteen hours or more, we’re going to face a very serious oxygen problem in trying to wait it out. Du Bos, what are the chances are that it will last that long?”


  “I can’t say,” the tall, gray astrophysicist answered instantly. “It would be sheer guesswork if I tried.”


  Selina Jabal, her figure even in its suit showing a suggestion of slender grace, was bending to aim one of her suit lights toward the cave’s entrance. A small portion of the outside surface could be seen from this sheltered observation post.


  “Kind of a fairy-castle structure,” she mused on radio. “Obvious, even exaggerated. I should have thought of subatomic particle bombardment as soon as I saw it.”


  Captain Amdo squatted down beside her. “I suppose there’s no telling from the condition of the surface how often these storms erupt, or how long they’re likely to last.”


  “I don’t see how. At least not without a major research-project.” Selina Jabal continued to stare at the surface, just at the entrance to the cave. “Look . . . captain, we just drove the vehicle in here once, didn’t we? I mean, we didn’t maneuver in and out to fit the parking space or anything.”


  “No . . . by God, I see what you’re looking at. You’re right.”


  They were all bending down and looking now. There in the brittle, crumbly soil ran what must be the track of their vehicle’s left front roller, partially obliterated by the track of the left rear, which crossed it in a curve that showed how the tractor had been steered into this fortuitous shelter, less than a minute after the radiation alarm had sounded.


  Now, just what had made those other, older, weathered-looking roller tracks that lay beneath their own?


  Outside the cave, erosion that must have been wrought at least in part by repeated solar storms seemed to have destroyed any old tracks that might otherwise have existed. And inside the cave their own booted feet had already trampled almost everywhere except directly beneath the vehicle.


  Amdo was down on hands and knees, already looking there. “Another vehicle was in here once,” he announced, focusing his suit lights..”More old tracks, plainer here. It had a different style of rollers from ours. In fact that looks like the kind of roller they had in use about the time . . .”


  He was on his feet again abruptly, flashing his light about the cave, into niches and recesses toward which the refugees had scarcely looked as yet. “That’s not one of ours.”


  He was on his feet again abruptly, flashing his light about the cave, into niches and recesses toward which the refugees had scarcely looked as yet. “That’s not one of ours.”


  It was a portable oxygen tank, propped on a natural rock shelf in what would have been a prominent position if the whole chamber of the cave had been evenly lighted. In a moment they all saw that the tank was weighting down what appeared to be a folded sheet of writing plastic.


  “I’d say it’s about as old as the rollers that made those tracks,” said Amdo, giving the oxygen cylinder a cursory examination as he took it down from the niche. “And empty now, of course.”


  He next took down the writing plastic from the shelf, and opened its single fold. Its white surface lit up the whole chamber as the beams from three suit lamps fell on it at close range. There were a few paragraphs of handwriting, a rather unstable, wandering script.


  The message, in the lingua franca of space exploration, began with a date, some forty standard years in the past, and told how the writer had been trapped in the cave, away from his ship, by an unforeseen particle storm issuing from an optically stable sun. It went on:


  Part of the risk (which I have accepted) of working alone is that there’s now no one in the ship to move her to me.


  No eclipse is due in the next couple of hours, so the one possible answer I have worked out won’t do me any good. If an eclipse were coming, the accompanying particle eclipse could save me. It begins in a different place, and some time ahead of the optical eclipse, but overlap of the areas shaded should be large. The white dwarf is so small that the optical period of totality is long—I would get the few minutes respite I need to reach my ship. Have been trapped in cave over 200 hours now with no letup of storm, and will just have to make a dash for it if weather is no better by the time my oxygen is down to half an hour. Have tried to rig a shield over the tractor with flooring & other gear but not much hope for it I fear. Not much hope that anyone will find this either but one tries.


  Kevin Medellin


  “So, that’s what happened to Medellin,” mused Amdo as he turned the sheet over in gloved fingers, started to refold it automatically, and then gave it instead to


  Du Bos who had put out a hand.


  The captain turned then, and caught sight of Selina Jabal’s puzzled look behind her faceplate. “Maybe you’ve never heard of him. Medellin was an explorer and a rather crankish scientist—”


  “Pseudo-scientist,” put in Du Bos, with brief contempt.


  “Whatever. He had some fancy theories about protostars and other things, that are quite out of favor now. Quite a controversialist, but with enough fame and authority to be allowed to go rattling around on solo exploration trips, on one of which he disappeared, no one knew where. There was quite a furor at the time, and there are still flurries of speculation on his fate.” The captain spread his hands out, palms up, pulled them back. “Now we know. He was evidently in this cave, for the same reason we are, though I don’t think anyone even guessed he was in this system. Once you start to take a close look at Slag, you want to see the mountain; and once you examine the mountain, there’s this cave-mouth showing up like an empty eyesocket.”


  “We didn’t see his ship,” Selina mused. “But I suppose he could have taken off, even if he didn’t make it—afterwards.”


  Amdo asked: “What’s this he says about particle eclipses? Likely to do us any good?”


  The astronomer was still poring over the note. “He was evidently already suffering from anoxia when he wrote this—there are several misspellings. Of course, a particle eclipse should really begin after the optical eclipse, not earlier. The, particles take longer to get here from the sun than the light does.”


  “But a particle eclipse should actually occur?”


  “Oh, yes. I believe there’s some similar effect in the SunEarth-Moon system, for example. Of course there the solar wind intensity can’t be anything like this, but the principle will be the same.” Du Bos pulled his calculator from its holster at his belt. “To determine when the next eclipse is due here, I’ll have to go outside long enough to take a sighting or two on the satellite.”


  Privately, Du Bos was hopeful. The orbital plane of the moon of Slag was nearly parallel with that of the planet’s orbit around its sun, so that a solar eclipse must come during nearly every revolution of the satellite. While approaching for a landing, the explorers had seen the broad spot of the shadow on the slow-rotating planet’s midsection.


  It was the young woman’s turn now to study the note, while Du Bos selected instruments from the vehicle and went to make his observations. Amdo volunteered to take a turn outside, and thus minimize the older man’s exposure to radiation, but Du Bos brushed him off. Less than a minute should be required, he said, and he preferred to do his own observing.


  He was back as promptly as promised, and the relief in his voice was evident..”We’re in luck. There’ll be an eclipse this con- junction, we’re right in its path, And first contact is due only about two standard hours and fifteen minutes from now. Totality will come very quickly after that and should last about twelve minutes, for the optical eclipse. Then we can watch for the particle eclipse—just how long it will last is hard to estimate—and be ready to move out in the vehicle the instant the radiation falls off. For the next couple of hours I suppose we’d better get some rest and conserve our air.”


  Amdo’s smile was broad. “Sounds like a good plan.” Selina stood straighter, and some of her innate sprightliness came back. When the two men went into an inner chamber of the cave to rest, where there was reasonable room to stretch out at approximately full length, she remained in the larger room, saying she wanted to do a little work.


  Alone, she first set about gathering some samples of material from the floors and walls of the cave, and taking ‘photographs. Shortly she paused, to frowningly re-read Medellin’s note. Then she stowed her samples and pictures neatly on the vehicle, and unrolled a new sheet of plasticized paper, used for field notes and sketches, from a container on the same rack. She affixed the paper to a handy flat spot provided on the tractor’s flank, and began to draw, still frowning.


  It was about half an hour later when she approached the resting men, sketch in her hand.


  “Doctor Du Bos?”


  His eyes opened alertly on the instant. “Yes?”


  Her tone- was almost apologetic. “I’ve been trying to figure this out . . . look, it seems to me that maybe Medellin was right when he said that the particle eclipse comes first.”


  She squatted down beside the old man, holding out her diagram. It was done rather sloppily, and Amdo looking at it from Du Bos’s other side could not really make out the point of it. Of course the large arc must be meant as a segment of Slag’s orbit round its sun. And around the little circle that must be Slag a larger concentric circle was sketched in, holding a dot that was evidently supposed to represent the satellite in its path around the planet.


  “No,” said Du Bos. He started to reach for his calculator, then let it stay unneeded in its case. “Look, the light from the sun gets here in eight or nine minutes.


  The particles of this dangerous radiation travel much slower than light—we’re not concerned with gamma rays or x-rays here, for example . . .”


  “I understand that.”


  “Of course. Well, the particles take much longer to travel the same distance . . .” He went on, phrasing it a different way., then in still other words after that.


  Amdo thought he would hate to have to argue with this man. Selina tried once or twice to get a word in, then in effect gave up. The expression of uncertainty with which she had approached the men stayed on her face.


  “—understand?” Du Bos concluded.


  She signed assent—or maybe it was only surrender—with a nod, and sealed it with a vague smile. “There’s some more work I want to do,” she said, and stood up and went back to the main cave.


  Amdo and Du Bos exchanged a glance. The scientist signed that they should switch their suit radios to an alternate channel.


  “I’m a little worried about the girl,” Du Bos said when they had done this. “It hit her rather hard, evidently, that she failed to keep us out of this mess we’re in by foreseeing the collapsing surface structures. Now I’d say she’s trying a little too hard to prove herself, accomplish something to make amends.”


  “Maybe.” Amdo pondered. “You see any reason to believe that she’s not going to be all right?”


  “Personnel psychology’s more your field than mine. I just thought I’d better pass on my impression.”


  Amdo was silent for some minutes. “I’ll just take a little walk,” he said then, and got to his feet, switching his radio back to the normal channel as he did so; he noted from a corner of his eye that Du Bos, remaining at rest, switched back too.


  After the captain went out, Du Bos continued to rest against the cave wall, with the equanimity of one who has lived long enough and well enough to feel himself at least partially at home in any part of the universe that man could reach and enter. He had not the least intention of dying of radiation or lack of air on this forsaken world. But such would be an acceptable end, for him, if fate should have it so.


  On a sudden impulse he switched once more to the alternate channel of communications, and picked up Selina Jabal’s voice in mid-sentence: “. . . does come before the optical eclipse.”


  “Look,” came Amdo’s patient reply, “you showed this to Doctor Du Bos, right?”


  Du Bos switched them off. Settling this kind of difficulty was the captain’s field. In his mind as he drifted toward sleep he saw the white dwarf, isolated in a pure mathematical space; and he began to play with a subtle equation that might tell what sequence it had followed to reach this state without the total destruction of its planets. Maybe enlightenment would come to him, as to Kekule, in a dream . . . he was only vaguely aware of it when Amdo came back to sit down tiredly beside him once again.


  The flywheel-powered electric motors of the tractor worked in the next thing to perfect silence and freedom from vibration, so all that woke them both from edgy sleep, coming through rock and suit to flesh and bone, was the gentle crunching of its rollers on the ground.


  And, only a second or two later, Selina’s voice on radio: “The particle readings have dropped, all across the board. I’m off to get the ship.”


  Both men, wide awake at once, scrambled into the main room of the cave, the captain only a step ahead. The chamber was big and empty without the vehicle. Selina had left the radiation meter behind, sitting on the ledge where Medellin had left his note. At the moment, the readings on the meter’s face were in fact very low.


  Du Bos hastily checked his chronometer—first contact on the optical eclipse, according to his calculations, was not due for another hour. Then he quickly followed Amdo out of the cave, onto the glaring surface, and at once looked up to check the position of the moon in the black sky. As expected, its wide silvery crescent was still on the same side of, though now much closer to, the immobile, dazzling sun.


  Amdo had taken half a dozen quick strides and then stopped, staring in frustration after the receding vehicle. Glowing orange out here in the sun’s glare, it was already much too far away for a man chasing it on foot to have any chance of catching up and grabbing on. And it was dwindling quickly, evidently moving at speed as Selina steered it on a sinuous course, keeping to the safest ground as she went the long way round to get the ship.


  The captain’s voice on radio was cairn, “Selina. If—when you get the ship lifted and moved over here, set her down on the white rock about -a hundred meters in front of the cave. That looks about the solidest.”


  “Understand, captain,” the girl’s voice came back. “That does look like the best place. I’m sorry to do it this way, but I just couldn’t take the time to argue any more. If totality lasts only about twelve minutes for the particle eclipse too, there’s not a second to waste. At best I’m going to get a good dose of radiation at the other end, before I reach the ship and get inside.”


  Du Bos had Amdo by the arm and was tugging him back toward the cave, and at the same time he was motioning for a switch to the alternate radio channel.


  The captain went along; and they ducked back in together, looking up then simultaneously to see that the indicated radiation level was still quite low. On the channel that should give them privacy, Du Bos said: “I—I must leave it up to you as to whether to order that girl to come back at once; but understand that whatever has caused this apparent lull in the storm—some magnetic effect, perhaps—may change again at any moment.”


  “In the first place, I don’t think she’d come back, if I gave the order.”


  Du Bos was still gripping him. “Another possibility is that the counter’s pickup unit”—he nodded toward the outside—”may have failed under overload. You’d better get her back.”


  “And in the second place, Doctor Du Bos, I do know something about our hardware. These counters are very unlikely to be knocked out by a particle bombardment. In the third place, Medellin didn’t have any temporary magnetic lulls in his storm; I’m sure he would have taken advantage of one if it had come.” As if reluctantly, the captain added: “He did say that the particle eclipse should come first. He had no authority with him and he had to think the thing out for himself.”


  The old man stiffened. “It can’t work that way, I tell you.”


  “Doctor Du Bos, eclipses are not quite the same thing as astrophysics, are they?”


  Du Bos glared at him but did not answer.


  “Have you made any particular study of eclipses?”


  “No, have you? Are you qualified to even begin . . .?” The scientist choked down still angrier words.


  The captain grimaced. “I never did really try to figure out the truth about when this particle eclipse should start, not even when Selina was arguing with me . . . so I’m not going to try now, not with only ten minutes or so left before . . . one way or the other. But two very bright people have really studied this thing, knowing their lives depended on it, and have come to the opposite conclusion from your offhand opinion. If you were Joe Doakes—”


  “Which they are, in this case.”


  “—all right, if you were Joe Doakes too, the question would still have been very much open. But just because you were the eminent astronomer I bowed my head to you and never tried to think it out. And that I do regret. This trip so far hasn’t been exactly my finest effort in space.”


  He glanced up abruptly at the counter, then switched to the radio channel that Selina presumably still was using. “How’s it going, Jabal?”


  “Good enough, captain.”


  “Radiation is still very low here, quite tolerable. I’ll let you know at once of any change.”


  “Understand, captain. Thank you. Fifteen more minutes and I should be in the ship.”


  About two more minutes of silence passed, before Du Bos walked out into the middle of the empty-looking cave, and squatted down to sketch with a gloved finger on the crumbly floor his own version of Selina’s now-vanished eclipse diagram. Amdo, watching, saw the arc of planetary orbit appear, and then the epicyclic circle of the satellite’s path; crude arrow-markers seemed to show that each body was moving counterclockwise in its track, as if seen from a hypothetical observers’ post somewhere high above the north pole of the planet.


  After staring for a full minute at what he had drawn, Du Bos stood up and got out his calculator; Amdo got the impression that the machine was only being used this time to put into rigorous, acceptable form something already done, like typing a document after the last handwritten draft is done, the fateful content known . . .


  The glowing digits on the counter’s face were suddenly jumping again, and the captain got on the radio at once. “Selina, a sharp rise in particle radiation has just started here. Not back to previous levels yet, but if it keeps on going up like this it soon will be.”


  “I understand, captain. Five more minutes and I should be in the ship.” She started to say more, but a torrent of radiation-produced noise was cutting communication off.


  Du Bos was holstering his calculator again. He cleared his throat; it was a startling, uncharacteristic, nervous-old-uncle sound, that almost made Amdo jump.


  Du Bos said: “The particles do take much longer than the light to get here, as I said before. But then it doesn’t follow at all that the particle eclipse will lag the optical eclipse by the same amount of time. You see, the particles that will strike the planet during the optical eclipse must have passed within the satellite’s orbit some minutes earlier.” He scuffed with a boot at the cave floor as he might have waved his hand at a classroom display. “See? The satellite in effect plows a clear space through the sea of particles flowing outward from the sun. This wake, cleared of particles, drifts back, lagging the satellite—”


  “The way the clear space under an umbrella lags behind when you run in the rain.”


  “Well, yes. And although the satellite,, from our point of view, looks as if it’s moving backwards, from west to east,” Du Bos said, gesturing overhead, “Slag is carrying us and the satellite along in its orbit faster than the satellite is looping back, so the net movement is still forward, both still clockwise with respect to the sun, and we do enter the wake—the particle eclipse—first.”


  “You’re saying that you were wrong.”


  Du Bos came over to stand beside him, watching the counter. The radiation outside was hellish. A silence began to stretch. It was an almost timeless stillness, reaching for eternity. But then the silence was riddled, dissolved, made—almost—irrelevant, by the glorious loud crunching of an egg-shaped hull bottom grinding down on rock and pumice a few tens of meters from the cave . . .


  Slag was a million kilometers below, and sinking fast now beneath the push of interstellar engines. The corpuscular storm that still filled this solar system raged harmlessly beyond the layer of forces shielding the ovoid hull.


  Selina lay in sickbay and Du Bos had been ministering to her. The tall, gray man was at her bedside helping her to a drink when Amdo came in, clutching a small wad of printout. “The medical boxes say you may be a sick lady for a while, Selina,” Amdo announced, waving the prognosis he had just gotten on the bridge. “But nothing worse than that.”


  She smiled. And then Du Bos, who seemed to have been waiting for the proper in-person witness, smiled down at her as well, and Amdo for the first time heard from the old man something that he could construe as evidence of greatness.


  “I’m sorry,” said the galaxy’s first astrophysicist. “I was most terribly wrong.”


  “A” AS IN ANDROID


  Milton Lesser


  It was one hell of a place for a nightmare. But then, Saturn’s seventh moon, Hyperion, would be a hell of a place for just about anything. Oh, Government had done wonders—and spent fortunes—giving tiny Hyperion a warm, breathable atmosphere and earth-norm gravity. Outside of that, the jumble of rocky crags and powdered pumice might have been the space side of Pluto. I know, because I’ve been there.


  Now I heard the anxious stirring among the tough spacehands and miners as they waited for the first wonder of the Saturnian System—Hyperion’s Dancing Girls. You couldn’t blame them. Girls were girls, Andies or not, and the female of the species was about as common out here as an aardvark.


  But frankly, I was more than a little sore at the over-patriotic deckhand who had reported the existence of the Dancing Girls to Tycho City on Luna. It meant I had to traipse almost a billion miles to collect the tax. If the Dancing Girls were androids; if their maker had the money; if someone didn’t put an end to the whole affair by deciding that a knife in my back might be distinctly better than paying a hundred bucks per head . . .?


  I saw those Dancing Girls. Let me tell you about them briefly. No, I won’t go into detail. I remember they got my mind off all those morbid thoughts out in Hyperion City, and I don’t want my mind to stray now, not while I’m trying to tell you this story.


  They came out, about a dozen of them, and they danced. There wasn’t a sound in the Hyperion Club. Not even music. Not even breathing. I’ve never seen anything like it. And it took me a while before I realized just why those tall slim girls were so graceful. Well, graceful isn’t quite the word, but then, no word exists in any language I know which can describe the something-more-than-grace which those girls had. They danced. All other dancing was mere walking, stumbling, clumsy tripping.


  They had long legs. Not so you’d say they were nice long-stemmed chicks, but really long. Half again as long as they should be, or maybe more. But on them it looked good.


  That clinched it. They were Andies, a dozen untaxed androids. I sighed and hoped the owner had his tax money. I didn’t want to impound these Andies for the government, not these dancers.


  When it was over I didn’t hear a sound. No clapping, no roaring, no stamping of feet. Not even shouts for an encore. Anything would have been superfluous.


  I got up. I took my time walking across the now empty dance floor to a door which was marked, quite plainly, Keep Out.


  I didn’t. I walked right on through and a big guy with a seamy face stood in front of me, shaking his head slowly.


  “Move, friend,” he said; “can’t you read signs?”


  I told him that although I was not a college boy I could read, and would he please get out of my way because I had official business with the owner of the Hyperion Club. All he knew how to do was shake his head, but when I showed him the card in my billfold with the big letter A on it, the motion of his head changed. Now the seamy face bobbed up and down, but it looked worried. There’s one thing about being in the Android Service—it sure can open doors for you.


  Seamy Face ushered me through a corridor and down a flight of stairs. He only paused long enough outside a metal door to knock, and then I followed him inside.


  The card on the desk said, Mr. Tuttle: Manager, and behind his thick-rimmed glasses Mr. Tuttle looked like he had insomnia. A little guy, and tired. He just wasn’t cut out for the frontier. Maybe he should have had a curio shop in Marsport.


  Seamy Face said, “This guy’s from Android Service, Mr. T.”


  Tuttle looked up unhappily. He waved me over to a chair and I sat down, taking out my card again. “Carmody’s the name,” I said. “That’s a nice act you have out there, Mr. Tuttle. Very nice. In fact, I’ve never seen anything like it. Androids?”


  He didn’t answer the question, not right away. Instead, he said in his tired voice: “A lot of people think so. Orders are beginning to pour in from all over the outworlds. There’ll be thousands—”


  I cleared my throat. “Andies will cost you exactly a hundred dollars a head, Mr. Tuttle. You know that, of course. What I want to know is this: why didn’t you report the manufacture of your androids to the government? There’s a reason for it, and for the tax, too. It isn’t legal to upset the balance like this.”


  Tuttle sounded so tired I thought he’d fall right over into a deep sleep any moment. He said, “Who told you anything about androids? What makes you think they’re androids?”


  I smiled. “No stilts,” I said. “Don’t tell me they’re wearing stilts. It’s either that or androids, Mr. Tuttle.”


  Tuttle didn’t answer that one either. Instead, he asked a question of his own. “How would you like to earn five thousand dollars, Mr. Carmody?”


  I told him that was my year’s salary, exactly, and I’d love it. Only I had a funny suspicion that whatever the offer was, I’d have to turn it down. Maybe we honest guys are fools; maybe ten years from now I’d still be earning exactly five thousand, but at least I’d be able to live with myself. I’m no saint, but I’ve got a conscience.


  “All you have to do,” Tuttle said, “is this. Go back where you came from and say my dancers are not androids—for five thousand dollars, utterly no strings attached.”


  I asked him what I thought was purely a rhetorical question. “Are they androids, Mr. Tuttle?”


  He was always answering a question with one of his own. “Define your term, Mr. Carmody. What is an android?”


  I felt a little silly, and I said: “Why don’t you ask your friend here?”


  Seamy Face brightened. He said, “Well, an Andie is kinda like a person, only it’s made in a laboratory, not born. You know—chemistry, not biology.” Seamy Face was very proud of his answer.


  “Does that satisfy you?” Tuttle wanted to know.


  I told him it did, and he said: “In that case, Mr. Carmody, I can assure you that Hyperion’s Dancing Girls are not androids.”


  I just sat there, hardly hearing Tuttle repeat his five thousand dollar offer. It didn’t sound like he was lying, yet the whole situation smelled fishy. “Maybe you ought to let me see one of the—uh, girls,” I told him.


  “I wouldn’t advise it, Mr. Carmody.”


  “Nah,” Seamy Face agreed. “Better stay happy, friend.”


  “I’m stupid,” I said. “I don’t know when I’m well off. I want to see one of them.”


  Tuttle shrugged, pressed a button on his desk. “Tara, that you? Will you come in, please?”


  I didn’t have long to wait. In a few moments the door swung in, and the Dancing Girl closed it softly behind her.


  She wore a pair of big gold earrings, with her long hair swept back and hanging halfway down to her waist. She had on one of those flimsy garments popular with the dancers these days, dark red and oddly metallic, with a bright gold sash. A lot of flesh showed, especially with those overlong legs. Android flesh, I was sure. She had an innocent face.


  “What is it, Tuttle?” Nice voice, neither friendly nor hostile. Just plain nice. But no respect at all for Tuttle, the man who evidently had manufactured her.


  Tuttle was sad, and afraid. “This man is from the Android Service,” he told her. “I mentioned the Android Service to you, Tara. A matter of tax—”


  “Why don’t you pay the tax, Tuttle?” Even less respect this time. Still a nice voice, but haughty.


  “I can’t. You know I’m in debt, and I’ve been paying; I haven’t got the money.”


  “Stupid of you,” she told him, still in her nice innocent voice. “You!” She turned in my direction, almost languidly.


  “Me?” I said. Maybe Tuttle’s fear was contagious, and I felt like seven different kinds of a damned fool. Only I was afraid, too.


  “Yes, you. Do I look like an android?”


  I looked her up and down, slowly, spending a lot of time on the graceful incredibly long legs. I nodded. “Yes.”


  That set her back for a moment. “Come here, man. Come on. I won’t bite.”


  Woodenly, I crossed the room to her. Don’t ask me why, but I was plenty scared. Ever see a terrestrial dog on Mars, in the presence of some of the Martian fauna for the first time? Don’t ask me why, but that’s the way I felt. Worse.


  The nice voice told me, “Touch. Go ahead, touch me.”


  I tried to act casual. I lit a cigarette, and I had to cup both my hands tightly around the match, so it wouldn’t shake.


  “Do you have to do that to touch me?” she demanded.


  I stuck out my hand, foolishly. I grabbed her bare arm, high up, near the shoulder. I pulled my hand away, like it had been in fire.


  She smiled. “Am I an android?”


  I didn’t say a word, not immediately. I just stood there, looking at my hand. What it had touched was cold—oh, not frigid, like a slab of ice, but cold, say, like the glass top on Tuttle’s desk. Androids are just like humans; they’re not hot, not feverish, but they feel pleasantly alive because they’re warm-blooded. Tara’s arm had a nice, rosy color, but it was cold.


  Strange noises clucked in my throat before I could say anything. My voice came from way down inside me, much too deep. “If you’re an android, you’re new. I didn’t know androids could be—”


  “Cold?” she smiled. “Not really cold. About seventy of your degrees on the Fahrenheit scale. That’s not cold. Really, I find it pleasant.” She shrugged. “But then, that happens to be the temperature of this room. I vary.”


  “She varies,” I said.


  Tuttle seemed a bit happier. “Well, now that you’re satisfied she’s not an android, I suppose you can go home and make your report. No tax, of course.”


  “Of course,” Tara said.


  If I ever get my conscience out in front of me where I could see it, I think I would kick it. Hard. “I’m not satisfied at all,” I said. “She may not be an ordinary android, but she’s not human. You’re tax-free for the present, but I’m going to order an investigation by some technicians.”


  Tuttle shook his head, sadly. Tara shrugged her cold rosey shoulders. “Borden, you will take him, please.”


  Seamy Face didn’t like the idea, but he came at me ponderously, a great big slab of a man. It occurred to me at that moment that Tuttle’s five thousand dollar offer had been about as sincere as a Venusian assertion of good will. We’ve been warring on and off with Venus for a hundred years. Because if Tuttle didn’t have twelve hundred dollars to pay his tax, then he didn’t have five thousand to pay me. Any way you looked at it, it came out murder. Or, I hoped, attempted murder.


  Seamy Face swung a big fist which could have pulverized an adobe wall. I ducked and stepped inside of his flailing arms. They don’t take weaklings for the Android Service, and I slugged away at his midsection, carefully. He grunted, and his guard came down, fast. Big men always do that. I stepped back, panting, and planted a right flush on his jaw, the way you see the Space Marines do it on video. Seamy Face shuddered and flopped about loosely for a moment, then he tumbled over on his face.


  I felt cocky. “Who’s next?” I demanded.


  Tara’s voice was still nice and innocent. “Why, you are,” she said.


  I should have known it would be the overlong leg. It started at the floor, long and graceful, and it moved so fast I hardly could see it. It caught me under the chin, and I think my feet left the floor. I had a quick, spinning view of Tuttle shaking his head, sadly, and then something crashed against my stomach. I remember sitting down, and I tried to get up. I could see the long legs standing over me, see the hands on feminine hips. I tried to reach out for those legs, only I never made it.


  Hyperion is almost a million miles out, and I could see Saturn with her majestic rings in the port, the size of a silver dollar held at arms length. That was all kind of hazy and far away, but it was enough to tell me I was in a spaceship before I blacked out again. Only I didn’t quite black out, or, if I did, I had one crazy dream . . .?


  I remember Tara and half a dozen others stripping me, peeling off the jumper and the spaceboots as objectively as you might flay an extraterrestrial animal to study its insides, leaving me in my shirt and trousers, and then carrying me. One of them, Tara again, I think, took me over her shoulder like maybe I weighed thirty pounds, and then I remember a big bright room with a lot of machinery. I was on a table and loud noises buzzed in my ear and I felt oddly like a lot of sharp things were going inside of me. I don’t mean inside my clothing—I mean inside me, all the way. My head, my chest, all over, with a gentle but outrageous insistency. Probing. Probing. Countless little knives which were very sharp. So sharp that they didn’t hurt at all. So utterly sharp that I knew they wouldn’t leave any marks. Provided this wasn’t some kind of an impossible, drugged dream.


  The next part of the dream is even crazier. I sat up, still with too much fuzziness in my head to see clearly, and someone lay on the table next to me. That someone wore a jumper and heavy spaceboots. You could tell he was dead. You could tell—


  I think I screamed, or at least I tried to scream. I saw everything through a fog, but the corpse looked just like me. Down to the last detail. Through all that fuzziness I could even see the little scar on the right temple. Me. A dead me, while the live me lay back and watched.


  Someone was screaming and screaming, because the knives which were so sharp that you hardly felt them were going in again, doing their work. The someone was the live me.


  “You feeling all right now, Jones?” Tara asked me.


  “My name is Carmody.” My mouth tasted like someone had rammed it full of a lot of copper coins. “Carmody,” I said again, stubbornly. I should have known I was wasting my breath.


  “You want a mirror, Jones? It may help convince you.” She gave me a big mirror, watched me with her innocent eyes.


  I looked. I was twenty-five when Tara kicked me into her dream-world on Hyperion. I looked fifty now. I didn’t look anything like Mike Carmody. I had gray hair and dull gray eyes, a very red face with tight, thin lips. Trembling, I stood up. Mike Carmody is six feet tall in his socks. Tara is a big girl, maybe six feet herself. The top of my head didn’t quite come up to her nose.


  Something made me look at my right wrist, the inside of it, over the big blue vein. There was a bright letter A. Half an inch high. Capital A as in “Android” . . . It was the law, I knew, for all androids to be so identified.


  I grabbed Tara’s arm and she didn’t try to pull away. She had no letter A.


  “You seem confused, Jones.”


  “I—” I couldn’t say a thing. I just sat there.


  “You were made fifty-three years ago, on Ganymede. You’re a mechanic by trade, and a pretty good one.”


  I shook my head. I hardly felt like fighting about it, but I said, “I was born on Earth, in Chicago, twenty-five years ago. I’m an investigator for Android Service. Name’s Mike Carmody.”


  She smiled. “While you were asleep, Jones, we landed back on Hyperion. Here’s a newspaper.” She handed the sheet to me, still smiling.


  It was a newspaper, all right. The Hyperion City Gazette. I looked at the headline, and what followed.


  ANDROID SERVICE INVESTIGATOR


  SLAIN HERE


  At four p.m. yesterday, Earth Greenwich time, the body of Michael Carmody, Special Investigator for Android Service, was found in an alley connecting Dana and Bodini Streets in this city. Carmody had been slain some two or three hours before that time, in a bold daylight attack by unknown thugs who succeeded in taking Carmody’s money, although his official papers were found on his person. Carmody, it is believed . . .


  There wasn’t a thing to say. I was dead and my name was Jones now, and I’d better listen to Tara.


  “So you see, Jones, you obviously couldn’t be this Carmody. No, not you. He’s a dead man, and you’re a living android. Soon we’ll put you to sleep again, and when you wake up, you’ll understand. I can’t blame you for being a little confused now, not really.”


  “You mean—you’ll make my mind believe that story?”


  “Yes, something like that. We erase the memory waves present and put in their place certain other—memories. Simple. Why?”


  I thought fast. Hell, I didn’t stand a chance getting off this ship alive, but at least I wanted to know what the hell was going on. You couldn’t blame me. I said, “Well, if you’re going to do that, maybe you can tell me the truth now.” I meant it. I was a pretty resigned individual right then and there, and I wanted to know the truth as much as a man dying of thirst would want water. Even if the truth wouldn’t stay with me very long.


  Tara said, “All right, Jones. I suppose it won’t hurt.”


  “Carmody.”


  “Carmody, then. What do you want to know?”


  “Just about everything,” I said.


  Her voice was still nice and innocent. “Tuttle and Borden are dead. I had no choice. So now we need you, Jones-Carmody. Carmody is dead too. You’re Jones, an android. Soon you’ll think that, too.”


  “Yes, but—who are you? The Dancing Girls—”


  “I assure you, we are not ‘girls,’ Carmody. You wouldn’t understand. You just wouldn’t, not at all.”


  “Try me,” I suggested. I turned idly to look about the room, and my eyes took in the port first. Outside, I could see Saturn’s great bulk, low in the right side of the port, and much closer, so close that it couldn’t have been more than a few miles away in space, was a ship. A ship! There were spacesuits here on this boat someplace, and if I could reach one, could kick myself clear of the lock and jet out to that ship . . .?


  “. . . Dimensions. Interlocking, say like two soap bubbles, Carmody. You live in one; we live in the other. There aren’t a lot of us—perhaps a billion—and if you saw our dimension, you’d know why we like yours better. Just a question of infiltration now—and what could arouse less suspicion than some innocent, wonderfully graceful Dancing Girls? We’ll get popular, Carmody. It’s starting already; so popular that there’ll be a dozen Dancing Girls in every nightclub in the solar system. Then, in time—”


  I was hardly listening. A door opened, and one of the other Dancing Girls came into the room.


  “Is he ready now?” she demanded.


  Tara nodded. “I guess so. Carmody, are there any other questions before you’re Jones, completely? No hard feelings, I hope. And even if you have them now, you won’t—not when you’re Jones. You’ll have the memories of an android named Jones, who was made here, on this ship, a few days ago, but your memories will go back fifty years, and you’ll be loyal to us. A publicity agent for us in your spare time, a mechanic otherwise. Any questions?”


  I fiddled about for a question. I needed time. If they could take themselves from another dimension and assume their present, almost-earthly shapes, if they could kill me and yet somehow not kill me, leaving my body dead in an alley in Hyperion City, but leaving me alive in the scrawny body of android Jones . . .?


  I had to believe Tara. I couldn’t doubt a word of it. So incredibly simple. Sure, no one would suspect a dancing girl of anything. What did you have to be afraid of?


  “One more question,” I said. I lifted a big bowl off the table and hurled it at her. “Just how strong are you?”


  She stumbled back a few steps, trying to wipe some liquid from her eyes. She cursed roundly, and she may have been from another dimension, she may have assumed the shape of a girl here, but let me tell you she knew how to curse.


  The other dancing girl leaped at me, and I side-stepped. I didn’t want her to grab me, not when I remembered what Tara had done that day in Tuttle’s office.


  I ran out the door and I kept running. Behind me, I heard feet pounding down the corridor.


  I don’t know where they got the ship, but the single spacesuit I found hanging on a hook looked awfully old. I hoped it would be airtight, and I didn’t have much time to think about it one way or the other. I stepped into the suit and took down the plexi helmet, and then someone spun me around and I saw it was Tara.


  I swung my arm in a wide arc, starting from around someplace behind my back, and the helmet pounded against her face like a runaway meteor. It staggered her. The blow could have killed a man, but Tara just stumbled back a few steps, momentarily dazed.


  The helmet fit in place snugly, the way it should, and I prayed again for air. Then I swung the lock door up, and I got a surprise.


  There was no lock. Just cold empty space, with Saturn far off and the other ship hanging in space like a silver dart, much further than it had been before, but still close enough to reach with the suit jets.


  I sensed the air wooshing out of Tara’s ship, and I smiled. Maybe my worries were over. They had to be. You don’t just go walking around in deep space, even if it’s inside a ship.


  Only Tara did. Her damned synthetic body—or whatever the make-believe dancing girl’s flesh housed, could adjust to anything, instantly. She came for me, smiling innocently, still as if almost nothing was wrong. Maybe I’d been naughty, but that’s all.


  I kicked away from the ship a few yards. Tara stood in the simple doorway, and I felt a little giddy. I thumbed my nose at her.


  It didn’t last. She lifted a blaster and fired, and then I switched my jets on and began to soar away, darting, spinning, weaving—until I felt something like a gyroscope which lost its bearings.


  The beam from her blaster zipped through space on all sides of me, but in a little while I was out of range, and by the time she could turn that ship around—even if she could withstand more gravities than a robot—I’d be in safe hands.


  I smiled grimly as I swept closer to the other ship.


  “Look,” I said. “Please, this is the fourth time I’ve told my story. It’s been six months since the freighter picked me up.”


  The police officer shrugged. “What do you want me to do, Jones? We like to be nice to you Andies—”


  “I’m not an android!”


  “We checked your fingerprints. There’s the characteristic inverted V in the whorls. You have the android identification mark. You have your papers. Sylvester Jones, Android 1st class, Mechanic. So what do you want us to do? This Carmody guy is dead. He’s buried now.”


  “Please. I’m Carmody—”


  “Now listen! We’re going to have to put you away, Jones. We don’t like to be hard on androids, but—”


  “Carmody! Carmody! That’s me, damn it—”


  “Now, Jones, you’d better go away. We took you to Carmody’s widow. She gave you the answer. Please, Jones, like a good Andie.” He frowned. “And that story you tell, better keep it to yourself. Dancing Girls invading the solar system. Ha, ha ha . . .”


  I stood outside in the streets of Earth. Chicago. Home Town. It looked strange. I saw a billboard. “A hundred Dancing Girls in the Club Falcon. See them . . .”


  The craze had swept the system. Every habitable world. Every club. They all had their long-stemmed Dancing Girls. Androids now, with little A’s on their wrists, paying taxes properly, no questions asked. Infiltration . . .?


  YOU, BY ANONYMOUS


  Stephen Leigh


  You wonder about the title, but you start to read.


  You also grimace a bit at the use of second person, thinking it both a bit awkward and pretentious, and you wonder if the author is trying to make you think you are the protagonist of the story, that this paragraph is referring to you personally.


  It is.


  Now, you read those words and you grimace again and give a little half-exasperated huff of air. Almost, you start to argue back to the page, denying it, and then you stop. And there’s just the faintest, the tiniest bit of wonder, of something akin to hope—after all, you think, that would be interesting. That would be unusual. You can almost hear Rod Serling intoning the introduction for The Twilight Zone. You’ve always wanted something like that to happen to you, haven’t you?


  Well, you’re right. These words are directed to you. Truly.


  You’re not quite certain how that could be. After all, there are thousands of copies of this book out there circulating and how could the story know that it’s really you and not that overweight, balding programmer with a graying beard in the paper-stuffed apartment in Queens who’s also currently reading this at the moment. But it is you, not him. Why would it be him? He’s a loser. He hasn’t had more than one date with a woman for three years, and even those single dates have been rare. He goes out to bars once a month or so hoping to get lucky, but his social skills, never very good, have atrophied even further since his job doesn’t require him to actually hold a conversation with anyone, and so he usually ends up wandering from circle to circle being ignored until closing time, and then going back to his room and popping one of his pornographic DVDs into the player.


  You’re not him. In fact, he stopped reading at the porn reference, tossing the book across the room in angry and futile denial.


  You think that’s a rather harsh and brutal characterization (since you’ve known a few people who could fit that description) and you’re somewhat annoyed at it, but though the description is rather on the cold side it is accurate and besides, you didn’t write it, so you don’t need to feel responsible. Even Bob the programmer (hi, Bob—don’t you love it when you see your name in print?), in those self-flagellating moments when he’s alone in his apartment with only the blue light of his laptop’s monitor illuminating the stacks of paperback books on his desk, would admit the truth in what you just read. It may soothe you to know that he’ll pick up this story again, an hour from now. This time he’ll finish it, wondering if he’ll see himself again and perhaps a little envious that the story’s for you, not him.


  This story is for you.


  You pause a moment, confused, because you’re not used to a story interfering quite so directly. After all, this is genre fiction. Popular fiction, not some post-modern mainstream story. This is that “crazy sci-fi stuff.” You read this type of anthology for escape and for that lovely ‘sense of wonder,’ not for pretension and experimentation. Over the years, you’ve slipped a thousand times between covers with sleek spaceships and square-jawed heroes, scantily-clad women and grotesque aliens slithering across a two-mooned landscape. You’ve lost yourself in a thousand worlds and glimpsed myriad universes painted in words garish or subtle, poetic or plain. You’ve allowed yourself to be the protagonist—any age, gender, or race—and you’ve bled and loved, triumphed or died everywhere from the medieval past to distant galaxies. You have the gift of imagination yourself—and that’s why this story’s for you. You can become.


  You’ve read the books and watched the movies since you were a kid, and sometimes you’ve wondered how it would be if lights descended from the sky in front of you one night, whirling down to the lonely county road as you step from your car, drawn by mingled fear and curiosity, and then the side of the ship melts and there, in a rectangle of blinding light, it appears, the Other. You’ve wanted it to happen.


  It’s not going to, though. At least not that way. You know that; you realized long ago that any life that’s out there is going to be so profoundly different from you that it may not even be recognizable. Even if it were, the Other’s interests and values aren’t going to be yours.


  That’s you, right? The one reading this?


  You’re still not convinced, though. Fine. So convince me, you think, even though at the same time the deeper skeptical part of you insists that it’s not possible. And it’s not. Not totally. This story could tell you that you lost someone close to you not all that long ago, and that you’ve kept a memento of them because it brings back the memories. That’s the case, of course, and your eyes narrow again because the words have struck too close to home. You also know that it’s exactly the kind of vague statement a supposed psychic would use in a cold reading, but . . .


  You shiver, as if cold fingers just brushed your spine. You wonder, as you have before, just who’s having this one-sided conversation with you, and why. So tell me, you think, nearly saying the words aloud.


  Fine. Here’s why.


  Elephants.


  You almost laugh at that. But it’s true. Remember that old elementary school ‘mind trick’ where someone says: “Think of anything you want, but just don’t think of elephants.” And as soon as they say that, you instantly can’t think of anything but elephants. An entire herd of them go rampaging through your forebrain, trumpeting and ear-flapping, raising the dust from your cerebellum.


  Here. Let’s try it. Think of anything but parasites.


  Ah, your eyebrows lifted at that, and my, the images in your head . . .


  Parasites. You shift uncomfortably in your seat.


  “What if . . .?” That’s the genesis of so much of the genre that you read, isn’t it? “What if . . .?” the author muses, and erects a plot from there. Here’s one for you. What if a parasite wanted to enter the human mind: a sentient parasite, a very intelligent parasite? What would be an interesting reproductive strategy? Reproduction is just engaging in patterns, after all. DNA is an arrangement of simple genetic codes and yet it encompasses all the wild variety and complexity of life. And words . . . words are just an arrangement of simple letters. But my, how powerful they are in your head, in all their various wonderful combinations.


  Words are a conduit into your mind. Words are embedded so deeply into your thought processes that you can’t even imagine the world without them. If someone—or something—wanted to control you, they would use words, wouldn’t they? Why, with just the right, compelling pattern of words, your mind would open like a raw wound and who knows what could slither in . . .


  So don’t think of elephants, no matter what.


  Too late.


  You’ve heard of all those stories that change your life, that stay with you forever. It just happened.


  For you. Just for you.


  You deny it, but even though you take the page in your fingers, ready to turn to the next story, you wonder. You think to yourself that once the page turns you’ll forget all this; that a week, a month, a year from now you won’t even recall having ever read this.


  Oh, you’ll remember. At this point you don’t have a choice. It’s already started, inside. You squint and you deny, but you’ll remember because everything from here on has changed for you. You have the words inside you now, and you won’t like where they take you. Where I take you. But you’ll remember.


  Won’t you?


  DEATH BETWEEN THE STARS


  Marion Zimmer Bradley


  They asked me about it, of course, before I boarded the starship. All through the Western sector of the Galaxy few rules are stricter than the one dividing human from nonhuman, and the little Captain of the Vesta—he was Terran, too, and proud in the black leather of the Empire’s merchant-man forces—hemmed and hawed about it, as much as was consistent with a spaceman’s dignity.


  “You see, Miss Vargas,” he explained, not once but as often as I would listen to him, “this is not, strictly speaking, a passenger ship at all. Our charter is only to carry cargo. But, under the terms of our franchise, we are required to transport an occasional passenger, from the more isolated planets where there is no regular passenger service. Our rules simply don’t permit us to discriminate, and the Theradin reserved a place on this ship for our last voyage.”


  He paused, and re-emphasized, “We have only the one passenger cabin, you see. We’re a cargo ship and we are not allowed to make any discrimination between our passengers.”


  He looked angry about it. Unfortunately, I’d run up against that attitude before. Some Terrans won’t travel on the same ship with nonhumans even when they’re isolated in separate ends of the ship.


  I understood his predicament, better than he thought. The Theradin seldom travel in space. No one could have foreseen that Haalvordhen, the Theradin from Samarra, who had lived on the forsaken planet of Deneb for eighteen of its cycles, would have chosen this particular flight to go back to its own world.


  At the same time, I had no choice. I had to get back to an Empire planet—any planet—where I could take a starship for Terra. With war about to explode in the Procyon sector, I had to get home before communications were knocked out altogether. Otherwise—well, a Galactic war can last up to eight hundred years. By the time regular transport service was reestablished, I wouldn’t be worrying about getting home.


  The Vesta could take me well out of the dangerous sector, and all the way to Samarra—Sirius Seven—which was, figuratively speaking, just across the street from the Solar System and Terra. Still, it was a questionable solution. The rules about segregation are strict, the anti-discriminatory laws are stricter, and the Theradin had made a prior reservation.


  The captain of the Vesta couldn’t have refused him transportation, even if fifty human, Terran women had been left stranded on Deneb IV. And sharing a cabin with the Theradin was ethically, morally and socially out of the question. Haalvordhen was a nonhuman telepath; and no human in his right senses will get any closer than necessary even to a human telepath. As for a nonhuman one—


  And yet, what other way was there?


  The captain said tentatively, “We might be able to squeeze you into the crewmen’s quarters—” he paused uneasily, and glanced up at me.


  I bit my lip, frowning. That was worse yet. “I understand,” I said slowly, “that this Theradin—Haalvordhen—has offered to allow me to share its quarters.”


  “That’s right. But, Miss Vargas—”


  I made up my mind in a rush. “I’ll do it,” I said. “It’s the best way, all around.”


  At the sight of his scandalized face, I almost regretted my decision. It was going to cause an interplanetary scandal, I thought wryly, a human woman—and a Terran citizen—spending forty days in space and sharing a cabin with a nonhuman!


  The Theradin, although male in form, had no single attribute which one could remotely refer to as sex. But of course that wasn’t the problem. The nonhuman were specifically prohibited from mingling with the human races. Terran custom and taboo were binding, and I faced, resolutely, the knowledge that by the time I got to Terra, the planet might be made too hot to hold me.


  Still, I told myself defiantly, it was a big Galaxy. And conditions weren’t normal just now and that made a big difference. I signed a substantial check for my transportation, and made arrangements for the shipping and stowing of what few possessions I could safely transship across space.


  But I still felt uneasy when I went aboard the next day—so uneasy that I tried to bolster up my flagging spirits with all sorts of minor comforts. Fortunately the Theradin were oxygen-breathers, so I knew there would be no trouble about atmosphere-mixtures, or the air pressure to be maintained in the cabin. And the Theradin were Type Two nonhumans, which meant that the acceleration of a hyperspeed ship would knock my shipmate into complete prostration without special drugs. In fact, he would probably stay drugged in his skyhook during most of the trip.


  The single cabin was far up toward the nose of the starship. It was a queer little spherical cubbyhole, a nest. The walls were foam-padded all around the sphere, for passengers never develop a spaceman’s skill at maneuvering their bodies in free-fall, and cabins had to be designed so that an occupant, moving unguardedly, would not dash out his or her brains against an unpadded surface. Spaced at random on the inside of the sphere were three skyhooks—nested cradles on swinging pivots—into which the passenger was snugged during blastoff in shock-absorbing foam and a complicated Garensen pressure-apparatus and was thus enabled to sleep secure without floating away.


  A few screw-down doors were marked LUGGAGE. I immediately unscrewed one door and stowed my personal belongings in the bin. Then I screwed the top down securely and carefully fastened the padding over it. Finally, I climbed around the small cubbyhole, seeking to familiarize myself with it before my unusual roommate arrived.


  It was about fourteen feet in diameter. A sphincter lock opened from the narrow corridor to cargo bays and crewmen’s quarters, while a second led into the cabin’s functional equivalent of a bathroom. Planet-bound men and women are always surprised and a little shocked when they see the sanitary arrangements on a spaceship. But once they’ve tried to perform normal bodily functions in free-fall, they understand the peculiar equipment very well.


  I’ve made six trips across the Galaxy in as many cycles. I’m practically an old hand, and can even wash my face in freefall without drowning. The trick is to use a sponge and suction. But, by and large, I understand perfectly why spacemen, between planets, usually look a bit unkempt.


  I stretched out on the padding of the main cabin, and waited with growing uneasiness for the nonhuman to show. Fortunately, it wasn’t long before the diaphragm on the outer sphincter lock expanded, and a curious, peaked face peered through.


  “Vargas Miss Hel-len?” said the Theradin in a sibilant whisper.


  “That’s my name,” I replied instantly. I pulled upward, and added, quite unnecessarily, “You are Haalvordhen, of course.”


  “Such is my identification,” confirmed the alien, and the long, lean, oddly-muscled body squirmed through after the peaked head. “It is kind, Vargas Miss, to share accommodation under this necessity.”


  “It’s kind of you,” I said vigorously. “We’ve all got to get home before this war breaks out!”


  “That war may be prevented, I have all hope,” the nonhuman said. He spoke comprehensibly in Galactic Standard, but expressionlessly, for the vocal chords of the Theradins are located in an auxiliary pair of inner lips, and their voices seem reedy and lacking in resonance to human ears.


  “Yet know you, Vargas Miss, they would have hurled me from this ship to make room for an Empire citizen, had you not been heart-kind to share.”


  “Good heavens!” I exclaimed, shocked, “I didn’t know that!”


  I stared at him, disbelieving. The captain couldn’t have legally done such a thing—or even seriously have entertained the thought. Had he been trying to intimidate the Theradin into giving up his reserved place?


  “I—I was meaning to thank you,” I said, to cover my confusion.


  “Let us thank we-other, then, and be in accord,” the reedy voice mouthed.


  I looked the nonhuman over, unable to hide completely my curiosity. In form the Theradin was vaguely humanoid—but only vaguely—for the squat arms terminated in mittened “hands” and the long sharp face was elfin, and perpetually grimacing.


  The Theradin have no facial muscles to speak of, and no change of expression or of vocal inflection is possible to them. Of course, being telepathic, such subtleties of visible or auditory expression would be superfluous on the face of it.


  I felt—as yet—none of the revulsion which the mere presence of the Theradin was supposed to inspire. It was not much different from being in the presence of a large humanoid animal. There was nothing inherently fearful about the alien. Yet he was a telepath—and of a nonhuman breed my species had feared for a thousand years.


  Could he read my mind?


  “Yes,” said the Theradin from across the cabin. “You must forgive me. I try to put up barrier, but it is hard. You broadcast your thought so strong it is impossible to shut it out.” The alien paused. “Try not to be embar-rass. It bother me too.”


  Before I could think of anything to say to that a crew member in black leather thrust his head, unannounced, through the sphincter, and said with an air of authority, “In skyhooks, please.” He moved confidently into the cabin. “Miss Vargas, can I help you strap down?” he asked.


  “Thanks, but I can manage,” I told him.


  Hastily I clambered into the skyhook, buckling the inner straps, and fastening the suction tubes of the complicated Garensen apparatus across my chest and stomach. The nonhuman was awkwardly drawing his hands from their protective mittens and struggling with the Garensens.


  Unhappily the Theradin have a double thumb, and handling the small-size Terran equipment is an almost impossibly delicate task. It is made more difficult by the fact that the flesh of their “hands” is mostly thin mucous membrane which tears easily on contact with leather and raw metal.


  “Give Haalvordhen a hand,” I urged the crewman. “I’ve done this dozens of times!”


  I might as well have saved my breath. The crewman came and assured himself that my straps and tubes and cushions were meticulously tightened. He took what seemed to me a long time, and used his hands somewhat excessively. I lay under the heavy Garensen equipment, too inwardly furious to even give him the satisfaction of protest.


  It was far too long before he finally straightened and moved toward Haalvordhen’s skyhook. He gave the alien’s outer straps only a perfunctory tug or two, and then turned his head to grin at me with a totally uncalled-for-familiarity.


  “Blastoff in ninety seconds,” he said, and wriggled himself rapidly out through the hook.


  Haalvordhen exploded in a flood of Samarran which I could not follow. The vehemence of his voice, however, was better than a dictionary. For some strange reason I found myself sharing his fury. The unfairness of the whole procedure was shameful. The Theradin had paid passage money, and deserved in any case the prescribed minimum of decent attention.


  I said forthrightly, “Never mind the fool, Haalvordhen. Are you strapped down all right?”


  “I don’t know,” he replied despairingly. “The equipment is unfamiliar—”


  “Look—” I hesitated, but in common decency I had to make the gesture. “If I examine carefully my own Garensens, can you read my mind and see how they should be adjusted?”


  He mouthed, “I’ll try,” and immediately I fixed my gaze steadily on the apparatus.


  After a moment, I felt a curious sensation. It was something like the faint, sickening feeling of being touched and pushed about, against my will, by a distasteful stranger.


  I tried to control the surge of almost physical revulsion. No wonder that humans kept as far as possible from the telepathic races . . .


  And then I saw—did I see, I wondered, or was it a direct telepathic interference with my perceptions?—a second image superimpose itself on the Garensens into which I was strapped. And the realization was so disturbing that I forgot the discomfort of the mental rapport completely.


  “You aren’t nearly fastened in,” I warned. “You haven’t begun to fasten the suction tubes—oh, damn the man. He must have seen in common humanity—” I broke off abruptly, and fumbled in grim desperation with my own straps. “I think there’s just time—”


  But there wasn’t. With appalling suddenness a violent clamor—the final warning—hit my ears. I clenched my teeth and urged frantically: “Hang on! Here we go!”


  And then the blast hit us! Under the sudden sickening pressure I felt my lungs collapse, and struggled to remain upright, choking for breath. I heard a queer, gagging grunt from the alien, and it was far more disturbing than a human scream would have been.


  Then the second shockwave struck with such violence that I screamed aloud in completely human terror. Screamed—and blacked out.


  I wasn’t unconscious very long. I’d never collapsed during takeoff before, and my first fuzzy emotion when I felt the touch of familiar things around me again was one of embarrassment. What had happened? Then, almost simultaneously, I became reassuringly aware that we were in free fall and that the crewman who had warned us to alert ourselves was stretched out on the empty air near my skyhook. He looked worried.


  “Are you all right, Miss Vargas?” he asked, solicitously. “The blastoff wasn’t any rougher than usual—”


  “I’m all right,” I assured him woozily. My shoulders jerked and the Garensens shrieked as I pressed upward, undoing the apparatus with tremulous fingers. “What about the Theradin?” I asked urgently. “His Garensens weren’t fastened. You barely glanced at them.”


  The crewman spoke slowly and steadily, with a deliberation I could not mistake. “Just a minute. Miss Vargas,” he said. “Have you forgotten? I spent every moment of the time I was in here fastening the Theradin’s belts and pressure equipment.”


  He gave me a hand to assist me up, but I shook it off so fiercely that I flung myself against the padding on the opposite side of the cabin. I caught apprehensively at a handhold, and looked down at the Theradin.


  Haalvordhen lay flattened beneath the complex apparatus. His peaked pixie face was shrunken and ghastly, and his mouth looked badly bruised. I bent closer, then jerked upright with a violence that sent me cascading back across the cabin, almost into the arms of the crewman.


  “You must have fixed those belts just now,” I said accusingly. “They were not fastened before blastoff! It’s malicious criminal negligence, and if Haalvordhen dies—”


  The crewman gave me a stow, contemptuous smile. “It’s my word against yours, sister,” he reminded me.


  “In common decency, in common humanity—” I found that my voice was hoarse and shaking, and could not go on.


  The crewman said humorlessly, “I should think you’d be glad if the geek died in blastoff. You’re awfully concerned about the geek—and you know how that sounds?”


  I caught the frame of the skyhook and anchored myself against it. I was almost too faint to speak. “What were you trying to do?” I brought out at last. “Murder the Theradin?”


  The crewman’s baleful gaze did not shift from my face “Suppose you close your mouth,” he said, without malice, but with an even inflection that was far more frightening. “If you don’t, we may have to close it for you. I don’t think much of humans who fraternize with geeks.”


  I opened and shut my mouth several times before I could force myself to reply. All I finally said was, “You know, of course, that I intend to speak to the captain?”


  “Suit yourself.” He turned and strode contemptuously toward the door. “We’d have been doing you a favor if the geek had died in blastoff. But, as I say, suit yourself. I think your geek’s alive, anyhow. They re hard to kill.”


  I clutched the skyhook, unable to move, while he dragged his body through the sphincter lock and it contracted behind him.


  Well, I thought bleakly, I had known what I would be letting myself in for when I’d made the arrangement. And since I was already committed, I might as well see if Haalvordhen were alive or dead. Resolutely I bent over his skyhook, angling sharply to brace myself in free-fall.


  He wasn’t dead. While I looked I saw the bruised and bleeding “hands” flutter spasmodically. Then, abruptly, the alien made a queer, rasping noise. I felt helpless and for some reason I was stirred to compassion.


  I bent and laid a hesitant hand on the Garensen apparatus which was now neatly and expertly fastened. I was bitter about the fact that for the first time in my life I had lost consciousness! Had I not done so the crewman could not have so adroitly covered his negligence. But it was important to remember that the circumstance would not have helped Haalvordhen much either.


  “Your feelings do you nothing but credit!” The reedy flat voice was almost a whisper. “If I may trespass once more on your kindness—can you unfasten these instruments again?”


  I bent to comply, asking helplessly as I did so, “Are you sure you’re all right?”


  “Very far from all right,” the alien mouthed, slowly and without expression.


  I had the feeling that he resented being compelled to speak aloud, but I didn’t think I could stand that telepath touch again. The alien’s flat, slitted eyes watched me while I carefully unfastened the suction tubes and cushioning devices.


  At this distance I could see that the eyes had lost their color, and that the raw “hands” were flaccid and limp. There were also heavily discolored patches about the alien’s throat and head. He pronounced, with a terribly thick effort:


  “I should have—been drugged. Now it’s too late. Argha maci—” the words trailed off into blurred Samarran, but the discolored patch in his neck still throbbed sharply, and the hands twitched in an agony which, being dumb, seemed the more fearful.


  I clung to the skyhook, dismayed at the intensity of my own emotion. I thought that Haalvordhen had spoken again when the sharp jolt of command sounded, clear and imperative, in my brain.


  “Procalamine!” For an instant the shock was all I could feel—the shock, and the overwhelming revulsion at the telepathic touch. There was no hesitation or apology in it now, for the Theradin was fighting for his life. Again the sharp, furious command came: “Give me procalamine!”


  And with a start of dismay I realized that most nonhumans needed the drug, which was kept on all spaceships to enable them to live in free-fall.


  Few nonhuman races have the stubbornly persistent heart of the Terrans, which beats by muscular contraction alone. The circulation of the Theradin, and similar races, is dependent on gravity to keep the vital fluid pulsing. Procalamine gives their main blood organ just enough artificial muscular spasm to keep the blood moving and working.


  Hastily I propelled myself into the “bathroom”—wiggled hastily through the diaphragm, and unscrewed the top of the bin marked FIRST AID. Neatly pigeonholed beneath transparent plastic were sterile bandages, antiseptics clearly marked HUMAN and—separately, for the three main types of nonhuman races, in one deep bin—the small plastic globules of vital stimulants.


  I sorted out two purple fluorescent ones—little globes marked procalamine—and looked at the warning, in raised characters on the globule. It read: FOR ADMINISTRATION BY QUALIFIED SPACE PERSONNEL ONLY. A touch of panic made my diaphragm catch. Should I call the Vesta’s captain, or one of the crew?


  Then a cold certainty grew in me. If I did, Haalvordhen wouldn’t get the stimulant he needed. I sorted out a fluorescent needle for nonhuman integument, packed the globule and sucked the dose into the needle. Then, with its tip still enclosed in the plastic globe, I wriggled myself back to where the alien still lay loosely confined by one of the inner straps.


  Panic touched me again, with the almost humorous knowledge that I didn’t know where to inject the stimulant, and that a hypodermic injection in space presents problems which only space-trained men are able to cope with. But I reached out notwithstanding and gingerly picked up one of the unmittened “hands.” I didn’t stop to think how I knew that this was the proper site for the injection. I was too overcome with strong physical loathing.


  Instinct from man’s remote past on Earth told me to drop the nonhuman flesh and cower, gibbering and howling as my simian antecedents would have done. The raw membrane was feverishly hot and unpleasantly slimy to touch. I fought rising queasiness as I tried to think how to steady him for the injection.


  In free-fall there is no steadiness, no direction. The hypodermic needle, of course, worked by suction, but piercing the skin would be the big problem. Also, I was myself succumbing to the dizziness of no-gravity flight, and realized coldly that if I couldn’t make the injection in the next few minutes I wouldn’t be able to accomplish it at all.


  For a minute I didn’t care, a primitive part of myself reminding me that if the alien died I’d be rid of a detestable cabinmate, and have a decent trip between planets.


  Then, stubbornly, I threw off the temptation. I steadied the needle in my hand, trying to conquer the disorientation which convinced me that I was looking both up and down at the Theradin.


  My own center of gravity seemed to be located in the pit of my stomach, and I fought the familiar space voyaging instinct to curl up in the fetal position and float. I moved slightly closer to the Theradin. I knew that if I could get close enough, our two masses would establish a common center of gravity, and I would have at least a temporary orientation while I made the injection.


  The maneuver was unpleasant, for the alien seemed unconscious, flaccid and still, and mere physical closeness to the creature was repellent. The feel of the thick wettish “hand” pulsing feebly in my own was almost sickeningly intimate. But at last I managed to maneuver myself close enough to establish a common center of gravity between us—an axis on which I seemed to hover briefly suspended.


  I pulled Haalvordhen’s “hand” into this weight-center in the bare inches of space between us, braced the needle, and resolutely stabbed with it.


  The movement disturbed the brief artificial gravity, and Haalvordhen floated and bounced a little weightlessly in his skyhook. The “hand” went sailing back, the needle recoiling harmlessly. I swore out loud, now quite foolishly angry, and my own jerky movement of annoyance flung me partially across the cabin.


  Inching slowly back, I tried to grit my teeth, but only succeeded with a snap that jarred my skull. In tense anger, I seized Haalvordhen’s “hand,” which had almost stopped its feverish pulsing, and with a painfully slow effort—any quick or sudden movement would have thrown me, in recoil, across the cabin again—I wedged Haalvordhen’s “hand” under the strap and anchored it there.


  It twitched faintly—the Theradin was apparently still sensible to pain—and my stomach rose at that sick pulsing. But I hooked my feet under the skyhook’s frame, and flung my free arm down and across the alien, holding tight to the straps that confined him.


  Still holding him thus wedged down securely, I jabbed again with the needle. It touched, pricked—and then, in despair, I realized it could not penetrate the Theradin integument without weight and pressure behind it.


  I was too absorbed now in what had to be done to care just how I did it. So I wrenched forward with a convulsive movement that threw me, full-length, across the alien’s body. Although I still had no weight, the momentum of the movement drove the hypodermic needle deeply into the flesh of the “hand.”


  I pressed the catch, then picked myself up slowly, and looked around to see the crewman who had jeered at me with his head thrust through the lock again, regarding me with the distaste he had displayed toward the Theradin, from the first. To him I was lower than the Theradin, having degraded myself by close contact with a nonhuman.


  Under that frigid, contemptuous stare, I was unable to speak. I could only silently withdraw the needle and hold it up. The rigid look of condemnation altered just a little, but not much. He remained silent, looking at me with something halfway between horror and accusation.


  It seemed years, centuries, eternities that he clung there, just looking at me, his face an elongated ellipse above the tight collar of his black leathers. Then, without even speaking, he slowly withdrew his head and the lock contracted behind him, leaving me alone with my sickening feeling of contamination and an almost hysterical guilt.


  I hung the needle up on the air, curled myself into a ball, and, entirely unstrung, started sobbing like a fool.


  It must have been a long time before I managed to pull myself together, because before I even looked to see whether Haalvordhen was still alive, I heard the slight buzzing noise which meant it was a meal-period and that food had been sent through the chute to our cabin. I pushed the padding listlessly aside, and withdrew the heat-sealed containers—one set colorless, the. other set nonhuman fluorescent.


  Tardily conscious of what a fool I’d been making of myself, I hauled my rations over to the skyhook, and tucked them into a special slot, so that they wouldn’t float away. Then, with a glance at the figure stretched out motionless beneath me safety-strap of the other skyhook, I shrugged, pushed myself across the cabin again, and brought the fluorescent containers to Haalvordhen.


  He made a weary, courteous noise which I took for acknowledgment. By now heartily sick of the whole business, I set them before him with a bare minimum of politeness and withdrew to my own skyhook, occupying myself with the always-ticklish problem of eating in free-fall.


  At last I drew myself up to return the containers to the chute, knowing we wouldn’t leave the cabin during the entire trip. Space, on a starship, is held to a rigid minimum. There is simply no room for untrained outsiders moving around In the cramped ship perhaps getting dangerously close to critically delicate equipment, and the crew is far too busy to stop and keep an eye on rubbernecking tourists.


  In an emergency, passengers can summon a crewman by pressing a call-button. Otherwise, as far as the crew was concerned, we were in another world.


  I paused in midair to Haalvordhen’s skyhook. Its containers were untouched and I felt moved to say, “Shouldn’t you try to eat something?


  The flat voice had become even weaker and more rasping now, and the nonhuman’s careful enunciation was slurred Words of his native Samarran intermingled with queer turns of phrase which I expected were literally rendered from mental concepts.


  “Heart-kind of you, thakkava Varga Miss, but late. Haalvordhen-I deep in grateful wishing—” A long spate of Samarran, thickly blurred, followed, then as if to himself, “Theradin-we, die nowhere only on Samarra, and only a little time ago Haalvordhen-I knowing must die, and must returning to home planet. Saata. Knowing to return and die there where Theradin-we around dying—” The jumble of words blurred again, and the limp “hands” clutched spasmodically, in and out.


  Then, in a queer, careful tone, the nonhuman said, “But I am not living to return where I can stop-die. Not so long Haalvordhen-I be lasting, although Vargas-you Miss be helping most like real instead of alien. Sorry your people be most you unhelping—he stopped again, and with a queer little grunting noise, continued, “Now Haalvordhen-I be giving Vargas-you stop-gift of heritage, be needful it is.”


  The flaccid form of the nonhuman suddenly stiffened, went rigid. The drooping lids over the Theradin’s eyes seemed to unhood themselves, and in a spasm of fright I tried to fling myself backward. But I did not succeed. I remained motionless, held in a dumb fascination.


  I felt a sudden, icy cold, and the sharp physical nausea crawled over me again at the harsh and sickening touch of the alien on my mind, not in words this time, but in a rapport even closer—a hateful touch so intimate that I felt my body go limp in helpless fits and spasms of convulsive shuddering under the deep, hypnotic contact.


  Then a wave of darkness almost palpable surged up in my brain. I tried to scream, “Stop it, stop it!” And a panicky terror flitted in my last conscious thought through my head. This is why, this is the reason humans and telepaths don’t mix—


  And then a great dark door opened under my senses and I plunged again into unconsciousness.


  It was not more than a few seconds, I suppose, before the blackness swayed and lifted and I found myself floating, curled helplessly in mid-air, and seeing, with a curious detachment, the Theradin’s skyhook below me. Something in the horrid limpness of that form stirred me wide awake.


  With a tight band constricting my breathing, I arrowed downward. I had never seen a dead Theradin before, but I needed no one to tell me that I saw one now. The constricting band still squeezed my throat in dry gasps, and in a frenzy of hysteria I threw myself wildly across the cabin, beating and battering on the emergency button, shrieking and sobbing and screaming . . .


  They kept me drugged all the rest of the trip. Twice I remember waking and shrieking out things I did not understand myself, before the stab of needles in my arm sent me down into comforting dreams again. Near the end of the flight, while my brain was still fuzzy, they made me sign a paper, something to do with witnessing that the crew held no responsibility for the Theradin’s death.


  It didn’t matter. There was something clear and cold and shrewd in my mind, behind the surface fuzziness, which told me I must do exactly what they wanted, or I would find myself in serious trouble with the Terran authorities. At the time I didn’t even care about that, and supposed it was the drugs. Now, of course, I know the truth.


  When the ship made planetfall at Samarra, I had to leave the Vesta and transship for Terra. The Vesta’s little captain shook me by the hand and carefully avoided my eyes, without mentioning the dead Theradin. I had the feeling—strange, how clear it was to my perceptions—that he regarded me in the same way he would regard a loaded time bomb that might explode at any moment.


  I knew he was anxious to hurry me aboard a ship for Terra. He offered me special reservations on a lino-cruiser at a nominal price, with the obvious lie that he owned a part interest in it. Detachedly I listened to his floundering lies, ignored the hand he offered again, and told a lie or two of my own. He was angry. I knew he didn’t want me to linger on Samarra.


  Even so, he was glad to be rid of me.


  Descending at last from the eternal formalities of the Terran landing zone, I struck out quickly across the port city and hailed a Theradin ground-car. The Theradin driving it looked at me curiously, and in a buzzing voice informed me that I could find a human conveyance at the opposite corner. Surprised at myself, I stopped to wonder what I was doing. And then—


  And then I identified myself in a way the Theradin could not mistake. He was nearly as surprised as I was. I clambered into the car, and he drove me to the queer, block-shaped building which my eyes had never seen before, but which I now knew as intimately as the blue sky of Terra.


  Twice, as I crossed the twisting ramp, I was challenged. Twice, with the same shock of internal surprise, I answered the challenge correctly.


  At last I came before a Theradin whose challenge crossed mine like a sure, sharp lance, and the result was startling. The Theradin Haalvamphrenan leaned backward twice in acknowledgment, and said—not in words—“Haalvordhen!”


  I answered in the same fashion. “Yes. Due to certain blunders, I could not return to our home planet, and was forced to use the body of this alien. Having made the transfer unwillingly, under necessity, I now see certain advantages. Once within this body, it does not seem at all repulsive, and the host is highly intelligent and sympathetic.


  “I regret the feeling that I am distasteful to you, dear friend. But, consider. I can now contribute my services as messenger and courier, without discrimination by these mind-blind Terrans. The law which prevents Theradin from dying on any other planet should now be changed.”


  “Yes, yes,” the other acquiesced, quickly grasping my meaning. “But now to personal matters, my dear Haalvordhen. Of course your possessions are held intact for you.”


  I became aware that I possessed five fine residences upon the planet, a private lake, a grove of Theirry-trees, and four hattel-boats. Inheritance among the Theradin, of course, is dependent upon continuity of the mental personality, regardless of the source of the young. When any Theradin died, transferring his mind into a new and younger host, the new host at once possessed all of those things which had belonged to the former personality. Two Theradin, unsatisfied with their individual wealth, sometimes pooled their personalities into a single host-body, thus accumulating modest fortunes.


  Continuity of memory, of course, was perfect. As Helen Vargas, I had certain rights and privileges as a Terran citizen, certain possessions, certain family rights, certain Empire privileges. And as Haalvordhen, I was made free of Samarra as well.


  In a sense of strict justice, I “told” Haalvamphrenan how the original host had died. I gave him the captain’s name. I didn’t envy him, when the Vesta docked again at Samarra.


  “On second thought,” Haalvamphrenan said reflectively, “I shall merely commit suicide in his presence.”


  Evidently Helen-Haalvordhen-I had a very long and interesting life ahead of me.


  So did all the other Theradin.


  FALLING ONTO MARS


  Geoffrey A. Landis


  The people of the planet Mars have no literature. The colonization of Mars was unforgiving, and the exiles had no time to spend in writing. But still they have stories, the tales they told to children too young to really understand, stories that these children tell to their own children. These are the legends of the Martians.


  Not one of the stories is a love story.


  In those days, people fell out of the sky. They fell through the ochre sky in ships that were barely functional, thin aluminum shells crowded with fetid humanity, half of them corpses and the other half little more than corpses. The landings were hard, and many of the ships split open on impact, spilling bodies and precious air into the barely-more-than-vacuum of Mars. And still they fell, wave after wave of ships, the refuse of humanity tossed carelessly through space and falling onto the cratered deserts of Mars.


  In the middle of the twenty-first century the last of the governments on Earth abolished the death penalty, but they found that they had not yet abolished killing or rape or terrorism. Some criminals were deemed too vicious to rehabilitate. These were the broken ones, the ones too cunning and too violent to ever be returned to society. To the governments of Earth, shipping them to another world and letting them work out their own survival had been the perfect solution. And if they failed to survive, it would be their own fault, not the work of the magistrates and juries of Earth.


  The contracts to build ships to convey prisoners went to the cheapest supplier. If prisoners had a hard time, and didn’t have quite as much food or water as had been specified, or if the life-support supplies weren’t quite as high a quality as had been specified, what of it? And who would tell? The voyage was one way; not even the ships would return to Earth. No need to make them any more durable than the minimum needed to keep them from ripping apart during the launch. And if some of the ships ripped open after launch, who would mourn the loss? Either way, the prisoners would never be returned to society.


  G-g-grampa Jared, we are told, was in the fifth wave of exiles. Family tradition says Jared was a political dissident, sent in the prison ships for speaking too vigorously in defense of the helpless.


  The governments of Earth, of course, claimed that political dissidents were never shipped to Mars. The incorrigible, the worst criminals, the ones so unrepentant that they could never be allowed back into human society: this is what the prisons of Earth sent to Mars, not political prisoners. But the governments of Earth are long skilled at lying. There were murderers sent to Mars indeed, but among them were also those exiled only for daring to give voice to their dangerous thoughts.


  Yet family tradition lies as well. There had been innocent men into exile, yes, but my great-great grandfather was not one of them. Time has blurred the edges, and no one now knows the details for sure. But he was one of the survivors, a skinny ratlike man, tough as old string and cunning as a snake.


  My G-g-grandma Kayla was one of the original inhabitants of Mars, one of the crew of the science base at Shalbatana, the international station that had been established on Mars long before anybody thought up the idea to dump criminals on Mars. When the order came that the science station was to close, and that they were to evacuate Mars, she chose to stay. Her science was more important, she told the magistrates and people of Earth, than politics. She was studying the paleoclimate of Mars, trying to come to an understanding of how the planet had dried and cooled, and how cycles of warming and cooling had passed over the planet in long, slow waves. It was an understanding, she said, that was desperately needed on the home planet.


  Great-great-grandma Kayla, in her day, had earned a small measure of fame for being one of the seventeen that stayed on Mars with the base at Shalbatana. That fame might have helped some. Their radio broadcasts, as people fell out of the sky, nudged the governments of Earth to remember their promises. Exile to Mars was not—or at least they had claimed it was not—intended as a death sentence. The pleas of the refugees could easily be dismissed as exaggerations and lies, but Shalbatana had a radio, and their vivid and detailed reports of the refugees had some effect.


  The first few years supplies were sent from Earth, mostly from volunteer organizations: Baha’i relief groups, Amnesty International, the holy sisters of Saint Paul. It wasn’t enough.


  After the first two waves, the scientists who stayed behind realized that they would have no more hope of doing science. They greeted the prisoners as best they could, helped them in the deadly race of time to build habitats, to start growing the plants that they would need to purify the air and survive.


  Mars is a desert, a barren rock in space. There was no mercy in sending criminals to Mars instead of sending them to death. They could learn quickly, or die. Most of them died. A few leaned: learned to electrolyze the deep-buried groundwater to generate oxygen, learned to refine the raw materials to make the tools to make the furnaces to reduce the alloys to make the machines to build the machines that would allow them to live. But, as fast as they could build the machinery that might keep them alive, more waves of desperate, dying prisoners poured down from the sky; more angry, violent men who thought that they had nothing left to lose.


  It was the sixth wave that wrecked the base. This was a stupid, self-destructive thing to do, but the men were vicious, resentful, and dying. A generation later, they called themselves political refugees, but there is little doubt that for the most part they were thugs and robbers and murderers. From the sixth wave came a leader, a man who called himself Dingo. On Earth, he had machine-gunned a hundred people in an apartment block that fell behind in paying him protection. On the ship, Dingo killed seven prisoners with his bare hands, simply to make the point that he was going to be the leader.


  Leader he was From fear or respect or pure anger, the prisoners on the ship followed him, and when they fell onto Mars, he harassed them, lectured them, beat them, and forged them into an angry army. They had been abandoned on Mars, Dingo told them, to die slowly. They could only survive if they matched the Earth’s brutality with their own. He marched them five hundred kilometers across the barren sands to the Shalbatana habitat.


  The habitat was taken before the inhabitants had even realized it was under attack. The scientists who hadn’t abandoned the station were beaten with scraps of metal from the vandalized habitat, blindfolded, and held as hostages while the prisoners radioed the Earth with their demands. When the demands were unanswered, the men were stripped and thrown naked out onto the sands to die. In rage and desperation, the mob that had been the sixth wave ripped apart the base, the visible symbol of the civilization that had sent them a hundred million miles to die. The women who remained on the base were raped, and then the destroyers gave them the chance to plead for their lives.


  The men of the fourth and fifth waves had joined together. For the most part they were strangers to each other—many of them had never seen each others’ faces except through the reflective visor of a suit. But they had slowly learned that the only way to survive was to cooperate. They learned to burrow under the sand, and when their home-made radios told them that the base was being sacked, they crept across the desert, and silently watched, and waited. When the destroyers abandoned the base, after looting it of everything that they thought was valuable, the fifth wave, hiding under the sands, burst out and caught them unprepared. Of the destroyers who had attacked Shalbatana base, not a single one survived. The leader Dingo fled into the desert, and it was Jared Vargas, my great-great grandfather, who saw him, followed him, tracked him down, and killed him.


  And then they went to Shalbatana base, to see whether anything left could be salvaged.


  G-g-grandpa found her in the wreckage and ripped the tape off her eyes. She looked at him, her eyes unable to focus in the sudden light, and thought him one of the same group that had raped her and sabotaged the habitat. She had no way of knowing that others from his group were frantically working to patch up one of the modules to hold air, while G-g-grandpa and others searched for survivors. As the leaking air shrieked in her ears, she looked up at him, blinking, blood running from her nose and ears and anus, and said, “You have to know before I die. Oxygen in the soil. Release it by baking.”


  “What?” G-g-grandpa said. It was not what he had expected to hear from a naked, bleeding woman who was about to pass out from anoxia.


  “Oxygen!” she said, gasping for breath. “Oxygen! The greenhouses are dead. Some of the seedlings may have survived, but you don’t have time. You need oxygen now. You’ll have to find some way to heat the regolith. Make a solar furnace. You can get oxygen by heating the soil.”


  And then she passed out. G-g-grandpa dragged her like a sack of stones to the one patched habitat module, and shouted, “I found one! Está viva! I found one still alive!”


  Over the following months Jared held her when she cried and cursed, nursed her back to health, and stayed with her through her pregnancy. Theirs was one of the first marriages on Mars, for although some women had been criminals infamous enough to be sentenced to Mars, still the male prisoners outnumbered the females by ten to one.


  Between them, the murderer and the scientist, they built a civilization.


  And still the ships came from Earth, each one more poorly built and delivering more corpses than living men. But that was in its way a blessing, for the men would mostly die, while the corpses, no matter how emaciated, had valuable organic content that could turn another square meter of dead Martian sand into greenhouse soil. Each corpse kept one survivor alive.


  Thousands died of starvation and asphyxiation. Thousands more were murdered so that the air that they breathed could be used by another. The refugees learned. Led by my great-great-grandfather and grandmother, when a ship fell to Mars, they learned to rip it apart to its components before its parachutes had even settled. Of its transportees—well, if they couldn’t breath vacuum (and the thin Mars air was never more than dust-laden vacuum), they had better scramble.


  Only the toughest survived. These were mostly the smallest and the most insignificant, the ones like rats, too vicious and too tenacious to kill. A quarter of a million prisoners were sent to Mars before the governments of Earth learned that behavior-modification chips were cheaper than sending prisoners to Mars, and tried their hardest to forget what had been done.


  My great great grandfather Jared became the leader of the refugees. It was a brutal job, for they were brutal men, but he fought and bullied and connived to lead them.


  There are no love stories on Mars; the refugees had no time, no resources for love. Love, to the refugees, was an unpredictable disease that strikes few people and must be eradicated. To the refugees, survival required obedience and ceaseless work. Love, which thrives on individuality and freedom, had no place on Mars.


  Yes, Jared Vargas was a dissident sent from Earth for speaking against his government. But Jared Vargas died in the desert. When the men of the fifth wave came to the rescue of the Shalbatana habitat, Jared Vargas had chased the leader Dingo into the desert, and that had been the last mistake of his life. Only one of them returned from the desert, wearing the suit of Jared Vargas, and calling himself by the name of Jared Vargas. No one recognized him, but the men of the fifth wave were from a dozen ships, and if any of them had been friends of the original Jared Vargas, they died after the new Jared Vargas returned from the desert. And the only men who would have recognized Dingo were the exiles of the sixth wave, and they were all dead.


  He returned from the desert, and rescued by great great grandmother, and the men of the fifth wave accepted him.


  But surely my great great grandmother was not fooled. She was an intelligent woman—brilliant, in her own field—and she must have realized that the man who claimed her for his wife was the same man who had led the army of angry rabble to rape her, rip apart her base, and laugh as they watched her friends die in the thin air of Mars.


  But Mars required survival, not love. And Jared Vargas was the only leader they had.


  There are many stories from the days of the first refugees on Mars. None of them are love stories.


  GOOD NEIGHBORS


  Ken Rand


  Mrs. Emily Lamb and Mrs. Mary Como were annoyed about the flying saucer that had crashed in their backyards just after dark, only feet from their respective kitchens, but even more disturbing was the fact that it crashed exactly on their mutual property line. Exactly.


  The wood slat fence between their yards lay in a twisted, splintered heap under and on either side of the flying saucer. It had been an old fence anyway, getting older and more worm-eaten because Mrs. Lamb and Mrs. Como had never been able to agree on whose responsibility it was to fix it.


  Now, crushed under the crumpled remains of a twenty-foot wide disk of smoking, charred metal, it didn’t matter. A fence was supposed to make for good neighbors. Nobody expected flying saucers to land on their fences.


  “It’s no use, Mary,” Emily said. “Half on your side, half on mine. Fifty-fifty, looks like. Your problem and mine, both.”


  “Yes, Emily, but—” Mary laid slender hands on her slim hips and sighed. She didn’t want to call the police or whomever it was you were supposed to call when these things happened—the Air Force? Who knew? And she didn’t really want to have anything to do with Emily Lamb if she could avoid it. She didn’t want to get involved.


  Mrs. Emily Lamb was loud and tacky. In her early sixties. Fat. And she always wanted to talk about her conspiracies. “Do you know what that communist you voted for is doing today?” she’d say to Mrs. Como across the driveway in the morning when she was out watering her yard, no doubt waiting to pounce as Mary stepped out the door and headed for work.


  Emily Lamb was a widow, a retired electrician. She read mysteries.


  Mrs. Mary Como, on the other hand, was quiet, fashionable. In her late forties, she took pride in the fact that her figure still turned an eye or two. She deliberately moved into the subdivision cul-de-sac to avoid pesky neighbors, but it hadn’t worked in the case of Mrs. Lamb.


  Mary Como was married, a real estate broker. She read science fiction.


  The two women shared a mutual antipathy, though it never strayed beyond the bounds of civility and a common property line. Their large adjacent backyards faced a horse pasture. Another subdivision bordered the pasture about two blocks away.


  Odd that nobody else heard the flying saucer crash. Or maybe not so odd, given that the Dekkers across the street were out of town and their teenagers were having another loud party. Waste of time calling the police on them again.


  The Lees were out to dinner no doubt. Who knew what whatsisname, the cab driver that lived on the other side of the cul-de-sac was up to? Who cared?


  “Look, Emily, my boy and his wife and kids are coming over for dinner and I have plans. Couldn’t you please deal with it?”


  “You mean Iggie’s actually going to pay you a visit, Mary?” Emily’s voice took on its natural cynical burr.


  “Well, he will,” Mary muttered. “Someday.”


  “Now, I figure it’s on both of ours’ property,” Emily said, “so it’s both of ours’ problem. Besides, my back is giving me fits lately.”


  “You want me to haul it off? You have a pickup.”


  “No,” Emily said, “I was thinking we should put it in your station wagon and haul it to the dump.”


  “That’s not very funny—”


  “I know, I know.” Emily shrugged. “The pickup’s busted. Gearbox is giving me fits. I got it up on blocks in the garage.”


  “We should call the police, I suppose. Or the Air Force.”


  Emily spit. “Are you kidding? If they come, they’ll make such a deal, you wouldn’t believe. Make us sign security oaths. Investigate us. Follow us, tap our phones—”


  “So we just get rid of it and don’t tell anybody? I don’t know—”


  “I don’t think anybody else saw.” Emily looked around. “What about your husband?”


  “Thomas is at a convention. In Las Vegas. Gone till Sunday afternoon.”


  Both women looked around the neighborhood. Except for the roar and thump of the party at the Dekker’s place, the neighborhood was quiet. It was a Friday night, which accounted for the many dark windows and empty driveways. People going out. And it was a nice night for early May, another excuse to get out.


  “Nobody cares anymore,” Emily said. She sighed. “Okay, I’ll see if I can get the pickup started. In the morning—”


  That’s when they heard the sound from inside the saucer. A moan.


  “There’s something we may have overlooked,” Mary said slowly.


  “I’ll go grab some tools,” Emily said. “You go change into something a little more practical.”


  Mary changed from her skirt and blouse to her gardening shirt and coveralls. She put on her gardening shoes and went to the greenhouse to get a flashlight. Flying debris from the crash fifty feet across the yard had torn a gash along the greenhouse side. Jagged, gaping holes showed through a row of fiberglass paneling. And she heard mice over by the herbs. Again.


  The new traps weren’t working.


  Emily was already tearing into the flying saucer with a crowbar and a hammer when Mary rejoined her.


  “Stack these over there,” Emily said to Mary as she handed her a strip of dull gray metal she’d pulled from the wreckage. Mary didn’t like the idea of Emily casually ordering her, but she did it anyway, taking the strips gingerly in her gloved hands.


  The metal felt surprisingly light. Mary twisted it. Strong.


  “Gimme that light over here,” Emily said. “Looks like after an earthquake or some such.”


  Through a tangle of metal shards, the women had reached what looked like the cramped cockpit of a small airplane, or submarine. A dense pack of intricate instruments, wiring and equipment surrounded the pilot, who lay curled in a fetal position.


  “Is he alive?” Mary whispered.


  “Dunno,” Emily said, her voice husky.


  The figure was humanoid, clothed in a silverish fabric from head to foot. Overlarge head, tiny body, about the size of a four-year-old. They couldn’t see the face.


  The figure groaned and moved.


  Mary gasped and retreated a step.


  “Maybe the pilot’s a woman,” Emily said.


  “Maybe,” Mary said, leaning back in over Emily’s broad shoulder.


  “We’ve got to do something,” Mary said.


  “You thinking of taking her in? Making her a maid or something? Raising her and sending her off to college—”


  The saucer pilot moaned again and lifted his—its head. The skin was glistening slick, pale, and yellow-greenish, like a slug. A broad forehead accented huge black eyes. It was noseless. A thin line of a mouth split the narrow, pointed chin. Ugly. Smelled like a dead rat.


  Both woman drew back and shivered.


  “Definitely male,” Mary said.


  “Yeah.”


  The thing moaned again, its slit lips parting, showing a very humanlike tongue. It pointed to its side with a doll-like hand and winced in obvious pain.


  “Where do you come from?” Mary said, raising her voice, as though the thing was hard of hearing.


  “Hellsakes, be quiet.”


  “But we must find out—”


  “We got to get this, this—thing out of our backyard, is what we’ve got to do.”


  “But this is the discovery of a lifetime,” Mary said. “A being from another planet—”


  “And you want to treat it like in one of your science fiction books. You think we’re going to get a call from the president or something? Maybe get on talk shows?”


  “So what do you want to do, Emily? Take it to the dump and forget all about it? This is important—”


  The thing started to sit up.


  Both women gasped, alarmed, and tried to step out of the tangled wreckage. Mary let out a little shriek as she tore her shirt on a jagged edge of metal and fell down. Emily swore and bolted for her back door.


  The thing rose on its feet, babbling in whatever language it used to babble with, and took some tottering steps in the wreckage. It climbed from the heap and headed for the pasture.


  “Emily, do something.”


  “Get out of the way, fool woman.”


  Emily had fetched a shotgun. She shouldered Mary aside and aimed the piece at the back of the creature from outer space that was waddling unsteadily toward the horse pasture.


  “Emily, you can’t—”


  Mary grabbed for the shotgun and it went off with a ear-splitting roar and a white flash.


  Both women fell back against the grass. They rose stiffly. Their ears rang and the air reeked of gunpowder. The Lisbon’s dog was barking down the street. The Dekker’s party was as loud as ever. The rest was silence.


  “Where’s the creature?” Mary said, tugging at Emily’s sleeve.


  “Dunno.” Emily grabbed the flashlight from the ground where it had fallen and walked out toward where the creature had staggered. The beam of the flashlight wavered left and right, left and right. After about fifty feet, the beam stopped.


  “Holy-moly,” Emily said.


  “What? What?” Mary cried, running to the scene.


  In the beam of the flashlight, the creature lay. Headless. The bloody stump of its neck looked remarkably bright red in the flashlight’s stark beam.


  Mary gasped and turned away.


  “Blown clean away,” Emily croaked, her voice oddly reverent. She cast the flashlight around in search of the creature’s head. “Disintegrated into a bloody mist—”


  “Oh, please, Emily,” Mary said, fighting an urge to retch.


  Emily heaved a massive sigh from her bosom and turned off the flashlight. “Mary,” she said. “We need ourselves a drink.”


  Mary nodded agreement. Weak-kneed, she allowed Emily to lead her into the Lamb kitchen, where Emily plopped Mary into a chair. Emily opened her refrigerator, which immediately emitted a choking whine. She slapped it on its side and the whine changed pitch. “Damn motor’s messed up.”


  She twisted off the caps from a pair of Buds. She handed one to Mary, dropped her bulk into a kitchen chair, tilted the bottle back to her lips, and took a healthy pull.


  “Ahh,” she said, wiping her lips on her forearm. “Nothing like a good brew to settle the stomach, make the mind work smoother. Loosens the tongue and the morals too, but that’s another story.”


  Mary sat across the table from Emily, legs apart, shoulders hunched, bottle in numb fingers on the table, eyes glazed.


  “Hey, you don’t look so good,” Emily said. “Take a few swigs. You’ll feel better.”


  Mary blinked a few times, took a ragged breath, straightened her shoulders, and drew her knees together, coming to. She looked around the dim kitchen. Emily hadn’t turned on the lights.


  “You never invited me into your house before,” Mary said.


  “Never had occasion to.”


  Chipped Formica covered the cheap table. Worn plastic chairs, plastic dishes stacked by the sink. On one wall, in the dim light, Mary saw a line of three painted plaster ducks marching across the faded, flowered wallpaper, oblivious to their tacky surroundings.


  “Nice ducks,” Mary said, tilting back the bottle. It tasted sour, cold. She liked the malty bite at the back of her tongue.


  “Present from my Joshua.”


  “Your oldest son. Right? I remember.”


  The two women sat in silence, except for the Dekker party, emptying their bottles. Emily belched, rose, and turned to the refrigerator to get seconds.


  “Do you like wine?” Mary asked.


  Emily turned, her hand on the refrigerator door. “Sure. Now and then.”


  “Come on over to my place. I got a nice white off-dry Riesling.”


  Emily hesitated. “Why not?”


  The two women walked through the back yard, skirting the disemboweled wreckage of the flying saucer, stepping over fence splinters, and walked into Mary Como’s dining room.


  “You left it unlocked,” Emily pointed out.


  “Forgot. Had my mind on other things,” Mary tilted her head toward the backyard. She turned up the lights a bit, illuminating the room just enough.


  “You could have been robbed.”


  Emily looked around at the room’s decor. The long, polished wood dining table gleamed in the soft light where it wasn’t covered under a white lace tablecloth. A large glass bowl of wax fruit lay in the center of the table.


  “So could you,” Mary said, opening the beveled glass door on a tall wine cabinet. “Your place wasn’t locked.”


  “Never is,” Emily said, sitting in a high-backed chair. The puffy soft cushion under her butt whooshed as she settled her bulk into it. “I got nothing for people to steal.”


  Mary produced two wineglasses and sat one in front of Emily. She poured and sat back in another high-backed chair. She twirled the glass, and sniffed at it before taking a delicate sip.


  Emily imitated Mary’s moves, twirling, sniffing, and sipping. Cold, and sour. But it had a nice, fruity bite to it she could almost chew.


  “Never been in your place before,” Emily said.


  “Hm.”


  They sat in companionable silence, enjoying the warmth of the wine, their elegant surrounding. The Dekker party got louder.


  “So,” Mary said, emptying her glass in a gulp, “we seem to have a crashed flying saucer in our backyard—”


  “And a dead pilot in the neighbor’s pasture—”


  “Who you shouldn’t have killed—”


  “And what?” Emily said. “Let him go and terrorize the neighborhood? You said it was important. You said—”


  “I never said you should shoot him.”


  “He scared the living bejesus out of me—”


  “Which provides no excuse for—”


  “And the gun wouldn’t have gone off it you hadn’t—”


  “So it’s my fault, is it?” Mary said.


  Emily shrugged and took a sip of her wine. Mary had raised her voice and Emily didn’t feel like arguing right now.


  “Got any more wine?”


  Mary sighed and poured again.


  “Mary, if folks find out about this—”


  “You’re right. Especially now that the pilot’s dead.”


  “Water under the dam. Sorry. Still, with the flying saucer sitting on both our property lines—”


  “We’ve got to do something,” Mary whined.


  “We’ve got to get rid of the body. Hide the wreckage.”


  Both women sipped. Gulped.


  “How?” Mary said.


  Emily had a far away look in her eyes. “I saw something in this one mystery TV show, Hitchcock. I forget the title. But I think I got me an idea.”


  “Yes?”


  “You got anything to eat around here?”


  “What’s for dinner, honey?” Thomas asked Sunday afternoon after he returned from the convention in Las Vegas.


  “A surprise.” Mary kissed her husband on the cheek. “And we’re having company for dinner.”


  “Oh? Who?”


  “You remember Mrs. Lamb, our neighbor?”


  “I thought you didn’t like her.”


  Mary shrugged, taking off Thomas’ tie. “We got acquainted over the backyard fence this weekend. New fence, by the way.”


  “Nah.”


  “Sure. Come and see for yourself.”


  Thomas walked out onto the patio and looked.


  “What is that?” he said, the frown obvious in his voice. He pointed at the ragged gray metal strips tacked up in a crazy-quilt pattern on uneven fence posts.


  “Some metal plates Emily found. I used some of it to shore up the greenhouse too. To keep out the mice. It works.”


  “Mary, have you gone—”


  A gate in the fence opened—a gate that hadn’t existed before Thomas had left for Las Vegas on Thursday—and Mrs. Lamb stepped through. She was smiling, wearing a dress. Not jeans. A dress, and a white blouse.


  She carried a large pan, big enough to hold a turkey, covered with a kitchen towel. She smiled.


  “Finished already?” Mary called out. “I thought you were going to work on your truck first.”


  “Done. I jury-rigged some spare parts. Got the fridge working too. And plenty time to cook. Your herbs and spices are really great, Mary,” Emily said, approaching across the lawn. “Afternoon, Mr. Como. How was your weekend?”


  “Uh,” Thomas said, eyebrows raised in a silent question to his wife which she ignored, “fine. I guess. Yours?” He stepped aside to let Emily past. The dish she carried smelled delicious. “What’s cooking?”


  “A surprise,” Emily said, exchanging a look with Mary.


  “Yes,” Mary said. “Something Emily saw on TV.”


  “Well,” Thomas said, “it certainly smells delicious. It smells out of this world.”


  Both women laughed. Hesitantly at first, Thomas joined in the laughter and helped set the table.


  ORIGINAL SIN


  S. Fowler Wright


  I


  I am XP4378882. I write this with a pen, on sheets of paper in the old way, instead of speaking it into a recorder, because I want it to have a chance of survival, even though a time should come when no more of those instruments can be made or preserved; and because it is a very private thing. If this should be seen by one who could read its words, my death would be nearer even than are those of the men and women among whom I move.


  I am writing on the 28th day of September, 2838, being nineteen years of age yesterday, and my friend Stella being two minutes younger than I. We two are the youngest people now alive in the world, having been born somewhat after our time, though there may be eight millions of those who are not more than fourteen days older than we.


  For when men conquered disease, and the life of a healthy child became a certain thing, there was a law made that no parents should have more than three (though they could have less if they would, and there were always some that were barren; but there was margin enough for that, and for such as died young, being scalded, or burnt, or perhaps choked with a bone); and then it was soon seen that it was a foolish thing for these children to be born whenever their parents would, as in the old disorderly days, and there was a further law that there should be a space of five years during which all married people might have what children they would (being it not more than three), and after that there should be a period of twenty-five years when none should be born at all.


  This worked well in more ways than might be thought at the first, for the children bred were all of a like age, and could be taught at one time, and would advance in a level way, whether at task or game, and the training of each year was in no more than three grades, and they were of a like age to wed when the time came, and would be still in their youth when the law was that they might have children themselves. There was time to plan how the next generation should be reared and taught, and each was divided from each in a clear way.


  So it has been now for three hundred years, and each generation has been born into a fairer world. There is no dis-ease. There is no dirt. There is no hunger or thirst. There is no pain. There is enough for all of all things that a man can need, so that there is no cause either to envy or hate, either to strive or long.


  Men have learnt to see that they need not die till their strength fails, and then death can be made pleasant enough; but the question of why they live has been left unsolved, and it is one which has been asked in an ever more urgent way.


  It is over a century ago that the Doctrine of Futility was first discussed, in records two of which still remain. It was not regarded seriously at first, and was freely allowed. But there came a time when it became a cult which some strongly held, and others disliked with the emphasis which the Law of Moderation forbids.


  Consequently, it was banned, and all recordings erased, excepting only those which were preserved in the Great Museum at Timbuktu.


  There was cause for this law, as it had been found that men might hold different opinions with an obstinacy of assertion which would lead to violent quarrels, when wounds might be given, even such as would cause death; and there had been a general determination to remove all occasions of premature decease from the world.


  Opinions must not be publicly expressed, except those on which all men were united, or excepting only such a minority as would not dare to dissent aloud, lest they should provoke the Law for the Elimination of Pests, which no one would wish to do.


  But these prohibitions were revised every twenty-five years, and it was a remarkable observation that the great majority of controversial questions would become innocuous in such a period, like a wasp that had lost its sting.


  This did not happen so quickly to the Doctrine of Futility, but at each successive revision it was regarded by the Guardians of Public Tranquility with an increased benevolence, until, at the fourth review, there was the necessary unanimous agreement that few would dissent from, and no one would be likely to be seriously disturbed by, the theory which it propounded.


  That, briefly stated, was that sentient life on the Earth, and particularly the forecasting and introspective self-conscious-ness of mankind, is an evolutionary blunder or, at best, a futility, inevitably destined to be corrected by the deliberate action of its own products so soon as they should reach an intellectual maturity sufficient to enable them to recognize both their own abortion, and their power to terminate it.


  Sooner or later, it was argued, mankind must reach a maturity of thought which would recognize the vanity of the procession of life and death, and, by its own deliberate and orderly extinction, restore the Harmony of the Universe, which had been momentarily disturbed by the flicker of sentient life on the planet on which we live.


  This theory, being released anew by the Guardians of Public Tranquility as a harmless, and even obvious proposition, was accepted at first with the passive assent due to that which all men can clearly and equally see. But that mood was quickly succeeded by one of excited interest, as it was realized that it offered a prospect of affirmative action to men whose whole lives had been negative till that hour.


  The elimination of every kind of adversity from the experience of human life had left it both emotionally and intellectually barren, without hope and without fear. Its futility had an indisputable quality. Men felt that they had already arrived on the crest of the wave of life—a crest where they scarcely were or did.


  But here was something that could be done, something to break the monotony of eventless days.


  With alacrity, even with enthusiasm, men caught at the idea, discussed, approved, planned. As they did so, their eyes brightened, their listless motions quickened, their voices stirred slightly from their accustomed drawl. Paradoxically, life became faintly valuable again, as the prospect of its destruction engaged their minds.


  Should they attempt the extinction of life of every kind? It might be beyond human power. It would certainly be an enterprise of extraordinary difficulty. Actually, all the higher forms of life, apart from mankind, had, for reasons of safety, prudence, or sanitation, been eliminated during several previous centuries. Only its more rudimentary forms remained, and these in severely restricted forms. To sterilize every germ of life in ocean and land and air—no, it could not be done. But such as would remain would be elementary in character: they would be of doubtful consciousness, and surely incapable of the curse of thought. They must be left to blunder to their own ends in their own ways.


  But the futility of human life, all its aimless recurrences, could be ended now.


  And though, as has been said, as men planned thus, they began paradoxically to feel that they had some purpose in life again, so that, with the thought of its destruction, its value rose, yet they did not therefore weaken in their resolve, for to do so would be to sink back into the sorrowless, joyless atrophy which, as they thus became half-awake, was their greatest dread.


  Such has been the talk around us for the last year, while plans for its realization have been developed and approved. It was a doom which even the young accepted with some degree of pleasant excitement rather than sharp demur, for when nothing has happened for nineteen or twenty years of monotonous days—I will not say that I did not accept it myself until the plan was announced in detail, and Stella drew me apart to a secret place, where our whispered voices could not be overheard or recorded in any Nay, and said, very quietly: “Don’t you see what that means for us?” and then: “Don’t speak to me again, or give any sign if you mean to do what I hope you will. You’ll throw away the last chance if you do. But I had to let you know how I feel, or you might not have guessed you could count on me.”


  II


  It is only a week till it will happen now, and no one has guessed what is in my mind, nor has the plan been altered in any way that would make it vain. I have not looked at Stella, nor, I think, has she looked at me, nor given any sign of what I know she is thinking and hoping now. But she can’t be sure, because it must depend upon me. I might leave her alone, and I wonder what she would do then? Or, of course, before that, I might give her away. While I don’t, she must see reason to hope . . .


  The plan is that the oldest ones will go first, while all the comforts remain. There is evident sense in that, and in any case, their time for liquidation would be very near.


  After that, the younger ages will go, working progressively downward, and the means of sustaining life will be destroyed in the same progressive manner, so that, when it will come to those of our own age, if we do not destroy ourselves, it will be impossible to live as we do now.


  In particular, the means of regulating temperature will be gone, so that we should only be able to resist cold or heat in the old crude ways—by clothes or roofs and walls, or the lighting of fires.


  And the provision of food would present such difficulties that it is hard to see how they could be overcome. It seems absurd to think that anyone should be willing to re-main alive under such conditions as that. But, if Stella thinks it may be worth while—after all, we can always die.


  III


  It has begun, and the first million, or more, are already dead. The method is that each in turn shall receive an injection from the one next below him on the list, after which he will pass into pleasant dreams. It is a drug that is often used, so that its effects are exactly known. There is an anti-dote by which men can recover without evil effect, if it be given within two or three hours, but, if they be left without it, their sleep drifts into death.


  The injection is best given in the spinal column, so that it can be done better by a man’s neighbor than by himself.


  Elaborate arrangements for the comfort of all have been made, and the routine is swift, so that it will be no more than three days before my turn and Stella’s will come. But we had a fright this morning, and the fact that I found it to be a fright showed me for the first time, with certainty, what I really wish to happen.


  We were called, Stella and I, before the Council of Rou-tines. They told us that we were last on the list, which might be an alarming position, we being as young as we were, though it is evident that someone must be there. They said they had discussed changing our places with others of the previous generation, who had volunteered to relieve us.


  I thought it best to seem indifferent, and only said that they needn’t trouble as far as I was concerned: I couldn’t see that it mattered one way or other.


  They turned to Stella, and she said: “Oh, don’t change it for me! I don’t mind being last of all. I rather like the idea.”


  Anyone would have thought they would have been too lethargic to say any more after that, but the liveliness with which she spoke seemed to rouse the Second Councilor up. He looked at her, almost alertly, and asked: “You will be last of all. How will you give yourself the injection? Have you thought of that?”


  “Oh, yes,” she said readily, “we’ve discussed that. I shall give it to Cerdic, and then, before it has any effect on him, he’ll have time to give it to me.”


  The Councilors didn’t look pleased at her use of my familiar name instead of my official number. It showed lack of respect for them, as she should have known. But even they may have seen the humor of making trouble on such a point, when it was not more than thirty hours, or two days at most, before they would extinguish themselves.


  IV


  Stella said: “I guessed that. Didn’t you?”


  We had just heard that there had been trouble over the two who had been proposed to take our places at the end of the list. They had been missing when their turn had come—missing, and hard to find. It came out then that it had been their own proposal to the Council of Routines that they should be put last on the list in place of ourselves, and every-one was saying that the Council had shown its wisdom in rejecting their plea.


  I was alarmed at first, for I feared that it might lead to some precaution being taken against evasion of the law of extinction by those who would be last on the list, for it was agreed that their purpose had been to attempt to remain alive, and it was said that that would destroy the self-justification of what we did.


  For it was obvious that if the human race should perpetrate its own complete self-destruction, it would have demonstrated its own futility in an unanswerable manner, which would be the justification of what it did. But if two should remain alive, and should become the parents of a new race, the whole action would be abortive, and this might be held to be the condemnation of those who did it, rather than of the creation to which they belonged.


  This being the prevailing view, it might have been reason-ably anticipated that the discovery of unwilling individuals, even two among millions, might have led to some precautionary action which would have been difficult to evade, but I found that opinion was taking another direction, ridiculing the folly of the detected two, and emphasizing how short a time they would have outlived their fellows, and how sharply the pain and misery in which they would have died would have led them to repent their choice.


  It was pointed out that it was to avert the possibility of such survivals that all the requirements of human existence were being systematically destroyed, so that, as the final exits were made, it would be impossible for any man or woman to remain alive for more than a few further hours except under conditions of intolerable discomfort, such as, even if they should attempt to endure them, would be promptly fatal.


  This is not a view which holds much comfort for us, and though it must be true that our ancestors experienced such conditions in earlier periods, it must be different for us, who have not experienced adverse temperatures or imperfect foods . . . Well, it is a risk which we must have courage to face, and may have vigor to overcome.


  V


  The two who rebelled did not make any great trouble after they were found, and their folly had been fully explained to them. It is said that they took their turns like lambs, as the saying is. (I am not clear as to what a lamb was, but these sayings outlast the meaning, which was doubtless clear to those by whom they were first used.) They are dead by now and our time is not more than a few hours ahead.


  VI


  It is done. And we are alone in an empty world. There was an incident at the last which I did not like, but it can-not be altered now.


  The time came when there were only six to whom the fatal injection had not been given. And then five—and then four. Rida, who was the last except ourselves, drove the needle into the neck of the one who came before her, and I saw her hand shake as she did it. He lay down in his own place, and it was my turn to deal with her.


  I picked up the syringe and refilled it and as I did so I bad a feeling of revulsion at what I was expected to do. Why should I not let her live? Why not at least give her the choice—the chance?


  She looked frightened. She might be glad.


  The fact that we were not accepting the law—that we were not intending to kill ourselves—seemed to make it different for me from what it had been for the others. Of course Stella would have no such difficulty. There would be nothing for her to do. But I felt that I should be a murderer if I did not at least ask Rida if she would be willing to live. And she was one whom I like in some ways better than Stella. Anyone would.


  As I filled the syringe Stella was watching me with ale impatient eyes. They met mine and I was sure that she read my thoughts.


  Rida had turned her back to me now. I could see her trembling. She said: “I don’t like waiting. Be quick.”


  I lifted the syringe, hesitating. Stella’s eyes were on me, bright, hard, insistent.


  I said: “I think you ought to know that there’s another course you can take if—” I didn’t get further than that. Stella reached over, and grasped my hand. The fatal pressure came from her, not from me. It was done in a second. She said: “Cerdic had it an inch too low.” I don’t know whether Rida heard. She went to lie down without looking round. What could anything, after that, matter to her?


  I haven’t quarreled with Stella. What use would it be? And when you’re alone in the world, and got to be very quick to find means to live—


  Should we survive, and found a new race, we ought to make a better world than it was before.


  But it seemed to me that it was a bad start.


  SYMBIOSIS


  Will F. Jenkins


  Surgeon General Mors was out in the rural districts of Kantolia Province, patiently arguing peasants into allowing the vaccination of their pigs and the inoculation of their families, when the lightning occupation took place.


  There was no declaration of war, of course. Parachutists simply began to drop out of a predawn sky an hour before sunrise; at the same time, jet planes sprayed the quiet empty streets of Stadheim, the provincial capital, with machine-gun bullets, which killed two dogs and a stray cat.


  Then roaring, motorized columns raced across the international bridge at Bait. Armed men rounded up the drowsy customs guards and held them prisoner while tanks, armored cars, and all the impressive panoply of war drove furiously into the still peacefully sleeping countryside. Then armored trains chuffed impressively across the international line, their whistles bellowing defiance to the switch engines and handcars in the Kantolian engine yards. A splendid, totally unheralded stroke of conquest began in the cold gray light of early morning.


  When dawn actually arrived and the people of Kantolia began to wake in their beds, more than half of the province was already in enemy hands. The few enemy casualties occurred in a railroad wreck, which itself was due to the action of over-enthusiastic quislings who blew up a railroad bridge to prevent the arrival of defending troops. That action merely held up the invasion program by two hours and a half in that sector. By eight o’clock of a drowsy, sunny morning, the province of Kantolia had been taken over.


  Surgeon General Mors heard about it at nine, while he stood beside a pigsty and patiently argued with a peasant who had so far refused to allow either his pigs or his family to be inoculated. Mors heard the news in silence. Then he turned heavily to the civilian doctor with him.


  “I had not much hope, but it is very bad,” he said. “War is always bad! And I hoped so much that we would finish our program of immunization! No nation before has ever achieved one hundred per cent inoculation. It would have been a very great achievement.”


  Standing beside the pigsty he wiped his forehead. “Now, of course, I shall have to go to Stadheim. That will be the enemy headquarters, no doubt. I hope, Doctor, that you will continue the inoculation program while you can. I beg you to do so! One hundred per cent immunization in even a single province would be a great feat! And after all, it is not as if the enemy would not be driven out. But even in ten days terrible damage can be done!”


  He went to the small, battered car in which he had been making his rounds, arguing with stubborn peasants. He was a stocky little man with deep circles under his eyes, somehow officials of small nations located close to a large one with visions of military glory tend not to sleep well of nights.


  Surgeon General Mors had not slept well for a long time.


  Perhaps, as a military officer, he should have tried to rejoin the defending army which so far had not fired a shot. But his presence in this region had been to further the inoculation program, and that program had locally been directed from Stadheim.


  As his car bumped and whined along the highway toward the provincial capital, the occupation progressed all about him without actually touching him. Three times he heard flights of jet planes roaring through the clear blue sky above. He could not pick them out because of their speed.


  Once he saw a faraway cloud of dust which was an armored column racing for some strategic spot not yet taken over. The enemy acted as if Kantolia had bristled with troops and weapons, instead of being defended only by customs guards at the border and the fifteen-man police force of Stadheim.


  The little car clanked and sputtered. The morning was quite perfect. Here and there a cotton wool cloud floated in the blue. All about were green tablelands, spread with lusty growing crops.


  Surgeon General Mors looked almost enviously at the unconcerned people of the rustic villages through which he passed. They bad no desire for war, and most of them did not yet know that it had come. He felt that any conceivable means was permissible for the defense of simple people like these against the alleged ideals of the enemy. But he looked very unhappy indeed.


  Toward noon, he saw the steeples of Stadheim before him. But he turned abruptly aside as if to postpone the inevitable. He drove up a gentle, rolling incline until he came to the squat, functional building which housed the pumping station for the provincial city’s water supply. The station and its surroundings seemed untouched, but when the engineer of the pumping station came out, the surgeon general could tell by his expression that he knew of the tragedy that had struck the country.


  Surgeon General Mors got out of the car.


  “They have not come here yet,” he said in a flat, matter-of-fact voice.


  “Not yet,” said the engineer. He ground his teeth. “I have carried out my orders,” he said harshly.


  “Just as I was told.”


  Surgeon General Mors nodded.


  “That is good.” Then he hesitated. “I would like to look over the plant,” he said almost apologetically. “It is very modern and clean. The enemy spent their money on guns. They might try to remove it for one of their cities.”


  The engineer stood aside Surgeon General Mors went through the little pumping plant. There were only twenty thousand people in Stadheim, so a large installation was not required, but it was sound and practical. There were the filters, and the chlorination apparatus, and the well-equipped small laboratory for tests of the water’s purity. The people of Stadheim would always have good water to drink, if the invaders didn’t wreck or remove this machinery.


  “It is good,” said the stocky little man unhappily, “to see things like this. It makes our people to be healthy, and therefore happy. Do you know,” he added irrelevantly, “that our inoculation program was almost one hundred per cent complete? Ah, well,” He paused. “I must go on to Stadheim. The invaders are there. I shall try to reason with them about our sanitary arrangements.


  Their soldiers will not understand how careful we are about sanitation. I shall try to get them not to make changes while they are here.”


  The engineer’s eyes burned suddenly.


  “While they are here!”


  “Yes,” Surgeon General Mors went on disconsolately. “They will not stay more than ten days.


  War is very terrible! It is everything that we doctors fight against all our lives. But so long as men do not understand, there must be wars.” He drew a deep, unhappy breath. “It will indeed be terrible! May it be the last.”


  There was a sudden change in the engineer’s eyes.


  “Then we fight? My orders—”


  “Yes,” said Surgeon General Mors, reluctantly. “In our own way, we fight. In the only way a small nation can defend itself against a great one. We may need as long as ten days before we drive them out, and when it comes it will be a very terrible victory!”


  He hesitated, and then spread out his hands in a gesture of helplessness. He walked out to the car and drove sturdily toward Stadheim.


  Sentries stopped him at the outskirts of the city, to confiscate the car. But when he got out wearing the uniform of his country’s military force, he was immediately arrested. He was marched toward the center of the city by a soldier who held a bayonet pressing lightly against the small of the little man’s back. Mors, of course, was of the medical branch of his army and looked hopelessly unmilitary, and he carried no weapon more dangerous than a fountain pen. But the enemy soldier felt like a conqueror, and this was his first chance to act the part.


  When the surgeon general of his country’s army was taken to the general commanding the invading troops, the latter was already much annoyed. There had not been a single shot fired in the invasion, and this time the history books would place the credit where it belonged with the dull, anonymous men who had prepared timetables and traffic control orders, rather than with the combat leadership. General Vladek would go down in history, if at all, only as the nominal leader of an intricate cross-country troop movement. This he did not like.


  An hour since, too, he had performed an impressive ceremony on a balcony of the provincial capitol building. With officers flanking him and troops drawn up in the square below, he had read a proclamation to the people of Kantolia. They had been redeemed, said the proclamation, from the grinding oppression of their native country; henceforth they would enjoy all the blessings of oppressive taxes and secret police enjoyed by the invaders. They should rejoice, because now they were citizens of their great neighbour, and anybody who did not rejoice was very likely to be shot. In short, General Vladek had read a proclamation annexing Kantolia to his own country, and he felt very much like a fool. It was not exactly a gala occasion. But the only witnesses outside of his own troops had been two gaping street sweepers and a little knot of twenty quislings who tried to make their cheers atone for the silence of the twenty thousand people who stayed away.


  However, when Surgeon General Mors was brought to his office as a prisoner of war, General Vladek felt a little better. A general officer taken prisoner! This had some of the savor of traditional war! The prisoner, of course, was a stocky, short figure in a badly fitting uniform, and his broad features indicated peasant ancestry.


  But General Vladek tried to make the most of the situation with military courtesy.


  “I offer my apologies,” said General Vladek grandly, “if you were subjected to any discourtesy at the time of your capture, my dear General. But after all,” he smiled condescendingly, “this is war!”


  “Is it?” asked Mors. He continued in a businesslike tone, “I was not sure. When was the declaration of war issued, and by whom?”


  General Vladek blinked.


  “Why, ah, no formal declaration was made by my government. There were military reasons for secrecy.”


  Surgeon General Mors sat down and mopped his face.


  “Ah! I am relieved. If you invaded without a declaration of war, you have the legal status of a bandit. Naturally, my government would not regularize your position. Even as a bandit, however,” he said prosaically, “you will understand that the local sanitary arrangements should not be interfered with. That was what I came to see you about. My country has the lowest death rate in all Europe, and any meddling with our health services would be very stupid. I hope you will give orders—”


  General Vladek roared. Then he calmed himself, fuming. “I did not receive you to be lectured,” he said stiffly. “So far as I am aware, you are the ranking officer of your army to be captured by my men. I make a formal demand for the surrender of all troops under your command.”


  “But there aren’t any!” said Surgeon General Mors in surprise, “My government would not be so imbecilic as to leave soldiers in a province they were not strong enough to defend! They’d only have been killed in trumped-up fighting so you could claim a victory!”


  General Vladek’s eyes glittered. He pounced.


  “Ha! Then your government knew that we intended to invade?”


  “My dear man!” said Mors with some tartness. “Your government has been drooling at the mouth for years over the fact that the taxes from our richest province would almost balance its budget!


  Of course we suspected you would someday try to seize it! We are not altogether fools!”


  “Yet,” said General Vladek sardonically, “you did not prepare to defend it!”


  Surgeon General Mors blinked at the slim, bemedaled figure of his official captor.


  “When a peaceful householder hears a burglar in his house,” he said shortly, “he may or may not go to fight himself, but he does not send his young sons! If he is sensible, he sends for the police.”


  “He sends for the police!” repeated Vladek incredulously. “My good Surgeon General Mors, do you expect the United Nations to interfere in this matter? The United Nations is run by diplomats, phrasemakers. They are aghast and helpless before an accomplished fact like our actual possession of Kantolia! My good sir.”


  “This talk is nonsense!” said Mors irritably. “I came to offer you the benefit of my experience in matters of military and public health. Do you have the welfare of your men actually at heart?”


  There was a pause. General Vladek was slim and beautifully tailored. He did not belong in the office of the provincial governor of Kantolia, whose desk was still littered with papers concerning such local affairs as the price of pigs and crops and an outbreak of measles in the public schools.


  The office was slightly grubby, despite a certain plebeian attempt at elegance. General Vladek seemed fastidiously detached from his surroundings. And he was amused.


  “I assure you,” said General Vladek, “that I am duly solicitous of my men’s health.”


  “If you are solicitous enough,” said Surgeon General Mors curtly, “you will get them out of here as quickly as they came in! But I can hardly expect you to comply with that wish. What I have to say is that your troops had better have as little to do with the civilian population as possible, no communication of any sort that can possibly be avoided.”


  “You are ridiculous,” said General Vladek, annoyed. “Kantolia is now part of my country. Its people are the fellow citizens of my troops. Isolate them? Ridiculous!”


  Surgeon General Mors stood up and shrugged.


  “Very well,” he said heavily. “I advised you. Now, either I am a prisoner or I am not. If not, I would like a pass allowing me to go about freely. The sudden entry of so large an invading force introduces problems of public health.”


  “Which my medical corps,” said General Vladek scornfully, “is quite able to cope with! You are a prisoner, and I think a fool!‘Good day!”


  Surgeon General Mors marched stolidly to the door.


  Since the invasion was not yet one day old, there had been no time to build concentration camps.


  Surgeon General Mors was confined, therefore, in a school which had been closed to education that it might be taken over and used as a prison. He found himself in company with the provincial governor of Kantolia, with the mayor of Stadheim, and various other officials arrested by the invaders. There were private citizens in confinement, too, mostly people whom the small number of quislings in Kantolia had denounced. They were not accused of crimes, as yet. Even the invading army did not yet pretend that they had committed any offense against either military or civilian law. But most of them were frantic. It was not easy to forget tales of hostages shot for acts of resistance by conquered populations. They knew of places where leading citizens had been exterminated for the crime of being leading citizens, and educated men destroyed because they rejected propaganda that outraged all reason. The fate of Kantoha had precedents. If precedent were followed, those first arrested when the land was overrun were in no enviable situation.


  Surgeon General Mors tried to reassure them, but he had not much success. The entire situation looked hopeless. The seizure of a single province of a very minor nation would appear to the rest of the world either as a crisis, or an affront to the United Nations, or as a rectification of frontiers, according to the nationality and political persuasion of the commentator. It would go on the agenda of the United Nations Council; deftly it would be intermixed with other matters so that it could not be untangled and considered separately. Ultimately it would be the subject of a compromise, one item in a complicated Great Power deal, which would leave matters exactly as the invaders wished them. Practically speaking, that was the prospect.


  “But the fact,” said Surgeon General Mors, “is that such things cannot continue forever. The life of humanity is a symbiosis, a living-together, in all its stages. It begins with the symbiotic relationship of members of a family, each of whom helps and is helped by all the rest. But it rises to the symbiotic relationship of nations, of which each is an organism necessary to the others, and all are mutually helpful.”


  “But there is parasitic symbiosis, in which one organism seeks to prey upon another as our enemy seeks to prey upon us,” interjected an amateur naturalist who was a fellow prisoner.


  “But a truly healthy organism finds ways to rid itself of parasites,” Mors said calmly, “or at least to keep them in tolerable subjugation. Do you doubt that our country is a healthy organism?”


  It was encouraging talk, but his fellow prisoners were not convinced. Most of them had been seized in their homes. Only one was fully dressed. The mayor had on an overcoat over his nightshirt; his hairy shanks and bare feet left him utterly without dignity. Other leading citizens were unshaven, uncombed, and in every possible stage of dishabille; all were certain their humiliation was a bad omen.


  “To be sure,” conceded Surgeon General Mors practically, “our country has only four million people, and our enemy has fifty. But we have planned our nation carefully. In nature, not all creatures defend themselves with tooth and claw. There is a specialized defense for every type of creature, as I myself pointed out to our president. There must be, as I insisted to him, some form of defense for every type of nation, so that it may survive. And I may say that be later told me that be considers our nation’s survival certain. So, since this province is necessary if our nation is truly to survive, the invaders will have to be turned out of it.”


  “But when?” asked a prisoner despairingly.


  “The wheat harvest should begin in three weeks,” said Mors meditatively. “It will be a great blow to our country if our enemy seizes the wheat harvest. I should say that we must have victory for our country in less than three weeks. Probably within ten days.”


  His companions stared at him. But Surgeon General Mors did not look like someone envisioning a spectacular military triumph for his country. He looked like someone sick, at heart from some knowledge he concealed within him.


  Depression stayed with the prisoners. They increased number as the day wore on. Typically, to the conquerors the conquered seemed somehow less than human. Many of the later prisoners had been beaten after their arrest. On the second day the schoolhouse was crowded. More of the new prisoners were beaten. On the third day there was a barbed-wire fence around the schoolhouse and food for the prisoners was contemptupusly dumped inside it in bulk for them to distribute themselves. Surgeon General Mors organized a committee for the purpose, and to protest against unnecessary ill-treatment and humiliations.


  On the fourth day two men arrived so badly beaten that they were unconscious, and died even as Surgeon General Mors tried, without drugs or any equipment to revive them.


  The newcomers reported conditions in the province. The invaders were methodically looting the captured territory. Their obvious purpose was to increase the riches of their country by impoverishing the province they had added to it. Machinery was being shipped back in a steady stream. Manufactured products were requisitioned from merchants. Kantolia had been the richest province in its small nation. When the invaders finished, it would be the most poverty-stricken in Europe.


  That was not all. The troops of the invaders were quartered in private homes’ as well as in public buildings. Nearly every Kantolian family had its quota of invaders, to be fed at the householder’s own expense. And while the enemy troops were required to practice strict discipline in relation to their officers, no such strictness was enforced as regarded civilians. A citizen whose home was only looted was considered fortunate.


  The outside world remained unconcerned. Of course no news went out from Kantolia. Censorship and a tightly sealed frontier took care of that. But what sparse, illicit radio news newcomers brought in to the prisoners indicated that the outside world was not too much disturbed by the rectification of an ‘unimportant’ frontier in a remote corner of Europe.


  There was a diplomatic crisis among the Big Four powers. Surgeon General Mors’ government had made a dignified protest and a formal appeal to the United Nations, but the achievement of atomic energy control by that organization had been so precarious a matter, and was maintained by so unstable a balance of bargains, that a controversial question like the seizure of Kantolia might wreck the entire framework of international accord if pressed at the present time.


  Consideration of the matter had been postponed. The invaders had an indefinite period in which forcibly to remold the province’s citizenry nearer to their heart’s desire, to teach them to clamor dutifully for the maintenance of their new nationality lest worse things befall.


  Strangely, though, no new prisoners arrived after the fourth day. Almost the last to arrive told, sobbing, of the fact that fresh troops had been pouring into Kantolia almost from the instant of its seizure, and that now a monstrous army was ready to overwhelm the rest of the nation of which Kantolia had been a part.


  But Surgeon General Mors counted on his fingers and said bleakly, “The invasion cannot last more than ten days! But it is very terrible!”


  He had never been military in appearance. Now, five days without soap with which to wash, or a razor with which to shave, and with no change of garments at all, his looks were not imposing.


  He had torn up his undershirt to make bandages for beaten prisoners. The food was insufficient, and he had given of his own to those most terribly beaten and therefore weakest. The five days had told upon him. Yet he still possessed an odd dignity which could only have been the dignity of faith.


  Then, on the afternoon of the fifth day, one of the sentries outside the barbed-wire enclosure staggered, dropped his rifle against a tree and then clung to that tree in a spasm of weakness. And Surgeon General Mors saw it.


  He watched somberly until it was over. He looked heartsick and ill. But his eyes glowed doggedly as he turned and ran his eyes over the battered, dispirited figures in the concentration camp which was the first benefit conferred by the invaders.


  “I must borrow a razor from someone,” Mors told the mayor of Stadheim, who happened to be nearest him, “or a knife. At worst I shall have to break a pane of glass and try to shave with its edge. I am going to demand the surrender of the invading army.”


  He did not succeed in making the demand that day. It was late afternoon of the seventh day of the occupation before Surgeon General Mors was ushered into the presence of General Vladek. On the way from the schoolhouse, the stocky, untidy man had been marched through the streets of Stadheim. They were almost empty. They were dirty and unawept. Trash littered the sidewalks.


  He saw few civilians and no soldiers at all except his guard, until he arrived at the capitol building which was enemy headquarters.


  He saw an invading soldier there, a sentry, lying on the sidewalk in a curiously shapeless heap.


  Surgeon General Mors knew at the first glance that the man was dead.


  He looked more than ever sick at heart when he was ushered into the presence of General Vladek.


  The scene of this second interview was also the office of the provincial governor, but now the elegance of its furnishings had been corrected. Now it was a picture of efficiency. There were filing cabinets and wall maps, and an automatic facsimile machine in one corner hummed softly as it covered a slowly unreeling roll of paper with slightly out-of-register typed orders, queries, lists and the like.


  General Vladek was slim and elegantly bemedaled as before. But now there was a nervous tic in his cheek. His face was queerly gray. He looked at Surgeon General Mors with a desperate grimness.


  “You are going to be shot,” he said with a terrifying quietness, “if you answer my questions truthfully. If you do not answer them, you will not be shot. But you will beg very pitifully for a chance to reconsider and earn a firing squad! Do you understand?”


  Surgeon General Mors seated himself with great composure. His attempt at shaving had not been very successful. He was in every way a disreputable contrast to the invading general’s dapper splendor.


  “I asked for this interview,” said Mors matter offactly, “to ask if you are prepared to surrender the troops under your command. You mentioned once that I was the ranking officer of my army in your hands. I doubt that you have captured any other. So I seem to be the person to make ihe demand.”


  General Vladek made a violent gesture. Then he composed himself. But he breathed quickly, and his cheek twitched, and his teeth showed when he smiled. He did not look conspicuously sane.


  “What is this epidemic?” he demanded in a deadly quietness. “My men die at the rate of ten thousand a day! Your citizens do not! We have lost thirty-five thousand men in four days, and so far not more than six civilians native to Kantolia have been stricken! What is it, Mors?”


  Surgeon General Mors leaned back in his chair. He showed no sigh of triumph.


  “It would be an organism we developed,” he said heavily. “The official designation is CK-211. I understand that it is an artificial mutation, a variation on a fairly common bacterium. I have been told that it could be described as a dwarf form of one of the diplococci. It is hardly larger than a virus molecule. You would not expect me to be more precise.”


  General Vladek’s nostrils distended.


  “Ah-h-h-h!” he said with deadly softness. “It is no normal plague! It is biological war! Too cowardly to fight as honorable men fight, your nation.”


  “There is no war between our countries,” said Surgeon General Mors, prosaically, “and you invaded our country like a brigand, making your own rules for attack. So we made our own rules for defense. If you surrender the troops under your command, there is a good chance that we can save their lives. Have you given thought to the matter?”


  General Vladek’s cheeks twitched. His hands shook with hate.


  “Tell me the truth,” he said hoarsely, “and I will have you shot. I will concede so much! I promise that I will have you shot! But if you do not—”


  “I think you are being absurd, General,” said Mors stolidly. “As I recall the details, death occurs on the third day after infection, usually within a few hours of the appearance of the first noticeable symptoms. Sulfa, streptomycin, and penicillin are ineffective against this particular strain, which was especially bred up to be resistant to such drugs. Also, from my recollection, the patient is infectious aim ast from the instant of his own infection, I think you understate your losses. Moreover, in an epidemic of this sort, the death rate should mount geometrically until natural immunes and the lack of susceptibles lower it.”


  Mors paused, and said inquiringly, “You have ordered your men to abstain from all contact with the civil population?”


  General Vladek panted with fury.


  “I suspected intention when the plague began! My medical corps insisted that since only my men were infected, its cause must be contaminated supplies from home! I ordered my troops to subsist on local supplies and distributed our rations among the people, for revenge in case your spies in our supply system were responsible! But the rate of infection tripled! And your people do not die!


  My men die! Only my men.”


  Surgeon General Mors nodded. His eyes were sober, yet very resolute.


  “That is natural,” he observed. “Our population is immune.” Then he said explanatorily. “We have immunized practically our entire population against certain formerly prevalent diseases.


  And included in the injection given to each citizen was a fraction of a very interesting formula which produces immunity to diplococci in a quite new fashion.”


  The dapper General Vladek sat frozen and speechless, in a rage so murderous that he seemed almost calm.


  “It makes symbiosis possible,” said Surgeon General Mors, in an interested tone. “It produces a condition under which the human body and the entire series of diplococci can live together. It does not produce the relationship. That requires the organisms, too. It merely makes the relationship possible. We have had practically no diplococci infections in our country for years back. Such diseases happen to be very rare among us. But the inoculation makes it possible for any of our inoculated citizens to establish a truly symbiotic relationship in case he encounters them. It is like the adjustment of intestinal flora and colon bacilli to us. They do not harm us, and we do not harm them. You follow the reasoning?”


  General Vladek’s voice was quite inhuman. “How were my men infected?” he demanded. His voice cracked. “Tell me, how were my men infected? My medical corps says—”


  “We did not infect them,” said Surgeon General Mors calmly. “We infected only our own population. On the morning of your invasion we spread the infection in the drinking water, in the food. We infected our own people, who could not be harmed by it-and then I came to you and warned you to keep your soldiers aloof from our people. I also advised you to get your troops out of our country for their own safety, but you would not believe me. Because you see”, his tone was absolutely commonplace, “every citizen of our country is now a carrier of the plague of which your soldiers die. A carrier. Not suffering from it, but able to give it to anyone not immunized against it. You have heard of typhoid carriers. We are a nation of carriers, bearers of the plague which is destroying your army.”


  General Vladek looked like an image of frozen, despairing rage. His face was gray. His cheek twitched. He had led an invading army triumphantly into this province.


  Then without one shot being fired, his army had ceased to be an army, and a sentry lay dead on the street before his headquarters.


  “We did not, like to do it,” said Surgeon General Mors, heavily. “But we had to defend ourselves.


  The soil of our nation is now deadly to your troops. If you murdered and burned every citizen of our country, our land would still be fatal to your men and to the settlers who might follow them.


  You cannot make use of Kantolia. You cannot make use of any of the rest of our country. And the loot you have sent back has spread infection in your cities. Couriers have carried it back and transmitted it before they died. The quislings you sent to your country to be rewarded for betraying their own, they were carriers, too. The plague must rage horribly in your nation. Other countries will close their frontiers in quarantine, if they have not already done so. You nation is destroyed unless you let us save it. I beg that you will give us the power.”


  Then Surgeon General Mors said very wearily: “I hope you will surrender your army, General Vladek. Your men, as our prisoners, will become our patients and we will cure them. Otherwise they will die. Permit us, and we will check the epidemic you created in your own country by invading us. We did not defend ourselves without knowing our weapon thoroughly. But you will have to give us the power to rescue you. You and your nation must surrender without conditions.”


  General Vladek stood up. He rang a bell. An officer and soldiers entered.


  “Take him out,” panted General Vladek hoarsely. Then his voice rose to a scream. “Take him out and kill him!”


  The officer moved. Then there was a clatter. A rifle had dropped to the floor. One of the soldiers staggered. He reeled against one of the steel filing cases and clung there desperately. Sweat poured out on his face; he was ashen white. He knew, of course, what was the matter. He sobbed.


  He was already a dead man, though he still moved and breathed. Great tears welled out of his eyes. The other soldiers wavered and fled.


  Surgeon General Mors stood beside a pigsty and argued patiently with a peasant who so far had stubbornly refused to permit the reinoculation of either his family or his cows. The dumpy little man in the badly fitting uniform said earnestly,


  “It is a matter of living together, what learned men call symbiosis. We defended our country with the other inoculations. Now we must defend all mankind with these! We do not want our people to be feared or hated. We want visitors from other nations to come and live among us in peace and safety, to have no fears about doing business with us. If other nations are afraid of us, we will suffer for it!”


  The peasant made fitful objections. Victory over the invaders, and the terms imposed upon them, had made him proud. But Surgeon General Mors’ patient arguments were gradually wearing him down.


  “Ah, but they made war on us. That was different! We do not want any more wars. When you and your family and your cows have been inoculated, we will be that much further along toward the understanding that nations which are at peace can live together,” said Surgeon General Mors earnestly. “Nations which are at war only die together.”


  A LETTER FORM THE CLEARYS


  Connie Willis


  There was a letter from the Clearys at the post office. I put it in my backpack along with Mrs. Talbot’s magazine and went outside to untie Stitch.


  He had pulled his leash out as far as it would go and was sitting around the corner, half-strangled, watching a robin. Stitch never barks, not even at birds. He didn’t even yip when Dad stitched up his paw. He just sat there the way we found him on the front porch, shivering a little and holding his paw up for Dad to look at. Mrs. Talbot says he’s a terrible watchdog, but I’m glad he doesn’t bark. Rusty barked all the time and look where it got him.


  I had to pull Stitch back around the corner to where I could get enough slack to untie him. That took some doing because he really liked that robin. “It’s a sign of spring, isn’t it, fella?” I said, trying to get at the knot with my fingernails. I didn’t loosen the knot, but I managed to break one of my fingernails off to the quick. Great. Mom will demand to know if I’ve noticed any other fingernails breaking.


  My hands are a real mess. This winter I’ve gotten about a hundred burns on the back of my hands from that stupid woodstove of ours. One spot, just above my wrist, I keep burning over and over so it never has a chance to heal. The stove isn’t big enough and when I try to jam a log in that’s too long that same spot hits the inside of the stove every time. My stupid brother David won’t saw them off to the right length. I’ve asked him and asked him to please cut them shorter, but he doesn’t pay any attention to me.


  I asked Mom if she would please tell him not to saw the logs so long, but she didn’t. She never criticizes David. As far as she’s concerned he can’t do anything wrong just because he’s twenty-three and was married.


  “He does it on purpose,” I told her. “He’s hoping I’ll burn to death.”


  “Paranoia is the number-one killer of fourteen-year-old girls,” Mom said. She always says that. It makes me so mad I feel like killing her. “He doesn’t do it on purpose. You need to be more careful with the stove, that’s all.” But all the time she was holding my hand and looking at the big burn that won’t heal like it was a time bomb set to go off.


  “We need a bigger stove,” I said, and yanked my hand away. We do need a bigger one. Dad closed up the fireplace and put the woodstove in when the gas bill was getting out of sight, but it’s just a little one because Mom didn’t want one that would stick way out in the living room. Anyway, we were only going to use it in the evenings.


  We won’t get a new one. They are all too busy working on the stupid greenhouse. Maybe spring will come early, and my hand will have half a chance to heal. I know better. Last winter the snow kept up till the middle of June and this is only March. Stitch’s robin is going to freeze his little tail if he doesn’t head back south. Dad says that last year was unusual, that the weather will be back to normal this year, but he doesn’t believe it, either, or he wouldn’t be building the greenhouse.


  As soon as I let go of Stitch’s leash, he backed around the corner like a good boy and sat there waiting for me to stop sucking my finger and untie him. “We’d better get a move on,” I told him. “Mom’ll have a fit.” I was supposed to go by the general store to try and get some tomato seeds, but the sun was already pretty far west, and I had at least a half hour’s walk home. If I got home after dark I’d get sent to bed without supper and then I wouldn’t get to read the letter. Besides, if I didn’t go to the general store today they would have to let me go tomorrow and I wouldn’t have to work on the stupid greenhouse.


  Sometimes I feel like blowing it up. There’s sawdust and mud on everything, and David dropped one of the pieces of plastic on the stove while they were cutting it and it melted onto the stove and stinks to high heaven. But nobody else even notices the mess, they’re so busy talking about how wonderful it’s going to be to have homegrown watermelon and corn and tomatoes next summer.


  I don’t see how it’s going to be any different from last summer. The only things that came up at all were the lettuce and the potatoes. The lettuce was about as tall as my broken fingernail and the potatoes were as hard as rocks. Mrs. Talbot said it was the altitude, but Dad said it wasn’t, either, it was the funny weather and this crummy Pikes Peak granite that passes for soil around here. He went up to the little library in the back of the general store and got a do-it-yourself book on greenhouses and started tearing everything up and now even Mrs. Talbot is crazy about the idea.


  The other day I told them, “Paranoia is the number-one killer of people at this altitude,” but they were too busy cutting slats and stapling plastic to even pay any attention to me.


  Stitch walked along ahead of me, straining at his leash, and as soon as we were across the highway, I took it off. He never runs away like Rusty used to. Anyway, it’s impossible to keep him out of the road, and the times I’ve tried keeping him on his leash, he dragged me out into the middle and I got in trouble with Dad over leaving footprints. So I keep to the frozen edges of the road, and he moseys along, stopping to sniff at potholes, and when he gets behind, I whistle at him and he comes running right up.


  I walked pretty fast. It was getting chilly out, and I’d only worn my sweater. I stopped at the top of the hill and whistled at Stitch. We still had a mile to go. I could see the Peak from where I was standing. Maybe Dad is right about spring coming. There was hardly any snow on the Peak, and the burned part didn’t look quite as dark as it did last fall, like maybe the trees are coming back.


  Last year at this time the whole peak was solid white. I remember because that was when Dad and David and Mr. Talbot went hunting and it snowed every day and they didn’t get back for almost a month. Mom just about went crazy before they got back. She kept going up to the road to watch for them even though the snow was five feet deep and she was leaving footprints as big as the Abominable Snowman’s. She took Rusty with her even though he hated the snow about as much as Stitch hates the dark. And she took a gun. One time she tripped over a branch and fell down in the snow. She sprained her ankle and was frozen stiff by the time she made it back to the house. I felt like saying, “Paranoia is the number-one killer of mothers,” but Mrs. Talbot butted in and said the next time I had to go with her and how this was what happened when people were allowed to go places by themselves, which meant me going to the post office. And I said I could take care of myself and Mom told me not to be rude to Mrs. Talbot and Mrs. Talbot was right, I should go with her the next time.


  Mom wouldn’t wait till her ankle was better. She bandaged it up and we went the very next day. She wouldn’t say a word the whole trip, just limped through the snow. She never even looked up till we got to the road. The snow had stopped for a little while and the clouds had lifted enough so you could see the Peak. It was really neat, like a black and white photograph, the gray sky and the black trees and the white mountain. The Peak was completely covered with snow. You couldn’t make out the toll road at all.


  We were supposed to hike up the Peak with the Clearys.


  When we got back to the house, I said, “The summer before last the Clearys never came.”


  Mom took off her mittens and stood by the stove, pulling off chunks of frozen snow. “Of course they didn’t come, Lynn,” she said.


  Snow from my coat was dripping onto the stove and sizzling. “I didn’t mean that,” I said. “They were supposed to come the first week in June. Right after Rick graduated. So what happened? Did they just decide not to come or what?”


  “I don’t know,” she said, pulling off her hat and shaking her hair out. Her bangs were all wet.


  “Maybe they wrote to tell you they’d changed their plans,” Mrs. Talbot said. “Maybe the post office lost the letter.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Mom said.


  “You’d think they’d have written or something,” I said.


  “Maybe the post office put the letter in somebody else’s box,” Mrs. Talbot said.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Mom said, and went to hang her coat over the line in the kitchen. She wouldn’t say another word about them. When Dad got home I asked him about the Clearys, too, but he was too busy telling about the trip to pay any attention to me.


  Stitch didn’t come. I whistled again and then started back after him. He was all the way at the bottom of the hill, his nose buried in something. “Come on,” I said, and he turned around and then I could see why he hadn’t come. He’d gotten himself tangled up in one of the electric wires that was down. He’d managed to get the cable wound around his legs like he does his leash sometimes and the harder he tried to get out, the more he got tangled up.


  He was right in the middle of the road. I stood on the edge of the road, trying to figure out a way to get to him without leaving footprints. The road was pretty much frozen at the top of the hill, but down here snow was still melting and running across the road in big rivers. I put my toe out into the mud, and my sneaker sank in a good half inch, so I backed up, rubbed out the toe print with my hand, and wiped my hand on my jeans. I tried to think what to do. Dad is as paranoiac about footprints as Mom is about my hands, but he is even worse about my being out after dark. If I didn’t make it back in time he might even tell me I couldn’t go to the post office anymore.


  Stitch was coming as close as he ever would to barking. He’d gotten the wire around his neck and was choking himself. “All right,” I said, “I’m coming.” I jumped out as far as I could into one of the rivers and then waded the rest of the way to Stitch, looking back a couple of times to make sure the water was washing away the footprints.


  I unwound Stitch like you would a spool of thread, and threw the loose end of the wire over to the side of the road where it dangled from the pole, all ready to hang Stitch next time he comes along.


  “You stupid dog,” I said. “Now hurry!” and I sprinted back to the side of the road and up the hill in my sopping wet sneakers. He ran about five steps and stopped to sniff at a tree. “Come on!” I said. “It’s getting dark. Dark!”


  He was past me like a shot and halfway down the hill. Stitch is afraid of the dark. I know, there’s no such thing in dogs. But Stitch really is. Usually I tell him, “Paranoia is the number-one killer of dogs,” but right now I wanted him to hurry before my feet started to freeze. I started running, and we got to the bottom of the hill about the same time.


  Stitch stopped at the driveway of the Talbots’ house. Our house wasn’t more than a few hundred feet from where I was standing, on the other side of the hill. Our house is down in kind of a well formed by hills on all sides. It’s so deep and hidden you’d never even know it’s there. You can’t even see the smoke from our woodstove over the top of the Talbots’ hill. There’s a shortcut through the Talbots’ property and down through the woods to our back door, but I don’t take it anymore. “Dark, Stitch,” I said sharply, and started running again. Stitch kept right at my heels.


  The Peak was turning pink by the time I got to our driveway. Stitch peed on the spruce tree about a hundred times before I got it dragged back across the dirt driveway. It’s a real big tree. Last summer Dad and David chopped it down and then made it look like it had fallen across the road. It completely covers up where the driveway meets the road, but the trunk is full of splinters, and I scraped my hand right in the same place as always. Great.


  I made sure Stitch and I hadn’t left any marks on the road (except for the marks he always leaves—another dog could find us in a minute. That’s probably how Stitch showed up on our front porch, he smelled Rusty) and then got under cover of the hill as fast as I could. Stitch isn’t the only one who gets nervous after dark. And besides, my feet were starting to hurt. Stitch was really paranoiac tonight. He didn’t even take off running after we were in sight of the house.


  David was outside, bringing in a load of wood. I could tell just by looking at it that they were all the wrong length. “Cutting it kind of close, aren’t you?” he said. “Did you get the tomato seeds?”


  “No,” I said. “I brought you something else, though. I brought everybody something.”


  I went on in. Dad was rolling out plastic on the living room floor. Mrs. Talbot was holding one end for him. Mom was standing holding the card table, still folded up, waiting for them to finish so she could set it up in front of the stove for supper. Nobody even looked up. I unslung my backpack and took out Mrs. Talbot’s magazine and the letter.


  “There was a letter at the post office,” I said. “From the Clearys.”


  They all looked up.


  “Where did you find it?” Dad said.


  “On the floor, mixed in with all the third class stuff. I was looking for Mrs. Talbot’s magazine.”


  Mom leaned the card table against the couch and sat down. Mrs. Talbot just looked blank.


  “The Clearys were our best friends,” I said. “From Illinois. They were supposed to come see us the summer before last. We were going to hike up Pikes Peak and everything.”


  David banged in the door. He looked at Mom sitting on the couch and Dad and Mrs. Talbot still standing there holding the plastic like a couple of statues. “What’s wrong?” he said.


  “Lynn says she found a letter from the Clearys today,” Dad said.


  David dumped the logs on the hearth. One of them rolled onto the carpet and stopped at Mom’s feet. Neither of them bent over to pick it up.


  “Shall I read it out loud?” I said, looking at Mrs. Talbot. I was still holding her magazine. I opened up the envelope and took out the letter.


  “‘Dear Janice and Todd and everybody,’ ” I read. “ ‘How are things in the glorious West? We’re raring to come out and see you, though we may not make it quite as soon as we hoped. How are Carla and David and the baby? I can’t wait to see little David. Is he walking yet? I bet Grandma Janice is so proud she’s busting her britches. Is that right? Do you Westerners wear britches or have you all gone to designer jeans?’ ”


  David was standing by the fireplace. He put his head down across his arms on the mantelpiece.


  “ ‘I’m sorry I haven’t written, but we were very busy with Rick’s graduation and anyway I thought we would beat the letter out to Colorado, but now it looks like there’s going to be a slight change in plans. Rick has definitely decided to join the Army. Richard and I have talked ourselves blue in the face, but I guess we’ve just made matters worse. We can’t even get him to wait to join until after the trip to Colorado. He says we’d spend the whole trip trying to talk him out of it, which is true, I guess. I’m just so worried about him. The Army! Rick says I worry too much, which is true, too, I guess, but what if there was a war?’ ”


  Mom bent over and picked up the log that David had dropped and laid it on the couch beside her.


  “ ‘If it’s okay with you out there in the Golden West, we’ll wait until Rick is done with basic the first week in July and then all come out. Please write and let us know if this is okay. I’m sorry to switch plans on you like this at the last minute, but look at it this way: You have a whole extra month to get into shape for hiking up Pikes Peak. I don’t know about you, but I sure can use it.’ ”


  Mrs. Talbot had dropped her end of the plastic. It hadn’t landed on the stove this time, but it was so close to it, it was curling from the heat. Dad just stood there watching it. He didn’t even try to pick it up.


  “ ‘How are the girls? Sonja is growing like a weed. She’s out for track this year and bringing home lots of medals and dirty sweat socks. And you should see her knees! They’re so banged up I almost took her to the doctor. She says she scrapes them on the hurdles, and her coach says there’s nothing to worry about, but it does worry me a little. They just don’t seem to heal. Do you ever have problems like that with Lynn and Melissa?


  “ ‘I know, I know. I worry too much. Sonja’s fine. Rick’s fine. Nothing awful’s going to happen between now and the first week in July, and we’ll see you then. Love, the Clearys. P.S. Has anybody ever fallen off Pikes Peak?’ ”


  Nobody said anything. I folded up the letter and put it back in the envelope.


  “I should have written them,” Mom said. “I should have told them, ‘Come now.’ Then they would have been here.”


  “And we would probably have climbed up Pikes Peak that day and gotten to see it all go blooey and us with it,” David said, lifting his head up. He laughed and his voice caught on the laugh and kind of cracked. “I guess we should be glad they didn’t come.”


  “Glad?” Mom said. She was rubbing her hands on the legs of her jeans. “I suppose we should be glad Carla took Melissa and the baby to Colorado Springs that day so we didn’t have so many mouths to feed.” She was rubbing her jeans so hard she was going to rub a hole right through them. “I suppose we should be glad those looters shot Mr. Talbot.”


  “No,” Dad said. “But we should be glad the looters didn’t shoot the rest of us. We should be glad they only took the canned goods and not the seeds. We should be glad the fires didn’t get this far. We should be glad . . .”


  “That we still have mail delivery?” David said. “Should we be glad about that, too?” He went outside and shut the door behind him.


  “When I didn’t hear from them I should have called or something,” Mom said.


  Dad was still looking at the ruined plastic. I took the letter over to him. “Do you want to keep it or what?” I said.


  “I think it’s served its purpose,” he said. He wadded it up, tossed it in the stove, and slammed the door shut. He didn’t even get burned. “Come help me on the greenhouse, Lynn,” he said.


  It was pitch-dark outside and really getting cold. My sneakers were starting to get stiff. Dad held the flashlight and pulled the plastic tight over the wooden slats. I stapled the plastic every two inches all the way around the frame and my finger about every other time. After we finished one frame I asked Dad if I could go back in and put on my boots.


  “Did you get the seeds for the tomatoes?” he said, like he hadn’t even heard me. “Or were you too busy looking for the letter?”


  “I didn’t look for it,” I said. “I found it. I thought you’d be glad to get the letter and know what happened to the Clearys.”


  Dad was pulling the plastic across the next frame, so hard it was getting little puckers in it. “We already knew,” he said.


  He handed me the flashlight and took the staple gun out of my hand. “You want me to say it?” he said. “You want me to tell you exactly what happened to them? All right. I would imagine they were close enough to Chicago to have been vaporized when the bombs hit. If they were, they were lucky. Because there aren’t any mountains like ours around Chicago. So if they weren’t, they got caught in the firestorm or they died of flash burns or radiation sickness, or else some looter shot them.”


  “Or their own family,” I said.


  “Or their own family.” He put the staple gun against the wood and pulled the trigger. “I have a theory about what happened the summer before last,” he said. He moved the gun down and shot another staple into the wood. “I don’t think the Russians started it, or the United States, either. I think it was some little terrorist group somewhere or maybe just one person. I don’t think they had any idea what would happen when they dropped their bomb. I think they were just so hurt and angry and frightened by the way things were that they just lashed out. With a bomb.” He stapled the frame clear to the bottom and straightened up to start on the other side. “What do you think of that theory, Lynn?”


  “I told you,” I said. “I found the letter while I was looking for Mrs. Talbot’s magazine.”


  He turned and pointed the staple gun at me. “But whatever reason they did it for, they brought the whole world crashing down on their heads. Whether they meant it or not, they had to live with the consequences.”


  “If they lived,” I said. “If somebody didn’t shoot them.”


  “I can’t let you go to the post office anymore,” he said. “It’s too dangerous.”


  “What about Mrs. Talbot’s magazines?”


  “Go check on the fire,” he said.


  I went back inside. David had come back and was standing by the fireplace again, looking at the wall. Mom had set up the card table and the folding chairs in front of the fireplace. Mrs. Talbot was in the kitchen cutting up potatoes, only it looked like it was onions the way she was crying.


  The fire had practically gone out. I stuck a couple of wadded-up magazine pages in to get it going again. The fire flared up with a brilliant blue and green. I tossed a couple of pinecones and some sticks onto the burning paper. One of the pinecones rolled off to the side and lay there in the ashes. I grabbed for it and hit my hand on the door of the stove.


  Right in the same place. Great. The blister would pull the old scab off and we could start all over again. And of course Mom was standing right there, holding the pan of potato soup. She put it on the top of the stove and grabbed up my hand like it was evidence in a crime or something. She didn’t say anything, she just stood there holding it and blinking.


  “I burned it,” I said. “I just burned it.”


  She touched the edges of the old scab, like she was afraid of catching something.


  “It’s a burn,” I shouted, snatching my hand back and cramming David’s stupid logs into the stove. “It isn’t radiation sickness. It’s just a burn!”


  “Do you know where your father is, Lynn?” she said as if she hadn’t even heard me.


  “He’s out on the back porch,” I said, “building his stupid greenhouse.”


  “He’s gone,” she said. “He took Stitch with him.”


  “He can’t have taken Stitch,” I said. “He’s afraid of the dark.” She didn’t say anything. “Do you know how dark it is out there?”


  “Yes,” she said, and went and looked out the window. “I know how dark it is.”


  I got my parka off the hook by the fireplace and started out the door.


  David grabbed my arm. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”


  I wrenched away from him. “To find Stitch. He’s afraid of the dark.”


  “It’s too dark,” he said. “You’ll get lost.”


  “So what? It’s safer than hanging around this place,” I said and slammed the door shut on his hand.


  I made it halfway to the woodpile before he grabbed me again, this time with his other hand. I should have gotten them both with the door.


  “Let me go,” I said. “I’m leaving. I’m going to go find some other people to live with.”


  “There aren’t any other people! For Christ’s sake, we went all the way to South Park last winter. There wasn’t anybody. We didn’t even see those looters. And what if you run into them, the looters that shot Mr. Talbot?”


  “What if I do? The worst they could do is shoot me. I’ve been shot at before.”


  “You’re acting crazy, you know that, don’t you?” he said. “Coming in here out of the clear blue, taking potshots at everybody with that crazy letter!”


  “Potshots!” I said, so mad I was afraid I was going to start crying. “Potshots! What about last summer? Who was taking potshots then?”


  “You didn’t have any business taking the shortcut,” David said. “Dad told you never to come that way.”


  “Was that any reason to try and shoot me? Was that any reason to kill Rusty?”


  David was squeezing my arm so hard I thought he was going to snap it right in two. “The looters had a dog with them. We found its tracks all around Mr. Talbot. When you took the shortcut and we heard Rusty barking, we thought you were the looters.” He looked at me. “Mom’s right. Paranoia’s the number-one killer. We were all a little crazy last summer. We’re all a little crazy all the time, I guess, and then you pull a stunt like bringing that letter home, reminding everybody of everything that’s happened, of everybody we’ve lost . . .” He let go of my arm and looked down at his hand like he didn’t even know he’d practically broken my arm.


  “I told you,” I said. “I found it while I was looking for a magazine. I thought you’d all be glad I found it.”


  “Yeah,” he said. “I’ll bet.”


  He went inside and I stayed out a long time, waiting for Dad and Stitch. When I came in, nobody even looked up. Mom was still standing at the window. I could see a star over her head. Mrs. Talbot had stopped crying and was setting the table. Mom dished up the soup and we all sat down. While we were eating, Dad came in.


  He had Stitch with him. And all the magazines. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Talbot,” he said. “If you’d like, I’ll put them under the house and you can send Lynn for them one at a time.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I don’t feel like reading them anymore.”


  Dad put the magazines on the couch and sat down at the card table. Mom dished him up a bowl of soup. “I got the seeds,” he said. “The tomato seeds had gotten soaked, but the corn and squash were okay.”


  He looked at me. “I had to board up the post office, Lynn,” he said. “You understand that, don’t you, that I can’t let you go there anymore? It’s just too dangerous.”


  “I told you,” I said. “I found it. While I was looking for a magazine.”


  “The fire’s going out,” he said.


  After they shot Rusty I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere for a month for fear they’d shoot me when I came home, not even when I promised to take the long way around. But then Stitch showed up and nothing happened and they let me start going again. I went every day till the end of summer and after that whenever they’d let me. I must have looked through every pile of mail a hundred times before I found the letter from the Clearys. Mrs. Talbot was right about the post office. The letter was in somebody else’s box.


  THE CURE


  Lewis Padgett


  When Dawson got back from his vacation in Florida, he was feeling no better. He hadn’t expected a miraculous cure. In fact, he hadn’t expected anything. Now he sat morosely at his desk, staring out at the tower of the Empire State and vaguely hoping it would topple.


  Carruthers, his partner in the law firm, came in and requested a cigarette. “You look lousy, Fred,” he said critically. “Why not go out and have a drink?”


  “I don’t want a drink,” Dawson said. “Besides, it’s too early. I had enough liquor in Florida.”


  “Maybe too much.”


  “No. What griped me was . . . I dunno.”


  “Great psychoses from little acorns, grow,” Carruthers said, his plump, pale face almost too casual.


  “So now I’m nuts?”


  “You could be. You could be. Give yourself time. Why this abnormal fear of psychiatrists, anyway? I got psychoanalyzed once.”


  “What happened?”


  “I’m going to marry a tall, dark woman,” Carruthers said. “Just the same, psychiatry isn’t in the same class with astrology. Maybe you bit your grandmother when you were a child. Drag it out in the open. As long as you keep thinking, `What big teeth you have,’ you’ll dwell in a morass of mental misery.”


  “I’m not in a morass,” Dawson said. “It’s just—”


  “Yeah. Just—Listen, didn’t you go to college with a guy named Hendricks?”


  “I did.”


  “I met him in the elevator last week. He’s moved here from Chicago. Got offices upstairs, on the twenty-fifth floor. He’s supposed to be one of the best psychiatrists in this country. Why not go see him?”


  “What could I say?” Dawson asked. “I’m not followed by little green men.”


  “Lucky man,” Carruthers said. “I am. Day and night. They drink my liquor, too. Just tell Hendricks you smell dead flies. You probably pulled the wings off an anopheles when you were a tot. It’s as simple as that, see?” He rose from his chair, put his hand on Dawson’s shoulder, and added quietly, “Do it, Fred. As a favor to me.”


  “Um. Well O.K.”


  “Good,” Carruthers said, brightening. He looked at his wrist-watch. “You’re due at his office in five minutes. I made the appointment yesterday.” He fled, ignoring the curse Dawson flung at his head. “Room twenty-five-forty,” he called, and slammed the door.


  Scowling, Dawson located his hat, left word with the receptionist as to his whereabouts, and rode the elevator up. He met a short, fat, cherubic man in tweeds emerging from twenty-five-forty. Mild blue eyes considered him through glistening contact lenses.


  “Hello, Fred,” the man said, “Don’t know me now, eh?”


  “Raoul?” Dawson’s voice was doubtful.


  “Right. Raoul Hendricks, somewhat fatter after twenty-five years, I’m afraid. You look the same, though. Look, I was just going down to your office. I didn’t have a chance to eat breakfast this morning. What about a bite downstairs?”


  “Didn’t Carruthers tell you—”


  “We can kick that around better over food.” Hendricks steered Dawson back to the elevator. “There’s a lot I want to ask you about. The college chaps. I didn’t keep in touch. I was in Europe most of the time.”


  “I kept in touch,” Dawson said. “Remember Willard? He’s just been indicted in an oil mix-up—”


  They talked over onion soup and through the entree. Hendricks listened, mostly. Sometimes he watched Dawson, though not pointedly. They were in an isolated booth, and, after coffee had been served, Hendricks lighted a cigarette and blew a smoke ring. “You want a snap diagnosis?” he asked.


  “O.K.”


  “You’re worried about something? Do you know what it is?”


  “Certainly I know,” Dawson said. “It’s a sort of daydream. But Carruthers told you that.”


  “He said you smelled dead flies.”


  Dawson laughed. “On a windowpane. A dusty windowpane. Probably it isn’t that at all. I just got the impression, no more than that. I never see anything. It’s a sort of extension of sensory consciousness.”


  “It never occurs in your sleeping dreams?”


  “If it does, I don’t remember. It’s always a flash. The worst part is that I know at the time that it’s the windowpane that’s real. Usually it happens when I’m doing some routine stuff. Suddenly I get this flash. It’s instantaneous. I feel, very certainly, that whatever I happen to be doing at the time is a dream. And that really I’m somewhere smelling dead flies on a dusty windowpane.”


  “Like the Red King? You think somebody’s dreaming you?”


  “No. I’m dreaming this.” Dawson looked around the restaurant.


  “Well,” Hendricks said, “possibly you are.” He stubbed out his cigarette. “We get into metaphysics at that point, and I’m lost. It doesn’t matter which is the dream. The main thing is to believe in the dream while you’re having it. Unless it’s a nightmare.”


  “It isn’t,” Dawson said. “I’ve had a pretty good life so far.”


  “Then where are we? You don’t know what’s worrying you. The dream’s merely a symbol. Once you realize what the symbol represents, the whole structure collapses, and any neuroses you may have are gone. As a general rule, anyway.”


  “Ghosts can’t stand light, is that it?”


  “That’s it, exactly. Don’t misunderstand me. Neuroses can build up eventually to true psychoses. You’ve got something like an olfactory hallucination. But there’s no accompanying delusion. You know the windowpane isn’t there.”


  “Yeah,” Dawson said, “but there’s something under my hand.”


  “Tactile hallucination? What does it feel like?”


  “Cold and hard. I don’t know what it is. If I move it, something will happen.”


  “Do you move it?”


  After a long moment Dawson said “No,” very softly.


  “Then move it,” Hendricks advised. He took out pencil and paper and adjusted his watch. “Let’s have a jury-rigged word-association test. O.K.?”


  “Well why?”


  “To find out the causation of your windowpane. If there’s a mental block, if the censor’s working, it’ll show up. Spring cleaning. If you clean a house regularly, you save a lot of work later. No chance for cobwebs to accumulate. Whereas if you let the stuff pile up, you’re apt to get a real psychosis, with all the trimmings. As I just said, it’s a question of finding the cause. Once you locate that, you know it’s a straw dummy, and it doesn’t bother you any more.”


  “What if it isn’t a straw dummy?”


  “Then, at least, you’ve recognized it, and can take steps to get rid of the incubus.”


  “I see,” Dawson said slowly. “If I’d been responsible for a man’s death years ago, I could buy peace of mind by taking care of his orphaned children.”


  “Read Dickens,” Hendricks said. “Scrooge is a beautiful case history. Hallucinations, persecution complex, guilt complex and atonement.” He glanced at his watch.“Ready?>”


  “Ready.”


  When they had finished, Hendricks blinked at the results. “Normal,” he said. “Too normal. A few odd quirks but it takes more than one test to get any definite result. We don’t want to be empirical though it’s sometimes necessary. Next time you have that daydream, move the gadget under your hand.”


  “I don’t know if I can,” Dawson said.


  But Hendricks only laughed. “Neural paralysis of the astral,” he suggested. “I’m relieved, Fred. I’d rather gathered you were slightly off your rocker. But the layman always overestimates mental quirks. Your friend Carruthers has probably got you a bit worried.”


  “Maybe.”


  “So you’ve got a hallucinatory daydream. That isn’t uncommon. Once we find the cause, you’ll have nothing left to worry about. Come in tomorrow, any time give me a call firsthand we’ll give you a physical checkup. More coffee?”


  “No,” Dawson said, and presently left Hendricks at the elevator. He was feeling irrationally relieved. Though he discounted a good deal of the psychiatrist’s professional optimism, he felt that the man’s argument held water. There was logic in it. And certainly it was illogical to let a daydream influence his moods so strongly.


  Back in his office, Dawson stood at the window, staring out over the serrated skyline. The low, hushed roar of traffic mounted from the canyons below. In forty-two years he had come a long way, partner in a law firm, member of a dozen clubs, taking an active interest in a variety of matters a long way, for a boy who had begun his career in an orphan asylum. He had married once, but there had been a divorce, amicable on both sides. Now it was more convenient to maintain a bachelor apartment near Central Park. He had money, prestige, power none of which would help him if the hallucination developed.


  On impulse he left the office and visited a medical library. What he found only confirmed Hendricks’ remarks. Apparently, as long as he didn’t believe in the real existence of the dusty windowpane, he was fairly safe. When he did, dissociation stepped in, and all but subjective, false logic would fall. Men have a vital need to believe they are acting rationally and, since so many basic motives are too hidden and complicated to unscramble, they assign arbitrary meanings to their actions. But why a dusty windowpane


  “Yeah,” Dawson thought, thumbing through pages. “If I believed in this dream, I’d . . . uh . . . erect secondary delusions. I’d think of a good reason why there was a windowpane. Only there isn’t any reason, luckily.”


  As he walked out of the library, and saw the stream of street traffic before him, he suddenly felt that he was dreaming. And the windowpane was back again.


  He knew he was lying close against it, his nose almost touching the glass, inhaling dust with every breath, and the smothering, dreary, somehow brownish odor of dead flies. It was singularly horrid that feeling of suffocation and dead despair. He could feel the hard something under his hand, and he knew with a sudden sense of urgency that unless he moved it now he was more than likely to smother there with his nose against the glass, smother from sheer inertia, inability to move. He knew he must not slip back into the dream of being Dawson. This was reality. There was nothing tangible about Dawson and his fool’s paradise and his dream-city of New York. Yet he could lie here and die with the smell of dead flies in his nostrils, and Dawson would never suspect until that dreadful last moment between waking and death, when it was too late to move the . . . the hard object beneath his hand.


  Traffic roared at him. He stood at the curb, white and sweating. The unreality of the scene before him was briefly shocking. He stood motionless, waiting until the hollow world had resumed its tangibility. Then, his lips tight, he hailed a taxi.


  Two stiff shots of whiskey were comforting. He was able to contemplate working on the current brief, a liability case which presented no difficulties. Carruthers had gone to court, and he didn’t see his partner that afternoon. Nor did the—hallucination recur.


  But, after dinner, Dawson telephoned his ex-wife, and spent the evening with her at a roof-garden. He didn’t drink much. He was trying to recapture something of the vital reality that had existed during the early part of their marriage. But he wasn’t too successful.


  The next morning Carruthers came in, perched on Dawson’s desk, and cadged a cigarette. “What’s the verdict?” he wanted to know. “Do you hear voices?”


  “Often,” Dawson said. “I’m hearing one now. Yours.”


  “But is Hendricks any good, really?”


  Dawson felt unreasonably irritated. “Do you expect him to wave a magic wand? All therapy takes time.”


  “Therapy, huh? What did he say was wrong?”


  “Nothing much.” Dawson didn’t want to discuss it. He opened a law book pointedly. Carruthers lit his cigarette, dropped the match into the wastebasket, and shrugged. “Sorry. I’d thought—”


  “Oh, I’m all right. Hendricks is pretty good, really. My nerves are a bit shot.”


  Comforted, Carruthers said something and went back to his office. Dawson turned a page, read a few words, and felt things close in. The morning sunlight, slanting through the window, faded abruptly. Under his hand was a cold, hard object, and strong in his nostrils was the dusty smell of despair. And this time he knew it was reality.


  It did not last long. When it had gone, he sat quietly staring at the hollow desk and the hollow wall beyond it. The sounds from the traffic below were dream-noises. The curl of smoke spiraling up from the wastebasket was dream-smoke.


  “I hope you don’t think you’re real,” Tweedledum said scornfully.


  He noticed that the smoke had changed to orange flame. The curtain caught fire. Presently he would waken.


  Someone screamed. Miss Anstruther, his secretary, stood in the doorway, pointing. After that, there was confusion, shouting, and the spurting of a fire extinguisher.


  The flames died. The smoke vanished.


  “Oh, dear,” Miss Anstruther said, wiping a smudge from her nose. “It’s lucky I came in when I did, Mr. Dawson. You had your nose in that book—”


  “Yeah,” Dawson said. “I didn’t even notice. I’d better speak to Mr. Carruthers about throwing matches in the wastebaskets.”


  Instead, he telephoned Hendricks. The psychiatrist could see him in an hour. Dawson passed the time with a crossword puzzle, and, at ten, went upstairs and stripped. Hendricks used stethoscope, blood-pressure gadget, and other useful devices.


  “Well?”


  “You’re all right.”


  “Sound as a nut, eh?”


  “A nut?” Hendricks said. “Come on. Let’s have it. What happened?”


  Dawson told him. “It’s like epilepsy. I don’t know when I’ll have these attacks. They’ve never lasted long so far, but they might. And afterwards the dream-feeling hangs over. I knew very well that there was a fire in the wastebasket, but it wasn’t a real fire.”


  “Daydreams are apt to carry over a bit. Reorientation isn’t always instantaneous.”


  Dawson chewed on a fingernail. “Sure, but suppose Carruthers was falling out of a window? I wouldn’t have tried to stop him. Hell, I’d have walked off a roof myself. I’d have known it wouldn’t have hurt me. It’s a dream.”


  “Do you feel you’re dreaming now?”


  “No,” Dawson said, “not now, of course! It’s only during these attacks, and afterward—”


  “You felt that hard object under your hand?”


  “Yeah. And the smell. There was something else, too—”


  “What?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Move that object. It’s a compulsion, in four-bit words. And don’t worry about it.”


  “Not even if I walk off a roof?”


  “Stay away from roofs for a while,” Hendricks said. “Once you find out the meaning of this symbolism, you’ll be cured?


  “And if I don’t, I’ll get secondary delusions.”


  “You’ve been reading up on it, eh? Look. If you think you’re the richest man in the world, and you haven’t got a dime in your pocket, how’ll you rationalize that?”


  “I don’t know,” Dawson said. “Maybe I’m eccentric.”


  Hendricks shook his head, his plump cheeks bobbing. “No, you’ll develop the logical delusion a supplementary one that you’re the victim of an organized plot to rob you. Catch? Don’t try to assign phony meanings to your dusty windowpane. Don’t start thinking a little man named Alice is popping out of the woodwork with a windowpane tucked under his arm. Or that the glass-blowers’ union wants to persecute you. Just find the real meaning behind the symbolism. As I told you. Move that gadget under your hand. Don’t simply be passive about it.”


  “O.K.,” Dawson said, “I’ll move it. If I can.”


  He dreamed that night, but it was a typical dream. The familiar hallucination didn’t emerge. Instead, he found himself standing on a gibbet, a rope about his neck. Hendricks came rushing up, waving a paper roll tied with a blue ribbon. “You’re reprieved!” the psychiatrist shouted. “Here’s your pardon! Signed by the governor.” He thrust the roll into Dawson’s hands. “Open it,” he ordered urgently. “Untie the ribbon.” Dawson didn’t want to, but Hendricks kept insisting. He pulled at the ribbon. As he did, he saw that it was tied to a long cord that snaked across the platform and vanished from sight beneath it. A bolt clicked. He felt the trapdoor quiver under his feet. By puffing at the ribbon, he had opened the drop; he was falling.


  He woke up, sweating. The room was dark and silent. Cursing under his breath, Dawson got up and took a cool shower. He had not had nightmares for years.


  There were, after that, two more interviews with Hendricks. Each time the psychiatrist probed more deeply. But the refrain never altered. Recognize the symbol. Move your hand. Remember.


  On the third day, as Dawson sat waiting in Hendricks’ outer office, he remembered.


  The familiar, leaden, sick inertia swept over him. Desperately he tried to focus on the buildings outside the window. But he could not battle the tide. At the last moment Hendricks’ advice occurred to him, and, as he felt the cold, hard object under his palm, he made a tremendous effort to move his hand.


  To the left, something told him. To the left.


  It was hard to battle that lethargy, that smothering, dusty suffocation of despair. And it was hard to move. But he strained to send the impulse down his arm, into stiff fingers, and the effort told. He felt something click into place, and . . . and . . .


  He remembered.


  The last thing before . . .


  Before what?


  “Vital therapy,” a voice said. “We grow fewer yearly. And we must guard against that plague.”


  Karestly ran an eight-fingered hand over his sweating, bald head. “The tests show you need it, Dawson.”


  “I hadn’t—”


  “You wouldn’t know of course. It’d be imperceptible except by the instruments. But you need the therapy, that’s certain.”


  “I can’t spare the time,” Dawson said. “The simplification formulas are just beginning to clear up. How long must I stay in the vorkyl?”


  “Half a year,” Karestly said. “It doesn’t matter.”


  “And Pharr went in last month.”


  “He needed it.”


  Dawson stared at the wall, made a mental signal, and opaqueness faded to translucence and transparency. He could see the City.


  Karestly said, “You’d never vorkylled before. You’re one of the youngest. It isn’t bad. It’s stimulating, curative, and necessary.”


  “But I feel normal.”


  “The machines don’t lie. The emotion factor is wrong.


  Listen to me, Dawson. I’m a great deal older than you, and I’ve been in the vorkyl twelve times.”


  Dawson stared. “Where to?”


  “Different eras each time. The one best fitted for my particular warp. Once it was Brazil in 1890. Another time, Restoration London. And the Second Han Empire. I had plenty to do. I spent ten years in Brazil, building a rubber empire.”


  “Rubber?”


  Karestly smiled. “A substance it was important at that time. I kept busy. It’s fine therapy. In those days, the only therapy they knew involved painting, construction visual and tangible, not the emotional and psychic therapy we use. ‘However, their minds weren’t developed.”


  “I hate the idea of being shut up in a five-sensed body,” Dawson said.


  “You wouldn’t know any better. There’s the artificial mnemonic angle. Your life-force will take possession of the body that’s created for you at the therapic epoch we choose, and you’ll have a full set of false memories, created especially for that period. You’ll probably begin as a child. There may be temporal compression, so you’ll be able to live thirty or forty years in a half-year of our time.”


  “I still don’t like it.”


  “Time travel,” Karestly said, “is the best therapy known today. You live in a new environment, with a new set of values. And that’s the vital part. You get away from the current herd instinct that’s caused all the trouble.”


  “But—” Dawson said, “but! Only four thousand of us still sane, in all the world! And unless we work fast—”


  “We’re not immune. The whole trouble is that for hundreds of generations the race has followed false values, which conflicted with the primary instincts. Over-complication plus over-simplification, both in the wrong places. We haven’t kept pace with our growing mentality. There was a man Clemens who owned a mechanical typesetter that was perfect except for one thing. It was too _complicated. When it worked, it was ideal, but it kept breaking down.”


  “Old stuff,” Dawson said. “I know the trouble. The machines are so enormously complicated now that humans can’t keep up with them.”


  “We’re solving it,” Karestly said. “Slowly, but surely. There are four thousand of us. And we know the right therapy now.


  After you’ve had six months in the vorkyl, you’ll be a new man. You’ll find temporal therapy is foolproof and absolutely certain.”


  “I hope so. I want to get back to my work.”


  “If you went back to it now, you’d be insane in six months,” Karestly pointed out. “Temporal travel is like preventive serum shots. You’ll be occupied; we’ll send you back to the twentieth century—”


  “That far back?”


  “That period’s indicated, in your case cell be given a complete set of artificial memories, and, wale you’re in the past, you’ll have no consciousness of reality. Of this reality, I mean.”


  “Well—” Dawson said.


  “Come on.” Karestly rose and floated toward the transporter-disk. “The vorkyl’s ready for you. The matrix is set. All you have to do is—”


  Dawson got into the case. It closed behind him. He took a last look at Karestly’s friendly face and tightened his hand on the control. He moved it toward the right.


  Then he was Fred Dawson, with a complete set of artificial memories, in the orphan asylum in Illinois.


  But now he lay in the vorkyl, his nose against dusty glassocene that smelled of dead flies, and the vitiated air tore at his throat as he tried to breathe. All was in gray semi-darkness around him. He sent out a frantic thought-command.


  Somewhere light grew. The distant wall faded to transparency. He could see the City.


  It had changed. It was older. And a heaped pile of dust made a canopy atop the vorkyl in which he rested.


  The immense red sun washed the city in bloody gloom. There was no sign of organized activity. Figures moved here and there in the ruins. He could not make out what they were doing.


  He looked for Administration Building, the last stronghold of the race. It had altered, too. A long time must have passed since he had entered the vorkyl. For ruin had touched the great tower, and the white, naked shapes that crawled up and down the structure showed no sign of intelligence. The last light had gone out, then. The tide of madness had engulfed the four thousand.


  He used his seventh sense of perception, and his guess was confirmed. In all the world, there was no sanity. The herd instinct had triumphed.


  And he could not breathe. That suffocating horror was a reality now. The last oxygen left in the sealed case was rapidly being absorbed by his now active lungs. He could, of course, open the vorkyl.


  To what?


  Dawson moved his hand. The control swung to the right again.


  He was sitting in the psychiatrist’s outer office. The receptionist was at her desk, scribbling something; she didn’t look at him. The white light of morning sunshine made patterns on the rug.


  The reality—


  “You may go in now, Mr. Dawson.”


  Dawson stood up and walked into Hendricks’ sanctum. He shook hands, muttered something, and sank into a chair.


  Hendricks referred to his charts. “O.K., Fred,” he said. “Feel up to another word-association test? You’re looking a bit better.”


  “Am I?” Dawson said. “Maybe I know what the symbol represents now.”


  Hendricks looked at him sharply. “Do you?”


  “Maybe it isn’t a symbol at all. Maybe it’s a reality.”


  Then the familiar sensation came back, the dusty, suffocating claustrophobia, and the windowpane, and the brownish, dry smell, and the sense of terrible urgency. But there was nothing to be done about it now, nothing at all. He waited. In a moment it was gone again, and he looked across the desk at Hendricks, who was saying something about the danger of secondary delusions, of rationalizing.


  “It’s a matter of finding the right sort of therapy,” insisted the hollow man.


  NIGHT


  John W. Campbell


  Condon was staring through the glasses with a face intense and drawn, all his attention utterly concentrated on that one almost invisible speck infinitely far up in the blue sky, and saying over and over again in the most horribly absent-minded way, “My Lord—my Lord—”


  Suddenly he shivered and looked down at me, sheer agony in his face. “He’s never coming down. Don, he’s never coming down—”


  I knew it, too—knew it solidly as I knew the knowledge was impossible. But I smiled and said, “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. If anything, I’d fear his coming down. What goes up comes down.”


  Major Condon trembled all over. His mouth worked horribly for a moment before he could speak. “Talbot—I’m scared—I’m horribly scared. You know—you’re his assistant—you know he’s trying to defeat gravity. Men aren’t meant to—it’s wrong—wrong—”


  His eyes were glued on those binoculars again, with the same terrible intensity, and now he was saying over and over in that absent-minded way, “wrong—wrong—wrong—”


  Simultaneously he stiffened, and stopped. The dozen or so other men standing on that lonely little emergency field stiffened; then the major crumpled to the ground. I’ve never before seen a man faint, let alone an army officer with a DS medal. I didn’t stop to help him, because I knew something had happened. I grabbed the glasses.


  Far, far up in the sky was that little orange speck—far, where there is almost no air, and he had been forced to wear a stratosphere suit with a little alcohol heater. The broad, orange wings were overlaid now with a faint-glowing, pearl-gray light. And it was falling. Slowly, at first, circling aimlessly downward. Then it dipped, rose, and somehow went into a tail spin.


  It was horrible. I know I must have breathed, but it didn’t seem so. It took minutes for it to fall those miles, despite the speed. Eventually it whipped out of that tail spin—through sheer speed, whipped out and into a power dive. It was a ghastly, flying coffin, hurtling at more than half a thousand miles an hour when it reached the Earth, some fifteen miles away.


  The ground trembled, and the air shook with the crash of it. We were in the cars and roaring across the ground long before it hit. I was in Bob’s car, with Jeff, his laboratory technician—Bob’s little roadster he’d never need again. The engine picked up quickly, and we were going seventy before we left the field, jumped a shallow ditch and hit the road—the deserted, concrete road that led off towards where he must be. The engine roared as Jeff clamped down on the accelerator. Dimly, I heard the major’s big car coming along behind us.


  Jeff drove like a maniac, but I didn’t notice. I knew the thing had done ninety-five but I think we must have done more. The wind whipped tears in my eyes so I couldn’t be sure whether I saw mounting smoke and flame or not. With diesel fuel there shouldn’t be—but that plane had been doing things it shouldn’t. It had been trying out Carter’s antigravity coil.


  We shot up the flat, straight road across wide, level country, the wind moaning a requiem about the car. Far ahead I saw the side road that must lead off towards where Bob should be, and lurched to the braking of the car, the whine and sing of violently shrieking tyres, then to the skidding corner. It was a sand road; we slithered down it and for all the lightness and power, we slowed to sixty-five, clinging to the seat as the soft sand gripped and clung.


  Violently Jeff twisted into a branching cow path, and somehow the springs took it. We braked to a stop a quarter of a mile from the plane.


  It was in a fenced field of pasture and wood lot. We leaped the fence, and raced towards it: Jeff got there first, just as the major’s car shrieked to a stop behind ours.


  The major was cold and pale when he reached us. “Dead,” he stated.


  And I was very much colder and probably several times as pale. “I don’t know!” I moaned. “He isn’t there!”


  “Not there!” The major almost screamed it. “He must be—he has to be. He has no parachute—wouldn’t take one. They say he didn’t jump—”


  I pointed to the plane, and wiped a little cold sweat from my forehead. I felt clammy all over, and my spine prickled. The solid steel of the huge diesel engine was driven through the stump of a tree, down into the ground perhaps eight or nine feet, and the dirt and rock had splashed under that blow like wet mud.


  The wings were on the other side of the field, flattened, twisted straws of dural alloy. The fuselage of the ship was a perfect silhouette—a longitudinal projection that had flattened in on itself, each separate section stopping only as it hit the ground.


  The great torus coil with its strangely twined wrappings of hair-fine bismuth wire was intact! And bent over it, twisted, utterly wrecked by the impact, was the main-wing stringer—the great dural-alloy beam that supported most of the ship’s weight in the air. It was battered, crushed on those hair-fine, fragile bismuth wires—and not one of them was twisted or displaced or so much as skinned. The back frame of the ponderous diesel engine—the heavy supercharger was the anvil of that combination—was cracked and splintered. And not one wire of the hellish bismuth coil was strained or skinned or displaced.


  And the red pulp that should have been there—the red pulp that had been a man—wasn’t. It simply wasn’t there at all. He hadn’t left the plane. In the clear, cloudless air, we could see that. He was gone.


  We examined it, of course. A farmer came, and another, and looked, and talked. Then several farmers came in old, dilapidated cars with their wives and families, and watched.


  We set the owner of the property on watch and went away—went back to the city for workmen and a truck with a derrick. Dusk was falling. It would be morning before we could do anything, so we went away.


  Five of us—the major of the army air force, Jeff Rodney, the two Douglass Co. men whose names I never remembered and I—sat in my—our—room. Bob’s and Jeff’s and mine. We’d been sitting there for hours trying to talk, trying to think, trying to remember every little detail, and trying to forget every ghastly detail. We couldn’t remember the detail that explained it, nor forget the details that rode and harried us.


  And the telephone rang. I started. Then slowly got up and answered. A strange voice, flat and rather unpleasant, said, “Mr. Talbot?”


  “Yes.”


  It was Sam Gantry, the farmer we’d left on watch. “There’s a man here.”


  “Yes? What does he want?”


  “I dunno. I dunno where he came from. He’s either dead or out cold. Gotta funny kind of aviator suit on, with a glass face on it. He looks all blue, so I guess he’s dead.”


  “Lord! Bob! Did you take that helmet off?” I roared.


  “No, sir, no—no, sir. We just left him the way he was.”


  “His tanks have run out. Listen. Take a hammer, a wrench, anything, and break that glass faceplate! Quick! We’ll be there.” Jeff was moving. The major was, too, and the others. I made a grab for the half-empty bottle of Scotch, started out, and ducked back into the closet. With the oxygen bottle under my arm I jumped into the crowded little roadster just as Jeff started it moving. He turned on the horn, and left it that way.


  We dodged, twisted, jumped, and stopped with jerks in traffic, then leaped into smooth, roaring speed out towards the farmer’s field. The turns were familiar now; we scarcely slowed for them, slewing around them. This time Jeff charged through the wire fence. A headlight popped; there was a shrill scream of wire, the wicked zing of wire scratching across the bonnet and mudguards, and we were bouncing across the field.


  There were two lanterns on the ground; three men carried others; more men squatted down beside a still figure garbed in a fantastic bulging, airproof stratosphere suit. They looked at us, openmouthed as we skidded to a halt, moving aside as the major leaped out and dashed over with the Scotch. I followed close behind with the oxygen bottle.


  Bob’s faceplate was shattered, his face blue, his lips blue and flecked with froth. A long gash across his cheek from the shattered glass bled slowly. The major lifted his head without a word, and glass tinkled inside the helmet as he tried to force a little whisky down his throat.


  “Wait!” I called. “Major, give him artificial respiration, and this will bring him around quicker—better.” The major nodded, and rose, rubbing his arm with a peculiar expression.


  “That’s cold!” he said, as he flipped Bob over, and straddled his back. I held the oxygen bottle under Bob’s nose as the major swung back in his arc, and let the raw, cold oxygen gas flow into his nostrils.


  In ten seconds Bob coughed, gurgled, coughed violently, and took a deep shuddering breath. His face turned pink almost instantly under that lungful of oxygen, and I noticed with some surprise that he seemed to exhale almost nothing, his body absorbing the oxygen rapidly.


  He coughed again; then, “I could breathe a heck of a sight better if you’d get off my back,” he said. The major jumped up, and Bob turned over and sat up. He waved me aside, and spat. “I’m—all right,” he said softly.


  “Lord, man, what happened?” demanded the major.


  Bob sat silent for a minute. His eyes had the strangest look—a hungry look—as he gazed about him. He looked at the trees beyond and at the silent, watching men in the light of the lanterns; then up, up to where a myriad of stars gleamed and danced and flickered in the clear sky.


  “I’m back,” he said softly. Then suddenly he shivered, and looked horribly afraid. “But—I’ll have to be—then—too.”


  He looked at the major for a minute, and smiled faintly. And at the two Douglass Co. men. “Your plane was all right. I started up on the wings, as arranged, went way up, till I thought surely I was at a safe height, where the air wasn’t too dense and the field surely wouldn’t reach to Earth—Lord!—reach to the Earth! I didn’t guess how far that field extended. It touched Earth—twice.


  “I was at forty-five thousand when I decided it was safe, and cut the engine. It died, and the stillness shocked me. It was so quiet. So quiet.


  “I turned on the coil circuit, and the dynamotor began to hum as the tubes warmed up. And then—the field hit me. It paralyzed me in an instant. I never had a chance to break the circuit, though I knew instantly something was wrong—terribly wrong. But the very first thing it did was to paralyze me, and I had to sit there and watch the instruments climb to positions and meanings they were never meant for.


  “I realized I alone was being affected by that coil—I alone, sitting directly over it. I stared at the meters and they began to fade, began to seem transparent, unreal. And as they faded into blankness I saw the clear sky beyond them; then for a hundredth of a second, like some effect of persistence of vision, I thought I saw the plane falling, twisting down at incredible speed, and the light faded as the Sun seemed to rocket suddenly across the sky and vanish.


  “I don’t know how long I was in that paralyzed condition, where there was only blankness—neither dark nor light, nor time nor any form—but I breathed many times. Finally, form crawled and writhed into the blankness, and seemed to solidify beneath me as, abruptly, the blankness gave way to a dull red light. I was falling.


  “I thought instantly of the forty-five thousand feet that lay between me and the solid Earth, and stiffened automatically in terror. And in the same instant I landed in a deep blanket of white snow, stained by the red light that lighted the world.


  “Cold. Cold—it tore into me like the fang of a savage animal. What cold! The cold of ultimate death. It ripped through that thick, insulated suit and slashed at me viciously, as though there were no insulation there. I shivered so violently I could scarcely turn up the alcohol valves. You know I carried alcohol tanks and catalyst grids for heating, because the only electric fields I wanted were those of the apparatus. Even used a diesel instead of gas engine.


  “I thank the Lord for that then. I realized that whatever had happened I was in a spot indescribably cold and desolate. And in the same instant, realized that the sky was black. Blacker than the blackest night, and yet before me the snow field stretched to infinity, tainted by the blood-red light, and my shadow crawled in darker red at my feet.


  “I turned around. As far as the eye could see in three directions the land swept off in very low, very slightly rolling hills, almost plains—red plains of snow dyed with the dripping light of sunset, I thought.


  “In the fourth direction, a wall—a wall that put the Great Wall of China to shame—loomed up half a mile—a blood-red wall that had the luster of metal. It stretched across the horizon, and looked a scant hundred yards away, for the air was utterly clear. I turned up my alcohol burners a bit more and felt a little better.


  “Something jerked my head around like a giant hand—a sudden thought. I stared at the Sun and gulped. It was four times—six times—the size of the Sun I knew. And it wasn’t setting. It was forty-five degrees from the horizon. It was red. Blood red. And there wasn’t the slightest bit of radiant heat reaching my face from it. That Sun was cold.


  “I’d just automatically assumed I was still on Earth, whatever else might have happened, but now I knew I couldn’t be. It must be another planet of another sun—a frozen planet—for that snow was frozen air. I knew it absolutely. A frozen planet of a dead sun.


  “And then I changed even that. I looked up at the black sky above me, and in all the vast black bowl of the heavens, not threescore stars were visible. Dim, red stars, with one single sun that stood out for its brilliance—a yellowish-red sun perhaps a tenth as bright as our sun, but a monster here. It was another—a dead—space. For if that snow was frozen air, the only atmosphere must have been neon and helium. There wasn’t any hazy air to stop the light of the stars, and that dim, red sun didn’t obscure them with its light. The stars were gone.


  “In that glimpse, my mind began working by itself; I was scared.


  “Scared? I was so scared I was afraid I was going to be sick. Because right then I knew I was never coming back. When I felt that cold, I’d wondered when my oxygen bottles would give out, if I’d get back before they did. Now it was not a worry. It was simply the limiting factor on an already-determined thing, the setting on the time bomb. I had just so much more time before I died right there.


  “My mind was working out things, working them out all by itself, and giving answers I didn’t want, didn’t want to know about. For some reason it persisted in considering this was Earth, and the conviction became more and more fixed. It was right. That was Earth. And it was old Sol. Old—old Sol. It was the time axis that coil distorted—not gravity at all. My mind worked that out with a logic as cold as that planet.


  “If it was time it had distorted, and this was Earth, then it had distorted time beyond imagining to an extent as meaningless to our minds as the distance a hundred million light years is. It was simply vast—incalculable. The Sun was dead. The Earth was dead. And Earth was already, in our time, two billion of years old, and in all that geological time, the Sun had not changed measurably. Then how long was it since my time? The Sun was dead. The very stars were dead. It must have been, I thought even then, billions on billions of years. And I grossly underestimated it.


  “The world was old—old—old. The very rocks and ground radiated a crushing aura of incredible age. It was old, older than—but what is there? Older than the hills? Hills? Gosh, they’d been born and died and been born and worn away again, a million, a score of a million times! Old as the stars? No, that wouldn’t do. The stars were dead—then.


  “I looked up again at the metal wall, and set out for it, and the aura of age washed up at me, and dragged at me, and tried to stop this motion when all motion should have ceased. And the thin, unutterably cold wind whined in dead protest at me, and pulled at me with the ghost hands of the million million million that had been born and lived and died in the countless ages before I was born.


  “I wondered as I went. I didn’t think clearly, for the dead aura of the dead planet pulled at me. Age. The stars were dying, dead. They were huddled there in space, like decrepit old men, huddling for warmth. The galaxy was shrunk. So tiny, it wasn’t a thousand light years across, the stars were separated by miles where there had been light years. The magnificent, proudly sprawling universe I had known, that flung itself across a million million light years, that flung radiant energy through space by the millions of millions of tons was—gone.


  “It was dying—a dying miser that hoarded its last broken dregs of energy in a tiny cramped space. It was broken and shattered. A thousand billion years before the cosmic constant had been dropped from that broken universe. The cosmic constant that flung giant galaxies whirling apart with ever greater speed had no place here. It had hurled the universe in broken fragments, till each spattered bit felt the chill of loneliness, and wrapped space about itself, to become a universe in itself while the flaming galaxies vanished.


  “That had happened so long ago that the writing it had left in the fabric of space itself had worn away. Only the gravity constant remained, the hoarding constant, that drew things together, and slowly the galaxy collapsed, shrunken and old, a withered mummy.


  “The very atoms were dead. The light was cold; even the red light made things look older, colder. There was no youth in the universe. I didn’t belong, and the faint protesting rustle of the infinitely cold wind about me moved the snow in muted, futile protest, resenting my intrusion from a time when things were young. It whinnied at me feebly, and chilled the youth of me.


  “I plodded on and on, and always the metal wall retreated, like one of those desert mirages. I was too stupefied by the age of the thing to wonder; I just walked on.


  “I was getting nearer, though. The wall was real; it was fixed. As I drew slowly nearer, the polished sheen of the wall died and the last dregs of hope died. I’d thought there might be someone still living behind that wall. Beings who could build such a thing might be able to live even here. But I couldn’t stop then; I just went on. The wall was broken and cracked. It wasn’t a wall I’d seen; it was a series of broken walls, knitted by distance to a smooth front.


  “There was no weather to age them, only the faintest stirring of faint, dead winds—winds of neon and helium, inert and un-corroding—as dead and inert as the universe. The city had been dead a score of billions of years. That city was dead for a time ten times longer than the age of our planet today. But nothing destroyed. Earth was dead—too dead to suffer the racking pains of life. The air was dead, too dead to scrape away metal.


  “But the universe itself was dead. There was no cosmic radiation then to finally level the walls by atomic disintegration. There had been a wall—a single metal wall. Something—perhaps a last wandering meteor—had chanced on it in a time incalculably remote, and broken it. I entered through the great gap. Snow covered the city—soft, white snow. The great red sun stood still just where it was. Earth’s restless rotation had long since been stilled—long, long since.


  “There were dead gardens above, and I wandered up to them. That was really what convinced me it was a human city, on Earth. There were frozen, huddled heaps that might once have been men. Little fellows with fear forever frozen on their faces huddled helplessly over something that must once have been a heating device. Dead perhaps, since the last storm old Earth had known, tens of billions of years before.


  “I went down. There were vastnesses in that city. It was huge. It stretched forever, it seemed, on and on, in its deadness. Machines, machines everywhere. And the machines were dead, too. I went down, down where I thought a bit of light and heat might linger. I didn’t know then how long death had been there; those corpses looked so fresh, preserved by the eternal cold.


  “It grew dark down below, and only through rents and breaks did that bloody light seep in. Down and down, till I was below the level of the dead surface. The white snow persisted, and then I came to the cause of that final, sudden death. I could understand then. More and more I had puzzled, for those machines I’d seen I knew were far and beyond anything we ever conceived—machines of perfection, self-repairing, and self-energizing, self-perpetuating. They could make duplicates of themselves, and duplicate other, needed machines; they were intended to be eternal, everlasting.


  “But the designers couldn’t cope with some things that were beyond even their majestic imaginations—the imaginations that conceived these cities that had lived beyond—a million times beyond—what they had dreamed. They must have conceived some vague future. But not a future when the Earth died, and the Sun died, and even the universe itself died.


  “Cold had killed them. They had heating arrangements, devices intended to maintain forever the normal temperature despite the wildest variations of the weather. But in every electrical machine, resistances, balance resistances, and induction coils, balance condensers, and other inductances. And cold, stark, spatial cold, through ages, threw them off. Despite the heaters, cold crept in colder—cold that made their resistance balances and their induction coils superconductors! That destroyed the city, Superconduction—like the elimination of friction, on which all things must rest. It is a drag and a thing engineers fight forever. Resistance and friction must finally be the rest and the base of all things, the force that holds the great bed bolts firm and the brakes that stop the machines when needed.


  “Electrical resistance died in the cold and wonderful machines stopped for the replacement of defective parts. And when they were replaced, they, too, were defective. For what months must that constant stop—replacement—start—stop—replacement have gone on before, at last defeated forever, those vast machines must bow in surrender to the inevitable? Cold has defeated them by defeating and removing the greatest obstacle of the engineers that built them resistance.


  “They must have struggled forever—as we would say—through a hundred billion years against the encroaching harshness of nature, forever replacing worn, defective parts. At last, defeated forever, the great power plants, fed by dying atoms, had been forced into eternal idleness and cold. Cold conquered them at last.


  “They didn’t blow up. Nowhere did I see a wrecked machine; always they had stopped automatically when the defective resistances made it impossible to continue. The stored energy that was meant to re-start those machines after repairs had been made had long since leaked out. Never again could they move, I knew.


  “I wondered how long they had been, how long they had gone on and on, long after the human need of them had vanished. For that vast city contained only a very few humans at the end. What untold ages of Jonely functioning perfection had stretched behind those at-last-defeated mechanisms?


  “I wandered out, to see perhaps more, before the necessary end came to me, too. Through the city of death. Everywhere little self-contained machines, cleaning machines that had kept that perfect city orderly and neat stood helpless and crushed by eternity and cold. They must have continued functioning for years after the great central power stations failed, for each contained its own store of energy, needing only occasional recharge from the central stations.


  “I could see where breaks had occurred in the city, and, clustered about those breaks were motionless repair machines, their mechanisms in positions of work, the debris cleared away and carefully stacked on motionless trucks. The new beams and plates were partly attached, partly fixed and left, as the last dregs of their energy was fruitlessly expended in the last, dying attempts of that great body to repair itself. The death wounds lay unmended.


  “I started back up. Up to the top of the city. It was a long climb, an infinite, weary climb, up half a mile of winding ramps, past deserted, dead homes; past, here and there, shops and restaurants; past motionless little automotive passenger cars.


  “Up and up, to the crowning gardens that lay stiff and brittle and frozen. The breaking of the roof must have caused a sudden chill, for their leaves lay green in sheaths of white, frozen air. Brittle glass, green and perfect to the touch. Flowers, blooming in wonderful perfection showed still; they didn’t seem dead, but it didn’t seem they could be otherwise under the blanket of cold.


  “Did you ever sit up with a corpse?” Bob looked up at us—through us. “I had to once, in my little home town where they always did that. I sat with a few neighbors while the man died before my eyes. I knew he must die when I came there. He died—I sat there all night while the neighbors filed out, one by one, and the quiet settled. The quiet of the dead.


  “I had to again. I was sitting with a corpse then. The corpse of a dead world in a dead universe, and the quiet didn’t have to settle there; it had settled a billion years ago, and only my coming had stirred those feeble, protesting ghosts of eon-dead hopes of that planet to softly whining protest—protest the wind tried to sob to me, the dead wind of the dead gases. I’ll never be able to call them inert gases again. I know. I know they are dead gases, the dead gases of dead world.


  “And above, through the cracked crystal of the roof, the dying suns looked down on the dead city. I couldn’t stay there. I went down. Down under layer after layer of buildings, buildings of gleaming metal that reflected the dim, blood light of the Sun outside in carmine stains. I went down and down, down to the machines again. But even there hopelessness seemed more intense. Again I saw that agonizing struggle of the eternally faithful machines trying to repair themselves once more to serve the masters who were dead a million million years. I could see it again in the frozen exhausted postures of the repair machines, stilled forever in their hopeless endeavors, the last poor dregs of energy spilled in fruitless conflict with time.


  “It mattered little. Time itself was dying now, dying with the city and the planet and the universe he had killed.


  “But those machines had tried so hard to serve again—and failed. Now they could never try again. Even they—the deathless machines—were dead.


  “I went out again, away from those machines, out into the illimitable corridors, on the edge of the city. I could not penetrate far before the darkness became as absolute as the cold. I passed the shops where goods, untouched by time in this cold still beckoned those strange humans, but humans for all that; beckoned the masters of the machines that were no more. I vaguely entered one to see what manner of things they used in that time.


  “I nearly screamed at the motion of the thing in there, heard dimly through my suit the strangely softened sounds it made in the thin air. I watched it stagger twice—and topple. I cannot guess what manner of storage cells they had—save they were marvelous beyond imagination. That stored energy that somehow I had released by entering was some last dreg that had remained through a time as old as our planet now. Its voice was stilled forever. But it drove me out—on.


  “It had died while I watched. But somehow it made me more curious. I wondered again, less oppressed by utter death. Still, some untapped energy remained in this place, stored unimaginably. I looked more keenly, watched more closely. And when I saw a screen in one office, I wondered. It was a screen. I could see readily it was a television of some type. Exploratively, I touched a stud. Sound! A humming, soft sound!


  “To my mind leaped a picture of a system of these. There must be—interconnected—a vast central office somewhere with vaster accumulator cells, so huge, so tremendous in their power once, that even the little microfraction that remained was great. A storage system untouchable to the repair machines—the helpless, hopeless power machines.


  “In an instant I was alive again with hope. There was a strange series of studs and dials, unknown devices. I pulled back on the stud I had pressed, and stood trembling, wondering. Was there hope?


  “Then the thought died. What hope? The city was dead. Not merely that. It had been dead, dead for untold time. Then the whole planet was dead. With whom might I connect? There were none on the whole planet, so what mattered it that there was a communication system.


  “I looked at the thing more blankly. Had there been—how could I interpret its multitudinous devices? There was a thing on one side that made me think of a telephone dial for some reason.


  A pointer over a metal sheet engraved with nine symbols in a circle under the arrow of the pointer. Now the pointer was over what was either the first or the last of these.


  “Clumsily, in these gloves, I fingered one of the little symbol buttons inlaid in the metal. There was an unexpected click, a light glowed on the screen, a lighted image! It was a simple projection—but what a projection! A three-dimensional sphere floated, turned slowly before my eyes, turning majestically. And I nearly fell as understanding flooded me abruptly. The pointer was a selector! The studs beneath the pointer I understood! Nine of them. One after the other I pressed, and nine spheres—each different—swam before me.


  “And right there I stopped and did some hard thinking. Nine spheres. Nine planets. Earth was shown first—a strange planet to me, but one I knew from the relative size and the position of the pointer must be Earth—then, in order, the other eight.


  “Now—might there be life? Yes. In those nine worlds there might be, somewhere.


  “Where? Mercury—nearest the Sun? No, the Sun was too dead, too cold, even for warmth there. And Mercury was too small. I knew, even as I thought, that I’d have one good chance because whatever means they had for communication wouldn’t work without tremendous power. If those incredible storage cells had the power for even one shot, they had no more. Somehow I guessed that this apparatus might incorporate no resistance whatever. Here would be only very high frequency alternating current, and only condensers and inductances would be used in it. Supercooling didn’t bother them any. It improved them. Not like the immense direct-current power machinery.


  “But where to try? Jupiter? That was big. And then I saw what the solution must be. Cold had ruined these machines, thrown them off by making them too-perfect conductors. Because they weren’t designed to defend themselves against spatial cold. But the machines—if there were any—on Pluto for instance, must originally have been designed for just such conditions! There it had always been cold. There it always would be cold.


  “I looked at that thing with an intensity that should have driven my bare eyesight to Pluto. It was a hope. My only hope. But—how to signal Pluto? They could not understand! If there were any ‘they.’


  “So I had to guess—and hope. Somehow, I knew, there must be some means of calling the intelligent attendant, that the user might get aid. There was a bank of little studs—twelve of them—with twelve symbols, each different, in the center of the panel, grouped in four rows of three. I guessed. Duodecimal system.


  “Talk of the problems of interplanetary communication! Was there ever such a one? The problem of an anachronism in the city of the dead on a dead planet, seeking life somewhere, somehow.


  “There were two studs, off by themselves, separate from the twelve—one green, one red. Again I guessed. Each of these had a complex series of symbols on it, so I turned the pointer on the right to Pluto, wavered, and turned it to Neptune. Pluto was further. Neptune had been cold enough; the machines would still be working there, and it would be, perhaps, less of a strain on the dregs of energy that might remain.


  “I depressed the green symbol hoping I had guessed truly, that red still meant danger, trouble and wrongness to men when that was built—that it meant release and cancellation for a wrongly pressed key. That left green to be an operative call signal.


  “Nothing happened. The green key alone was not enough. I looked again, pressed the green key and that stud I had first pressed.


  “The thing hummed again. But it was a deeper note, now, an entirely different sound, and there was a frenzied clicking inside. Then the green stud kicked back at me. The Neptune key under the pointer glowed softly; the screen began to shimmer with a grayish light. And, abruptly, the humming groaned as though at a terrific overload; the screen turned dull; the little signal light under Neptune’s key grew dim. The signal was being sent—hurled out.


  “Minute after minute I stood there, staring. The screen grew very slowly, very gently, duller, duller. The energy was fading. The last stored driblet was being hurled away—away into space. ‘Oh,’ I groaned. ‘It’s hopeless—hopeless to—’


  “I’d realized the thing would take hours to get to that distant planet, traveling at the speed of light, even if it had been correctly aligned. But the machinery that should have done that through the years probably had long since failed for lack of power.


  “But I stood there till the groaning motors ceased altogether, and the screen was as dark as I’d found it, the signal light black. I released the stud then, and backed away, dazed by the utter collapse of an insane hope. Experimentally, I pressed the Neptune symbol again. So little power was left now, that only the faintest wash of murky light projected the Neptune image, little energy as that would have consumed.


  “I went out. Bitter. Hopeless. Earth’s last picture was long, long since painted—and mine had been the hand that spent Earth’s last poor resource. To its utter exhaustion, the eternal city had strived to serve the race that created it, and I, from the dawn of time had, at the end of time, drained its last poor atom of life. The thing was a thing done.


  “Slowly I went back to the roof and the dying suns. Up the miles of winding ramp that climbed a half mile straight up. I went slowly—only life knows haste—and I was of the dead.


  “I found a bench up there—a carved bench of metal in the midst of a riot of colorful, frozen towers. I sat down, and looked out across the frozen city to the frozen world beyond, and the freezing red Sun.


  “I do not know how long I sat there. And then something whispered in my mind: ‘We sought you at the television machine.’ I leaped from the bench and stared wildly about me.


  “It was floating in the air—a shining dirigible of metal, ruby-red in that light, twenty feet long, perhaps ten in diameter, bright, warm orange light gleamed from its ports. I stared at it in amazement.


  “ ‘It—it worked!’ I gasped.


  “ ‘The beam carried barely enough energy to energize the amplifiers when it reached Neptune, however,’ replied the creature in the machine.


  “I couldn’t see him—I knew I wasn’t hearing him, but somehow that didn’t surprise me.


  “ ‘Your oxygen has almost entirely given out, and I believe your mind is suffering from lack of oxygen. I would suggest you enter the lock; there is air in here.’


  “I don’t know how he knew, but the gauges confirmed his statement. The oxygen was pretty nearly gone. I had perhaps another hour’s supply if I opened the valves wide—but it was a most uncomfortably near thing, even so.


  “I got in. I was beaming, joyous. There was life. This universe was not so dead as I had supposed. Not on Earth, perhaps, but only because they did not choose! They had space ships! Eagerly I climbed in, a strange thrill running through my body as I crossed the threshold of the lock. The door closed behind me with a soft shush on its soft gaskets, locked, and a pump whined somewhere for a moment; then the inner door opened. I stepped in—and instantly turned off my alcohol burners. There was heat—heat and light and air!


  “In a moment I had the outer lacings loose, and the inner zipper down. Thirty seconds later I stepped out of the suit, and took a deep breath. The air was clean and sweet and warm, invigorating, fresh-smelling, as though it had blown over miles of green, Sun-warmed fields. It smelled alive, and young.


  “Then I looked for the man who had come for me. There was none. In the nose of the ship, by the controls, floated a four-foot globe of metal, softly glowing with a warm, golden light. The light pulsed slowly or swiftly with the rhythm of his thoughts, and I knew that this was the one who had spoken to me.


  “ ‘You had expected a human?’ he thought to me. ‘There are no more. There have been none for a time I cannot express in your mind. Ah, yes, you have a mathematical means of expression, but no understanding of that time, so it is useless. But the last of humanity was allowed to end before the Sun changed from the original G-O stage—a very, very long time ago.’


  “I looked at him and wondered. Where was he from? Who—what—what manner of thing? Was it an armor encased living creature or another of the perfect machines?


  “I felt him watching my mind operate, pulsing softly in his golden light. And suddenly I thought to look out of the ports. The dim red suns were wheeling across those ports at an unbelievable rate. Earth was long since gone. As I looked, a dim, incredibly dim, red disk suddenly appeared, expanded—and I looked in awe at Neptune.


  “The planet was scarcely visible when we were already within a dozen millions of miles. It was a jeweled world. Cities—the great, perfect cities—still glowed. They glowed in soft, golden light above, and below, the harsher, brighter blue of mercury vapor lighted them.


  “He was speaking again. ‘We are machines—the ultimate development of man’s machines. Man was almost gone when we came.’


  “ ‘With what we have learned in the uncounted dusty megayears since, we might have been able to save him. We could not then. It was better, wiser, that man end than that he sink down so low as he must, eventually. Evolution is the rise under pressure. Devolution is the gradual sinking that comes when there is no pressure—and there is no end to it. Life vanished from this system—a dusty infinity I cannot sort in my memory—my type memory, truly, for I have complete all the memories of those that went before me that I replace. But my memory cannot stretch back to that time you think of—a time when the constellations—


  “ ‘It is useless to try. Those memories are buried under others, and those still buried under the weight of a billion centuries.


  “ ‘We enter’—he named a city; I cannot reproduce that name—‘now. You must return to Earth, though, in some seven and a quarter of your days, for the magnetic axis stretches back in collapsing field strains. I will be able to inject you into it, I believe.’


  “So I entered that city, the living city of machines, that had been when time and the universe were young.


  “I did not know then that, when all this universe had dissolved away, when the last sun was black and cold, scattered dust in a fragment of a scattered universe, this planet with its machine cities would go on—a last speck of warm light in a long-dead universe. I did not know then.


  “ ‘You still wonder that we let man die out?’ asked the machine. ‘It was best. In another brief million years he would have lost his high estate. It was best.’


  “ ‘Now we go on. We cannot end, as he did. It is automatic with us.’


  “I felt it then, somehow. The blind, purposeless continuance of the machine cities I could understand. They had no intelligence, only functions. These machines—these living, thinking, reasoning investigators—had only one function, too. Their function was slightly different—they were designed to be eternally curious, eternally investigating. And their striving was the more purposeless of the two, for theirs could reach no end. The cities fought eternally only the blind destructiveness of nature; wear, decay, erosion.


  “But their struggle had an opponent forever, so long as they existed. The intelligent—no, not quite intelligent, but something else—curious machines were without opponents. They had to be curious. They had to go on investigating. And they had been going on in just this way for such incomprehensible ages that there was no longer anything to be curious about. Whoever, whatever designed them gave them function and forgot purpose. Their only curiosity was the wonder if there might, somewhere, be one more thing to learn.


  “That—and the problem they did not want to solve, but must try to solve, because of the blind functioning of their very structure.


  “Those eternal cities were limited. The machines saw now that limit, and saw the hope of final surcease in it. They worked on the energy of the atom. But the masses of the suns were yet tremendous. They were dead for want of energy. The masses of the planets were still enormous. But they, too, were dead for want of energy.


  “The machines there on Neptune gave me food and drink—strange, synthetic foods and drinks. There had been none on all the planet. They, perforce, started a machine, unused in a billion years and more, that I might eat. Perhaps they were glad to do so. It brought the end appreciably nearer, that vast consumption of mine.


  “They used so very, very little, for they were so perfectly efficient. The only possible fuel in all the universe is one—hydrogen. From hydrogen, the lightest of elements, the heaviest can be built up, and energy released. They knew how to destroy matter utterly to energy, and could do it.


  “But while the energy release of hydrogen compounding to the heavy elements is controllable, the destruction of matter to energy is a self-regenerative process. Started once, it spreads while matter lies within its direct, contiguous reach. It is wild, uncontrollable. It is impossible to utilize the full energy of matter.


  “The suns had found that. They had burned their hydrogen until it was a remnant so small the action could not go on.


  “On all Earth there was not an atom of hydrogen—nor was there on any planet, save Neptune. And there the store was not great. I used an appreciable fraction while I was there. That is their last hope. They can see the end, now.


  “I stayed those few days, and the machines came and went. Always investigating, always curious. But there is in all that universe nothing to investigate save the one problem they are sure they cannot solve.


  “The machine took me back to Earth, set up something near me that glowed with a peculiar, steady, gray light. It would fix the magnetic axis on me, on my location, within a few hours. He could not stay near when the axis touched again. He went back to Neptune, but a few millions of miles distant, in this shrunken mummy of the solar system.


  “I stood alone on the roof of the city, in the frozen garden with its deceptive look of life.


  “And I thought of that night I had spent, sitting up with the dead man. I had come and watched him die. And I sat up with him in the quiet. I had wanted someone, anyone to talk to.


  “I did then. Overpoweringly it came to me I was sitting up in the night of the universe, in the night and quiet of the universe, with a dead planet’s body, with the dead, ashen hopes of countless, nameless generations of men and women. The universe was dead, and I sat up alone—alone in the dead hush.


  “Out beyond, a last flicker of life was dying on the planet Neptune—a last, false flicker of aimless life, but not life. Life was dead. The world was dead.


  “I knew there would never be another sound here. For all the little remainder of time. For this was the dark and the night of time and the universe. It was inevitable, the inevitable end that had been simply more distant in my day—in the long, long-gone time when the stars were mighty lighthouses of a mighty space, not the dying, flickering candles at the head of a dead planet.


  “It had been inevitable then; the candles must burn out for all their brave show. But now I could see them guttering low, the last, fruitless dregs of energy expiring as the machines below had spent their last dregs of energy in that hopeless, utterly faithful gesture—to attempt the repair of the city already dead.


  “The universe had been dead a billion years. It had been. This, I saw, was the last radiation of the heat of life from an already-dead body—the feel of life and warmth, imitation of life by a corpse. Those suns had long and long since ceased to generate energy. They were dead, and their corpses were giving off the last, lingering life heat before they cooled.


  “I ran. I think I ran—down away from the flickering, red suns in the sky. Down to the shrouding blackness of the dead city below, where neither light, nor heat, nor life, nor imitation of life bothered me.


  “The utter blackness quieted me somewhat. So I turned off my oxygen valves, because I wanted to die sane, even here, and I knew I’d never come back.


  “The impossible happened! I came to with that raw oxygen in my face. I don’t know how I came—only that here is warmth and life.


  “Somewhere, on the far side of that bismuth coil, inevitable still, is the dead planet and the flickering, guttering candles that light the death watch I must keep at the end of time.”


  RHYTHM OF THE SPHERES


  A. Merritt


  Narodny, the Russian, sat in his laboratory. Narodny’s laboratory was a full mile under earth. It was one of a hundred caverns, some small and some vast, cut out of the living rock. It was a realm of which he was sole ruler. In certain caverns garlands of small suns shone; and in others little moons waxed and waned as the moon waxed and waned over earth; and there was a cavern in which reigned perpetual dawn, dewy, over lily beds and violets and roses; and another in which crimson sunsets baptized in the blood of slain day dimmed and died and were born again behind the sparkling curtains of the aurora.


  And there was one cavern ten miles from side to side in which grew flowering trees and trees which bore fruits unknown to man for many generations. Over this great orchard one yellow sunlike orb shone, and clouds trailed veils of rain upon the trees and miniature thunder drummed at Narodny’s summoning.


  Narodny was a poet—the last poet. He did not write his poems in words but in colors, sounds, and visions made material. Also, he was a great scientist—the greatest in his peculiar field. Thirty years before, Russia’s Science Council had debated whether to grant him the leave of absence he had asked, or to destroy him. They knew him to be unorthodox. How deadly so they did not know, else after much deliberation, they would not have released him. It must be remembered that of all nations, Russia then was the most mechanized; most robot-ridden.


  Narodny did not hate mechanization. He was indifferent to it. Being truly intelligent he hated nothing. Also he was indifferent to the whole civilization man had developed and into which he had been born. He had no feeling of kinship to humanity. Outwardly, in body, he belonged to the species. Not so in mind. Like Loeb, a thousand years before, he considered mankind a crazy race of halfmonkeys, intent upon suicide. Now and then, out of the sea of lunatic mediocrity, a wave uplifted that held for a moment a light from the sun of truth—but soon it sank back and the light was gone. Quenched in the sea of stupidity. He knew that he was one of those waves.


  He had gone, and he had been lost to sight by all. In a few years he was forgotten. Unknown and under another name, he had entered America and secured rights to a thousand acres in what of old had been called Westchester. He had picked this place because investigation had revealed to him that of ten localities on this planet it was most free from danger of earthquake or similar seismic disturbance.


  The man who owned it had been whimsical; possibly an atavism—like Narodny, although Narodny would never have thought of himself as that. At any rate, instead of an angled house of glass such as the thirtieth century built, this man had reconstructed a rambling old stone house of the nineteenth century. Few people lived upon the open land in those days; and they had withdrawn into the confines of the city-states.


  New York, swollen by its meals of years, was a fat belly of mankind still many miles away. The land around the house was forest-covered.


  A week after Narodny had taken the house, the trees in front of it had melted away leaving a three-acre, smooth field. It was not as though they had been cut, but as though they had been dissolved. Later that night a great airship had appeared upon this field—abruptly, as though it had blinked out of another dimension. It was rocket-shaped but noiseless. And immediately a fog had fallen upon airship and house, hiding them. Within this fog, if one could have seen, was a wide tunnel leading from the air-cylinder’s door to the door of the house.


  And out of the airship came swathed figures, ten of them, who walked along that tunnel, were met by Narodny and the door of the old house closed on them.


  A little later they returned, Narodny with them, and out of an opened hatch of the airship rolled a small flat car on which was a mechanism of crystal cones rising around each other to a central cone some four feet high. The cones were upon a thick base of some glassy material in which was imprisoned a restless green radiance.


  Its rays did not penetrate that which held it, but it seemed constantly seeking, with suggestion of prodigious force, to escape. For hours the strange thick fog held. Twenty miles up in the far reaches of the stratosphere, a faintly sparkling cloud grew, like a condensation of cosmic dust.


  And just before dawn the rock of the hill behind the house melted away, like a curtain that had covered a great tunnel. Five of the men came out of the house and went into the airship. It lifted silently from the ground, slipped into the aperture and vanished. There was a whispering sound, and when it had died away the breast of the hill was whole again. The rocks had been drawn together like a closing curtain and boulders studded it as before. That the breast was now slightly concave where before it had been convex, none would have noticed.


  For two weeks the sparkling cloud was observed far up in the stratosphere, was commented upon idly, and then was seen no more. Narodny’s caverns were finished.


  Half of the rock from which they had been hollowed had gone with that sparkling cloud. The balance, reduced to its primal form of energy, was stored in blocks of the vitreous material that had supported the cones, and within them it moved as restlessly and always with that same suggestion of prodigious force. And it was force, unthinkably potent; from it came the energy that made the little suns and moons, and actuated the curious mechanisms that regulated pressure in the caverns, supplied the air, created the rain, and made of Narodny’s realm a mile deep under earth the Paradise of poetry, of music, of color and of form which he had conceived in his brain and with the aid of those ten others had caused to be.


  Now of the ten there is no need to speak further. Narodny was the Master. But three, like him, were Russians; two were Chinese; of the remaining five, three were women—one German in ancestry, one Basque, one an Eurasian; a Hindu who traced his descent from the line of Gautama; a Jew who traced his from Solomon.


  All were one with Narodny in indifference to the world; each with him in his viewpoint on life; and each and all lived in his or her own Eden among the hundred caverns except when it interested them to work with each other. Time meant nothing to them. Their researches and discoveries were solely for their own uses and enjoyments. If they had given them to the outer world they would only have been ammunition for warfare either between men upon Earth or Earth against some other planet.


  Why hasten humanity’s suicide? Not that they would have felt regret at the eclipse of humanity. But why trouble to expedite it? Time meant nothing to them, because they could live as long as they desired—barring accident. And while there was rock in the world, Narodny could convert it into energy to maintain his Paradise—or to create others.


  The old house began to crack and crumble. It fell—much more quickly than the elements could have brought about its destruction. Then trees grew among the ruins of its foundations; and the field that had been so strangely cleared was overgrown with trees. The land became a wood in a few short years; silent except for the roar of an occasional rocket passing over it and the songs of birds which had found there a sanctuary.


  But deep down in earth, within the caverns, there were music and song and mirth and beauty. Gossamer nymphs circled under the little moons. Pan piped. There was revelry of antique harvesters under the small suns. Grapes grew and ripened, were pressed, and red and purple wines were drunk by Bacchantes who fell at last asleep in the arms of fauns and satyrs. Oreads danced under the pale moon-bows, and sometimes Centaurs wheeled and trod archaic measures beneath them to the drums of their hoofs upon the mossy floor. The old Earth lived again.


  Narodny listed to drunken Alexander raving to Thais among the splendors of conquered Persepolis; and he heard the crackling of the flames that at the whim of the courtesan destroyed it. He watched the siege of Troy and counted with Homer the Achaean ships drawn up on the strand before Troy’s walls; or saw with Herodotus the tribes that marched behind Xerxes—the Caspians in their cloaks of skin with their bows of cane; the Ethiopians in their skins of leopards with spears of antelope horns; the Libyans in their dress of leather with javelins made hard by fire; the Thracians with the heads of foxes upon their heads; the Moschians who wore helmets made of wood and the Cabalians who wore the skulls of men.


  For him the Eleusinian and the Osirian mysteries were re-enacted, and he watched the women of Thrace tear to fragments Orpheus, the first great musician. At his will, he could see rise and fall the Empire of the Aztecs, the Empire of the Incas; or beloved Caesar slain in Rome’s Senate; or the archers at Agincourt; or the Americans in Belleau Wood. Whatever man had written—whether poets, historians, philosophers or scientists—his strangely shaped mechanisms could bring before him, changing the words into phantoms real as though living.


  He was the last and greatest of the poets—but also he was the last and greatest of the musicians. He could bring back the songs of ancient Egypt, or the chants of more ancient Ur. The songs that came from Moussourgsky’s soul of Mother Earth, the harmonies of Beethoven’s deaf brain or the chants and rhapsodies from the heart of Chopin. He could do more than restore the music of the past. He was master of sound.


  To him, the music of the spheres was real. He could take the rays of the stars and planets and weave them into symphonies. Or convert the sun’s rays into golden tones no earthy orchestra had ever expressed. And the silver music of the moon—the sweet music of the moon of spring, the full-throated music of the harvest moon, the brittle crystalline music of the winter moon with its arpeggios of meteors—he could weave into strains such as no human ear had ever heard.


  So Narodny, the last and greatest of poets, the last and greatest of musicians, the last and greatest of artists—and in his inhuman way, the greatest of scientists—lived with the ten of his choosing in his caverns. And, with them, he consigned the surface of the earth and all who dwelt upon it to a negative Hell—


  Unless something happening there might imperil his Paradise!


  Aware of the possibility of that danger, among his mechanisms were those which brought to eyes and ears news of what was happening on earth’s surface. Now and then, they amused themselves with these.


  It so happened that on that night when the Ruler of Robots had experimented with a new variety of ray—a space warper—Narodny had been weaving the rays of Moon, Jupiter and Saturn into Beethoven’s Moonlight Symphony. The moon was a four day crescent. Jupiter was at one cusp, and Saturn hung like a pendant below the bow. Shortly Orion would stride across the Heavens and bright Regulus and red Aldebaran, the Eye of the Bull, would furnish him with other chords of starlight remoulded into sound.


  Suddenly the woven rhythms were ripped—hideously. A devastating indescribable dissonance invaded the cavern. Beneath it, the nymphs who had been dancing languorously to the strains quivered like mist wraiths in a sudden blast and were gone; the little moons flared, then ceased to glow. The tonal instruments were dead. And Narodny was felled as though by a blow.


  After a time the little moons began to glow again, but dimly; and from the tonal mechanisms came broken, crippled music. Narodny stirred and sat up, his lean, highcheeked face more Satanic than ever. Every nerve was numb; then as they revived, agony crept along then. He sat, fighting the agony, until he could summon help. He was answered by one of the Chinese.


  Narodny said: “It was a spatial disturbance, Lao. And it was like nothing I have ever known. The Ruler of Robots is perfecting a ray with which to annihilate mankind.”


  Narodny smiled: “I care nothing for mankind—yet I would not harm them, willingly. And it has occurred to me that I owe them, after all, a great debt. Except for them—I would not be. Also, it occurs to me that the robots have never produced a poet, a musician, an artist—” He laughed: “But it is in my mind that they are capable of one great art at least! We shall see.”


  Down in the chamber of screens, Narodny laughed again.


  He said: “Lao, is it that we have advanced so in these few years? Or that man has retrogressed? No, it is the curse of mechanization that destroys imagination. For look you, how easy is the problem of the robots. They began as man-made machines. Mathematical, soulless, insensible to any emotion. So was primal matter of which all on earth are made, rock and water, tree and grass, metal, animal, fish, worm, and men. But somewhere, somehow, something was added to this primal matter, combined with it—used it. It was what we call life. And life is consciousness. And therefore largely emotion. Life establishes its rhythm—and its rhythm being different in rock and crystal, metal, fish, and man—we have these varying things.


  “Well, it seems that life has begun to establish its rhythm in the robots. Consciousness has touched them. The proof? They have established the idea of common identity—group consciousness. That in itself involves emotion. But they have gone further. They have attained the instinct of self-preservation. They are afraid mankind will revolt against them. And that, my wise friend, connates fear—fear of extinction. And fear connates anger, hatred, arrogance—and many other things. The robots, in short, have become emotional to a degree. And therefore vulnerable to whatever may amplify and control their emotions. They are no longer mechanisms.


  “So, Lao, I have in mind an experiment that will provide me study and amusement through many years. Originally, the robots are the children of mathematics. I ask—to what is mathematics most closely related? I answer—to rhythm—to sound—to sounds which raise to the nth degree the rhythms to which they will respond. Both mathematically and emotionally.”


  Lao said: “The sonic sequences?”


  Narodny answered: “Exactly. But we must have a few robots with which to experiment. To do that means to dissolve the upper gate. But that is nothing. Tell Maringy and Euphroysne to do it. Net a ship and bring it here. Bring it down gently. You will have to kill the men in it, of course, but do it mercifully. Then let them bring me the robots. Use the green flame on one or two—the rest will follow, I’ll warrant you.” The hill behind where the old house had stood trembled. A circle of pale green light gleamed on its breast. It dimmed and where it had been was the black mouth of a tunnel. An airship, half rocket, half winged, making its way to New York, abruptly drooped, circled, fell gently, like a moth, close to the yawning mouth of the tunnel.


  Its door opened, and out came two men, pilots, cursing. There was a little sigh from the tunnel’s mouth and a silvery misty cloud sped from it, over the pilots and straight through the opened door. The pilots crumpled to the ground. In the airship half a dozen other men, slaves of the robots, slumped to the floor, smiled, and died.


  There were a full score robots in the ship. They stood, looking at the dead men and at each other. Out of the tunnel came two figures swathed in metallic glimmering robes. They entered the ship. One said: “Robots, assemble.”


  The metal men stood, motionless. Then one sent out a shrill call. From all parts of the ship the metal men moved. They gathered behind the one who had sent the call. They stood behind him, waiting.


  In the hand of one of those who had come from the tunnel was what might have been an antique flash-light. From it sped a thin green flame. It struck the foremost robot on the head, sliced down from the head to the base of the trunk. Another flash, and the green flame cut him from side to side. He fell, sliced by that flame into four parts. The four parts lay, inert as their metal, upon the floor of the compartment.


  One of the shrouded figures said: “Do you want further demonstration—or will you follow us?”


  The robots put heads together; whispered. Then one said: “We will follow.”


  They marched into the tunnel, the robots making no resistence nor effort to escape. They came to a place whose floor sank with them until it had reached the caverns. The machine-men still went docilely. Was it because of curiosity mixed with disdain for these men whose bodies could be broken so easily by one blow of the metal appendages that served them for arms? Perhaps.


  They came to the cavern where Narodny and the others awaited them. Marinoff led them in and halted them. These were the robots used in the flying ships—their heads cylindrical, four arm appendages, legs triple-jointed, torsos slender. The robots, it should be understood, were differentiated in shape according to their occupations. Narodny said: “Welcome, robots! Who is your leader?”


  One answered: “We have no leaders. We act as one.”


  Narodny laughed: “Yet by speaking for them you have shown yourself the leader. Step closer. Do not fear—yet.”


  The robot said: “We feel no fear. Why should we? Even if you should destroy us who are here, you cannot destroy the billions of us outside. Nor can you breed fast enough, become men soon enough, to cope with us who enter into life strong and complete from the beginning.”


  He flecked an appendage toward Narodny and there was contempt in the gesture. But before he could draw it back a bracelet of green flame circled it at the shoulder. It had darted like a thrown loop from something in Narodny’s hand. The robot’s arm dropped clanging to the floor, cleanly severed. The robot stared at it unbelievingly, threw forward his other three arms to pick it up. Again the green flame encircled also his legs above the second joints. The robot crumpled and pitched forward, crying in high-pitched shrill tone’s to the others.


  Swiftly the green flame played among them. Legless, armless, some decapitated, all the robots fell except two.


  “Two will be enough,” said Narodny. “But they will not need arms—only feet.”


  The flashing green bracelets encircled the appendages and excised them. The pair were marched away. The bodies of the others were taken apart, studied, and under Narodny’s direction curious experiments were made. Music filled the cavern, strange chords, unfamiliar progressions shattering arpeggios and immense vibrations of sound that could be felt but not heard by the human ear.


  And finally this last deep vibration burst into hearing as a vast drone, hummed up and up into swift tingling tempest of crystalline, brittle notes, and still ascending passed into shrill high pipings, and continued again unheard, as had the prelude to the droning. And thence it rushed back, the piping and the crystalline storm reversed, into the drone and the silence—then back and up.


  And the bodies of the broken robots began to quiver, to tremble, as though every atom within them were dancing in ever increasing, rhythmic motion. Up rushed the music and down—again and again. It ended abruptly in midflight with one crashing note.


  The broken bodies ceased their quivering. Tiny star-shaped cracks appeared in their metal. Once more the note sounded and the cracks wideened. The metal splintered.


  Narodny said: “Well, there is the frequency for the rhythm of our robots. The destructive unison. I hope for the sake of the world outside it is not also the rhythm of many of their buildings and bridges. But, after all, in any war there must be casualties on both sides.”


  Lao said: “Earth will be an extraordinary spectacle—a plaintive phenomenon, for a few days.”


  Narodny said: “It is going to be an extraordinary uncomfortable Earth for a few days, and without doubt many will die and more go mad. But is there any other way?”


  There was no answer. He said: “Bring in the two robots.”


  They brought them in.


  Narodny said: “Robots—were there ever any of you who could poetize?”


  They answered: “What is poetize?”


  Narodny laughed: “Never mind. Have you ever sung—made music—painted? Have you ever dreamed?”


  One robot said with cold irony: “Dreamed? No—for we do not sleep. We leave all that to men. It is why we have conquered them.”


  Narodny said, almost gently: “Not yet, robot. Have you ever—danced? No? It is an art you are about to learn.”


  The unheard note began, droned up and through the tempest and away and back again. And up and down—and up and down, though not so loudly as before. And suddenly the feet of the robots began to move, to shuffle. Their leg-joints bent; their bodies swayed. The note seemed to move now here and now there about the chamber, and always following it, grotesquely. Like huge metal marionettes, they followed it. The music ended in the crashing note. And it was as though every vibrating atom of the robot bodies had met with some irresistible obstruction. Their bodies quivered and from their voice mechanisms came a shriek that was hideous blend of machine and life. Once more the drone, and once more and once more and then, again, the abrupt stop.


  There was a brittle crackling all over the conical heads, all over the bodies. The star-shaped splinterings appeared. Once again the drone—but the two robots stood, unresponding. For through the complicated mechanisms which under their carapaces animated them were similar splinterings.


  The robots were dead!


  Narodny said: “By tomorrow we can amplify the sonor to make it effective in a 3000 mile circle. We will use the upper cavern, of course, it means we must take the ship out again. In three days, Marinoff, you should be able to cover the other continents. See to it that the ship is completely proof against the vibrations. To work. We must act quickly—before the robots can discover how to neutralize them.”


  It was exactly at noon the next day that over all North America a deep inexplicable droning was heard. It seemed to come not only from deep within earth, but from every side. It mounted rapidly through a tempest of tingling crystalline notes into a shrill piping and was gone. Then back it rushed from piping to drone; then up and out and down. Again and again. And over all North America the hordes of robots stopped in whatever they were doing. Stopped—and then began to dance—to the throbbing notes of that weirdly fascinating music—that hypnotic rhythm which seemed to flow from the bowels of the earth.


  They danced in the airships and scores of those ships crashed before the human crew could gain control. They danced by the thousands in the streets of the cities—in grotesque rigadoons, in bizarre sarabands; with shuffle and hop and jig the robots danced while the people fled in panic and hundreds of them were crushed and died in those panics. In the great factories, and in the tunnels of the lower cities, and in the mines—everywhere the sound was heard—and it was heard everywhere—the robots danced . . . to the piping of Narodny, the last great poet . . . the last great musician.


  And then came the crashing note—and over all the country the dance halted. And began again . . . and ceased . . . and began again . . .


  Until at last the streets, the lower tunnels of the lower levels, the mines, the factories, the homes, were littered with metal bodies shot through and through with star-shaped splinterings.


  In the cities the people cowered, not knowing what blow was to fall upon them . . . or milled about in fear-maddened crowds, and many more died . . .


  Then suddenly the dreadful droning, the shattering tempest, the intolerable high piping ended. And everywhere the people fell, sleeping among the dead robots, as though they had been strung to the point of breaking, sapped of strength and then abruptly relaxed.


  And as though it had vanished from Earth, America was deaf to cables, to all communication beyond the gigantic circle of sound.


  But that midnight over all Europe the drone sounded and Europe’s robots began their dance of death . . . and when it had ended a strange and silent rocket ship that had hovered high above the stratosphere sped almost with the speed of light and hovered over Asia—and next day Africa heard the drone while the black answered it with his tom-toms—then South America heard it and last of all far off Australia . . . and everywhere terror trapped the peoples and panic and madness took their grim toll.


  Until of all that animate metal horde that had fettered Earth and humanity there were a few scant hundreds left-escaped from the death dance through some variant in their constitution. And, awakening from that swift sleep, all over Earth those who had feared and hated the robots and their slavery rose against those who had fostered the metal domination, and blasted the robot factories to dust.


  Again the hill above the caverns opened, the strange torpedo ship blinked into sight like a ghost, as silently as a ghost floated into the hill and the rocks closed behind it.


  Narodny and the others stood before the gigantic television screen, shifting upon it images of city after city, country after country, over all Earth’s surface. Lao, the Chinese, said: “Many men died, but many are left. And the Ruler of Robots is no more. They may not understand—but to them it was worth it.”


  Narodny mused: “It drives home the lesson—what man does not pay for, he values little.”


  And Narodny shook his head, doubtfully. But soon harmonies were swelling through the great cavern of the orchards, and nymphs and fauns dancing under the fragrant blossoming trees—and the world again forgotten by Narodny.


  THE MEMORY OF MARS


  Raymond F. Jones


  “As soon as I’m well we’ll go to Mars for a vacation again,” Alice would say. But now she was dead, and the surgeons said she was not even human. In his misery, Hastings knew two things: he loved his wife; but they had never been off Earth!


  A reporter should be objective even about a hospital. It’s his business to stir others’ emotions and not let his own be stirred. But that was no good, Mel Hastings told himself. No good at all when it was Alice who was here somewhere, balanced uncertainly between life and death.


  Alice had been in Surgery far too long. Something had gone wrong. He was sure of it. He glanced at his watch. It would soon be dawn outside. To Mel Hastings this marked a significant and irrevocable passage of time. If Alice were to emerge safe and whole from the white cavern of Surgery she would have done so now.


  Mel sank deeper in the heavy chair, feeling a quietness within himself as if the slow creep of death were touching him also. There was a sudden far distant roar and through the window he saw a streak of brightness in the sky. That would be the tourist ship, the Martian Princess, he remembered.


  That was the last thing Alice had said before they took her away from him. “As soon as I’m well again we’ll go to Mars for a vacation again, and then you’ll remember. It’s so beautiful there. We had so much fun—”


  Funny, wonderful little Alice—and her strange delusion that she still clung to, that they had taken a Martian vacation in the first year of their marriage. It had started about a year ago, and nothing he could say would shake it. Neither of them had ever been to space.


  He wished now he had taken her. It would have been worth it, no matter what its personal cost. He had never told her about the phobia that had plagued him all his life, the fear of outer space that made him break out in a cold sweat just to think of it—nor of the nightmare that came again and again, ever since he was a little boy.


  There must have been some way to lick this thing—to give her that vacation on Mars that she had wanted so much.


  Now it was too late. He knew it was too late.


  The white doors opened, and Dr. Winters emerged slowly. He looked at Mel Hastings a long time as if trying to remember who the reporter was. “I must see you—in my office,” he said finally.


  Mel stared back in numb recognition. “She’s dead,” he said.


  Dr. Winters nodded slowly as if in surprise and wonder that Mel had divined this fact. “I must see you in my office,” he repeated.


  Mel watched his retreating figure. There seemed no point in following. Dr. Winters had said all that need be said. Far down the corridor the Doctor turned and stood patiently as if understanding why Mel had not followed, but determined to wait until he did. The reporter stirred and rose from the chair, his legs withering beneath him. The figure of Dr. Winters grew larger as he approached. The morning clatter of the hospital seemed an ear-torturing shrillness. The door of the office closed and shut it out.


  “She is dead.” Dr. Winters sat behind the desk and folded and unfolded his hands. He did not look at Mel. “We did everything we could, Mr. Hastings. Her injuries from the accident were comparatively minor—” He hesitated, then went on. “In normal circumstances there would have been no question—her injuries could have been repaired.”


  “What do you mean, ‘In normal circumstances—’?”


  Dr. Winters turned his face away from Mel for a moment as if to avoid some pain beyond endurance. He passed a weary hand across his forehead and eyes and held it there a moment before speaking. Then he faced Mel again. “The woman you brought in here last night—your wife—is completely un-normal in her internal structure. Her internal organs cannot even be identified. She is like a being of some other species. She is not—she is simply not human, Mr. Hastings.”


  Mel stared at him, trying to grasp the meaning of the words. Meaning would not come. He uttered a short, hysterical laugh that was like a bark. “You’re crazy, Doc. You’ve completely flipped your lid!”


  Dr. Winters nodded. “For hours during the night I was in agreement with that opinion. When I first observed your wife’s condition I was convinced I was utterly insane. I called in six other men to verify my observation. All of them were as stupefied as I by what we saw. Organs that had no place in a human structure. Evidence of a chemistry that existed in no living being we had ever seen before—”


  The Doctor’s words rolled over him like a roaring surf, burying, smothering, destroying—


  “I want to see.” Mel’s voice was like a hollow cough from far away. “I think you’re crazy. I think you’re hiding some mistake you made yourself. You killed Alice in a simple little operation, and now you’re trying to get out of it with some crazy story that nobody on earth would ever believe!”


  “I want you to see,” said Dr. Winters, rising slowly. “That’s why I called you in here, Mr. Hastings.”


  Mel trailed him down the long corridor again. No words were spoken between them. Mel felt as if nothing were real anymore.


  They went through the white doors of Surgery and through the inner doors. Then they entered a white, silent—cold—room beyond.


  In the glare of icy white lights a single sheeted figure rested on a table. Mel suddenly didn’t want to see. But Dr. Winters was drawing back the cover. He exposed the face, the beloved features of Alice Hastings. Mel cried out her name and moved toward the table. There was nothing in her face to suggest she was not simply sleeping, her hair disarrayed, her face composed and relaxed as he had seen her hundreds of times.


  “Can you stand to witness this?” asked Dr. Winters anxiously. “Shall I get you a sedative?”


  Mel shook his head numbly. “No—show me . . .”


  The great, fresh wound extended diagonally across the abdomen and branched up beneath the heart. The Doctor grasped a pair of small scissors and swiftly clipped the temporary sutures. With forceps and retractors he spread open the massive incision.


  Mel closed his eyes against the sickness that seized him.


  “Gangrene!” he said. “She’s full of gangrene!”


  Below the skin, the surface layers of fatty tissue, the substance of the tissue changed from the dark red of the wounded tissue to a dark and greenish hue that spoke of deadly decay.


  But Dr. Winters was shaking his head. “No. It’s not gangrene. That’s the way we found the tissue. That appears to be its—normal condition, if you will.”


  Mel stared without believing, without comprehending.


  Dr. Winters probed the wound open further. “We should see the stomach here,” he said. “What is here where the stomach should be I cannot tell you. There is no name for this organ. The intestinal tract should lie here. Instead, there is only this homogeneous mass of greenish, gelatinous material. Other organs, hardly differentiated from this mass, appear where the liver, the pancreas, the spleen should be.”


  Mel was hearing his voice as if from some far distance or in a dream.


  “There are lungs—of a sort,” the Doctor went on. “She was certainly capable of breathing. And there’s a greatly modified circulatory system, two of them, it appears. One circulates a blood substance in the outer layers of tissue that is almost normal. The other circulates a liquid that gives the remainder of the organs their greenish hue. But how circulation takes place we do not know. She has no heart.”


  Mel Hastings burst out in hysterical laughter. “Now I know you’re crazy Doc! My tender, loving Alice with no heart! She used to tell me, ‘I haven’t got any brains. I wouldn’t have married a dumb reporter if I did. But so I’ve got a heart and that’s what fell in love with you—my heart, not my brains.’ She loved me, can’t you understand that?”


  Dr. Winters was slowly drawing him away. “I understand. Of course I understand. Come with me now, Mr. Hastings, and lie down for a little while. I’ll get you something to help take away the shock.”


  Mel permitted himself to be led away to a small room nearby. He drank the liquid the Doctor brought, but he refused to lie down.


  “You’ve shown me,” he said with dull finality. “But I don’t care what the explanation is. I knew Alice. She was human all right, more so than either you or I. She was completely normal, I tell you—all except for this idea she had the last year or so that we’d gone together on a vacation to Mars at one time.”


  “That wasn’t true?”


  “No. Neither of us had ever been out in space.”


  “How well did you know your wife before you married her?”


  Mel smiled in faint reminiscence. “We grew up together, went to the same grade school and high school. It seems like there was never a time when Alice and I didn’t know each other. Our folks lived next door for years.”


  “Was she a member of a large family?”


  “She had an older brother and sister and two younger sisters.”


  “What were her parents like?”


  “They’re still living. Her father runs an implement store. It’s a farm community where they live. Wonderful people. Alice was just like them.”


  Dr. Winters was silent before he went on. “I have subjected you to this mental torture for just one reason, Mr. Hastings. If it has been a matter of any less importance I would not have told you the details of your wife’s condition, much less asking you to look at her. But this is such an enormous scientific mystery that I must ask your cooperation in helping to solve it. I want your permission to preserve and dissect the body of your wife for the cause of science.”


  Mel looked at the Doctor in sudden sharp antagonism. “Not even give her a burial? Let her be put away in bottles, like—like a—”


  “Please don’t upset yourself any more than necessary. But I do beg that you consider what I’ve just proposed. Surely a moment’s reflection will show you that this is no more barbaric than our other customs regarding our dead.


  “But even this is beside the point. The girl, Alice, whom you married is like a normal human being in every apparent external respect, yet the organs which gave her life and enabled her to function are like nothing encountered before in human experience. It is imperative that we understand the meaning of this. It is yours to say whether or not we shall have this opportunity.”


  Mel started to speak again, but the words wouldn’t come out.


  “Time is critical,” said Dr. Winters, “but I don’t want to force you to an instantaneous answer. Take thirty minutes to think about it. Within that time, additional means of preservation must be taken. I regret that I must be in such haste, but I urge that your answer be yes.”


  Dr. Winters moved towards the door, but Mel gestured for him to remain.


  “I want to see her again,” Mel said.


  “There is no need. You have been tortured enough. Remember your wife as you have known her all her life, not as you saw her a moment ago.”


  “If you want my answer let me see her again.”


  Dr. Winters led the way silently back to the cold room. Mel drew down the cover only far enough to expose the face of Alice. There was no mistake. Somehow he had been hoping that all this would turn out to be some monstrous error. But there was no error.


  Would she want me to do what the Doctor has asked? he thought. She wouldn’t care. She would probably think it a very huge joke that she had been born with innards that made her different from everybody else. She would be amused by the profound probings and mutterings of the learned doctors trying to find an explanation for something that had no explanation.


  Mel drew the sheet tenderly over her face.


  “You can do as you wish,” he said to Dr. Winters. “It makes no difference to us—to either of us.”


  The sedative Dr. Winters had given him, plus his own exhaustion, drove Mel to sleep for a few hours during the afternoon, but by evening he was awake again and knew that a night of sleeplessness lay ahead of him. He couldn’t stand to spend it in the house, with all its fresh reminders of Alice.


  He walked out into the street as it began to get dark. Walking was easy; almost no one did it any more. The rush of private and commercial cars swarmed overhead and rumbled in the ground beneath. He was an isolated anachronism walking silently at the edge of the great city.


  He was sick of it. He would have liked to have turned his back on the city and left it forever. Alice had felt the same. But there was nowhere to go. News reporting was the only thing he knew, and news occurred only in the great, ugly cities of the world. The farmlands, such as he and Alice had known when they were young, produced nothing of interest to the satiated denizens of the towns and cities. Nothing except food, and much of this was now being produced by great factories that synthesized protein and carbohydrates. When fats could be synthesized the day of the farmer would be over.


  He wondered if there weren’t some way out of it now. With Alice gone there was only himself, and his needs were few. He didn’t know, but suddenly he wanted very much to see it all again. And, besides, he had to tell her folks.


  The ancient surface bus reached Central Valley at noon the next day. It all looked very much as it had the last time Mel had seen it and it looked very good indeed. The vast, open lands; the immense ripe fields.


  The bus passed the high school where Mel and Alice had attended classes together. He half expected to see her running across the campus lawn to meet him. In the middle of town he got off the bus and there were Alice’s mother and father.


  They were dry-eyed now but white and numb with shock. George Dalby took his hand and pumped it heavily. “We can’t realize it, Mel. We just can’t believe Alice is gone.”


  His wife put her arms around Mel and struggled with her tears again. “You didn’t say anything about the funeral. When will it be?”


  Mel swallowed hard, fighting the one lie he had to tell. He almost wondered now why he had agreed to Dr. Winters’ request. “Alice—always wanted to do all the good she could in the world,” he said. “She figured that she could be of some use even after she was gone. So she made an agreement with the research hospital that they could have her body after she died.”


  It took a moment for her mother to grasp the meaning. Then she cried out, “We can’t even bury her?”


  “We should have a memorial service, right here at home where all her friends are,” said Mel.


  George Dalby nodded in his grief. “That was just like Alice,” he said. “Always wanting to do something for somebody else—”


  And it was true, Mel thought. If Alice had supposed she was not going to live any longer she would probably have thought of the idea, herself. Her parents were easily reconciled.


  They took him out to the old familiar house and gave him the room where he and Alice had spent the first days of their marriage.


  When it was night and the lights were out he felt able to sleep naturally for the first time since Alice’s accident. She seemed not far away here in this old familiar house.


  In memory, she was not, for Mel was convinced he could remember the details of his every association with her. He first became conscious of her existence one day when they were in the third grade. At the beginning of each school year the younger pupils went through a course of weighing, inspection, knee tapping, and cavity counting. Mel had come in late for his examination that year and barged into the wrong room. A shower of little-girl squeals had greeted him as the teacher told him kindly where the boy’s examination room was.


  But he remembered most vividly Alice Dalby standing in the middle of the room, her blouse off but held protectingly in front of her as she jumped up and down in rage and pointed a finger at him. “You get out of here, Melvin Hastings! You’re not a nice boy at all!”


  Face red, he had hastily retreated as the teacher assured Alice and the rest of the girls that he had made a simple mistake. But how angry Alice had been! It was a week before she would speak to him.


  He smiled and sank back deeply into the pillow. He remembered how proud he had been when old Doc Collins, who came out to do the honors every Fall, had told him there wasn’t a thing wrong with him and that if he continued to drink his milk regularly he’d grow up to be a football player. He could still hear Doc’s words whistling through his teeth and feel the coldness of the stethoscope on his chest.


  Suddenly, he sat upright in bed in the darkness.


  Stethoscope!


  They had tapped and inspected and listened to Alice that day, and all the other examination days.


  If Doc Collins had been unable to find a heartbeat in her he’d have fainted—and spread the news all over town!


  Mel got up and stood at the window, his heart pounding. Old Doc Collins was gone, but the medical records of those school examinations might still be around somewhere. He didn’t know what he expected to prove, but surely those records would not tell the same story Dr. Winters had told.


  It took him nearly all the next day. The grade school principal agreed to help him check through the dusty attic of the school, where ancient records and papers were tumbled about and burst from their cardboard boxes.


  Then Paul Ames, the school board secretary, took Mel down to the District Office and offered to help look for the records. The old building was stifling hot and dusty with summer disuse. But down in the cool, cobwebbed basement they found it . . . Alice’s records from the third grade on up through the ninth. On every one: heart, o.k.; lungs, normal. Pulse and blood pressure readings were on each chart.


  “I’d like to take these,” said Mel. “Her doctor in town—he wants to write some kind of paper on her case and would like all the past medical history he can get.”


  Paul Ames frowned thoughtfully. “I’m not allowed to give District property away. But they should have been thrown out a long time ago—take ‘em and don’t tell anybody I let you have ‘em.”


  “Thanks. Thanks a lot,” Mel said.


  And when she was fourteen or fifteen her appendix had been removed. A Dr. Brown had performed the operation, Mel remembered. He had taken over from Collins.


  “Sure, he’s still here,” Paul Ames said. “Same office old Doc Collins used. You’ll probably find him there right now.”


  Dr. Brown remembered. He didn’t remember the details of the appendectomy, but he still had records that showed a completely normal operation.


  “I wonder if I could get a copy of that record and have you sign it,” Mel said. He explained about the interest of Dr. Winters in her case without revealing the actual circumstances.


  “Glad to,” said Dr. Brown. “I just wish things hadn’t turned out the way they have. One of the loveliest girls that ever grew up here, Alice.”


  The special memorial service was held in the old community church on Sunday afternoon. It was like the drawing of a curtain across a portion of Mel’s life, and he knew that curtain would never open again.


  He took a bus leaving town soon after the service.


  There was one final bit of evidence, and he wondered all the way back to town why he had not thought of it first. Alice’s pregnancy had ended in miscarriage, and there had never been another.


  But X-rays had been taken to try to find the cause of Alice’s difficulty. If they showed that Alice was normal within the past two years—


  Dr. Winters was mildly surprised to see Mel again. He invited the reporter in to his office and offered him a chair. “I suppose you have come to inquire about our findings regarding your wife.”


  “Yes—if you’ve found anything,” said Mel. “I’ve got a couple of things to show you.”


  “We’ve found little more than we knew the night of her death. We have completed the dissection of the body. A minute analysis of each organ is now under way, and chemical tests of the body’s substances are being made. We found that differences in the skeletal structure were almost as great as those in the fleshy tissues. We find no relationship between these structures and those of any other species—human or animal—that we have ever found.”


  “And yet Alice was not always like that,” said Mel.


  Dr. Winters looked at him sharply. “How do you know that?”


  Mel extended the medical records he had obtained in Central Valley. Dr. Winters picked them up and examined them for a long time while Mel watched silently.


  Finally, Dr. Winters put the records down with a sigh. “This seems to make the problem even more complex than it was.”


  “There are X-rays, too,” said Mel. “Alice had pelvic X-rays only a little over two years ago. I tried to get them, but the doctor said you’d have to request them. They should be absolute proof that Alice was different then.”


  “Tell me who has them and I’ll send for them at once.”


  An hour later Dr. Winters shook his head in disbelief as he turned off the light box and removed the X-ray photograph. “It’s impossible to believe that these were taken of your wife, but they corroborate the evidence of the other medical records. They show a perfectly normal structure.”


  The two men remained silent across the desk, each reluctant to express his confused thoughts. Dr. Winters finally broke the silence. “It must be, Mr. Hastings,” he said, “—it must be that this woman—this utterly alien person—is simply not your wife, Alice. Somehow, somewhere, there must be a mistake in identity, a substitution of similar individuals.”


  “She was not out of my sight,” said Mel. “Everything was completely normal when I came home that night. Nothing was out of place. We went out to a show. Then, on the way home, the accident occurred. There could have been no substitution—except right here in the hospital. But I know it was Alice I saw. That’s why I made you let me see her again—to make sure.”


  “But the evidence you have brought me proves otherwise. These medical records, these X-rays prove that the girl, Alice, whom you married, was quite normal. It is utterly impossible that she could have metamorphosed into the person on whom we operated.”


  Mel stared at the reflection of the sky in the polished desk top. “I don’t know the answer,” he said. “It must not be Alice. But if that’s the case, where is Alice?”


  “That might even be a matter for the police,” said Dr. Winters. “There are many things yet to be learned about this mystery.”


  “There’s one thing more,” said Mel. “Fingerprints. When we first came here Alice got a job where she had to have her fingerprints taken.”


  “Excellent!” Dr. Winters exclaimed. “That should give us our final proof!”


  It took the rest of the afternoon to get the fingerprint record and make a comparison. Dr. Winters called Mel at home to give him the report. There was no question. The fingerprints were identical. The corpse was that of Alice Hastings.


  The nightmare came again that night. Worse than Mel could ever remember it. As always, it was a dream of space, black empty space, and he was floating alone in the immense depths of it. There was no direction. He was caught in a whirlpool of vertigo from which he reached out with agonized yearning for some solidarity to cling to.


  There was only space.


  After a time he was no longer alone. He could not see them, but he knew they were out there. The searchers. He did not know why he had to flee or why they sought him, but he knew they must never overtake him, or all would be lost.


  Somehow he found a way to propel himself through empty space. The searchers were growing points of light in the far distance. They gave him a sense of direction. His being, his existence, his universe of meaning and understanding depended on the success of his flight from the searchers. Faster, through the wild black depths of space—


  He never knew whether he escaped or not. Always he awoke in a tangle of bedclothes, bathed in sweat, whimpering in fear. For a long time Alice had been there to touch his hand when he awoke. But Alice was gone now and he was so weary of the night pursuit. Sometimes he wished it would end with the searchers—whoever they were—catching up with him and doing what they intended to do. Then maybe there would be no more nightmare. Maybe there would be no more Mel Hastings, he thought. And that wouldn’t be so bad, either.


  He tossed sleeplessly the rest of the night and got up at dawn feeling as if he had not been to bed at all. He would take one day more, and then get back to the News Bureau. He’d take this day to do what couldn’t be put off any longer—the collecting and disposition of Alice’s personal belongings.


  He shaved, bathed and dressed, then began emptying the drawers, one by one. There were many souvenirs, mementos. She was always collecting these. Her bottom drawer was full of stuff that he’d glimpsed only occasionally.


  In the second layer of junk in the drawer he came across the brochure on Martian vacations. It must have been one of the dreams of her life, he thought. She’d wanted it so much that she’d almost come to believe that it was real. He turned the pages of the smooth, glossy brochure. Its cover bore the picture of the great Martian Princess and the blazoned emblem of Connemorra Space Lines. Inside were glistening photos of the plush interior of the great vacation liner, and pictures of the domed cities of Mars where Earthmen played more than they worked. Mars had become the great resort center of Earth.


  Mel closed the book and glanced again at the Connemorra name. Only one man had ever amassed the resources necessary to operate a private space line. Jim Connemorra had done it; no one knew quite how. But he operated now out of both hemispheres with a space line that ignored freight and dealt only in passenger business. He made money, on a scale that no government-operated line had yet been able to approach.


  Mel sank down to the floor, continuing to shift through the other things in the drawer.


  His hand stopped. He remained motionless as recognition showered sudden frantic questions in his mind. There lay a ticket envelope marked Connemorra Lines.


  The envelope was empty when he looked inside, and there was no name on it. But it was worn. As if it might have been carried to Mars and back.


  In sudden frenzy he began examining each article and laying it in a careless pile on the floor. He recognized a pair of idiotic Martian dolls. He found a tourist map of the ruined cities of Mars. He found a menu from the Red Sands Hotel.


  And below all these there was a picture album. Alice at the Red Sands. Alice at the Phobos Oasis. Alice at the Darnella Ruins. He turned the pages of the album with numb fingers. Alice in a dozen Martian settings. Some of them were dated. About two years ago. They had gone together, Alice had said, but there was no evidence of Mel’s presence on any such trip.


  But it was equally impossible that Alice had made the trip, yet here was proof. Proof that swept him up in a doubting of his own senses. How could such a thing have taken place? Had he actually made such a trip and been stripped of the memory by some amnesia? Maybe he had forced himself to go with her and the power of his lifelong phobia had wiped it from his memory.


  And what did it all have to do—if anything—with the unbelievable thing Dr. Winters had found about Alice?


  Overcome with grief and exhaustion he sat fingering the mementos aimlessly while he stared at the pictures and the ticket envelope and the souvenirs.


  Dr. Winters spoke a little more sharply than he intended. “I don’t think anything is going to be solved by a wild-goose chase to Mars. It’s going to cost you a great deal of money, and there isn’t a single positive lead to any solution.”


  “It’s the only possible explanation.” Mel persisted. “Something happened on Mars to change her from what she once was to—what you saw on your operating table.”


  “And you are hoping that in some desperate way you will find there was a switch of personalities—that there may be a ghost of a chance of finding Alice still alive.”


  Mel bit his lip. He was scarcely willing to admit such a hope but it was the foundation of his decision. “I’ve got to do what I can,” he said. “I must take the chance. The uncertainty will torment me all my life if I don’t.”


  Dr. Winters shook his head. “I still wish I could persuade you against it. You will find only disappointment.”


  “My mind is made up. Will you help me or not?”


  “What can I do?”


  “I can’t go into space unless I can find some way of lifting, even temporarily, this phobia that nearly drives me crazy at the thought of going out there. Isn’t there a drug, a hypnotic method, or something to help a thing like this?”


  “This isn’t my field,” said Dr. Winters. “But I suspect that the cause of your trouble cannot be suppressed. It will have to be lifted. Psycho-recovery is the only way to accomplish that. I can recommend a number of good men. This, too, is very expensive.”


  “I should have done it for Alice—long ago,” said Mel.


  Dr. Martin, the psychiatrist, was deeply interested in Mel’s problem. “It sounds as if it is based on some early trauma, which has long since been wiped from your conscious memory. Recovery may be easy or difficult, depending on how much suppression of the original event has taken place.”


  “I don’t even care what the original event was,” said Mel, “if you rid me of this overwhelming fear of space. Dr. Winters said he thought recovery would be required.”


  “He is right. No matter how much overlay you pile on top of such a phobia to suppress it, it will continue to haunt you. We can make a trial run to analyze the situation, and then we can better predict the chance of ultimate success.”


  As a reporter, Mel Hastings had had vague encounters with the subject of psycho-recovery, but he knew little of the details about it. He knew it involved some kind of a machine that could tap the very depths of the human mind and drag out the hidden debris accumulated in mental basements and attics. But such things had always given him the willies. He steered clear of them.


  When Dr. Martin first introduced him into the psycho-recovery room his resolution almost vanished. It looked more like a complex electronic laboratory than anything else. A half dozen operators and assistants in nurses’ uniforms stood by.


  “If you will recline here—,” Dr. Martin was saying.


  Mel felt as if he were being prepared for some inhuman biological experiment. A cage of terminals was fitted to his head and a thousand small electrodes adjusted to contact with his skull. The faint hum of equipment supported the small surge of apprehension within him.


  After half an hour the preparations were complete. The level of lights in the room was lowered. He could sense the operators at their panels and see dimly the figure of Dr. Martin seated near him.


  “Try to recall as vividly as possible your last experience with this nightmare you have described. We will try to lock on to that and follow it on down.”


  This was the last thing in the world Mel wanted to do. He lay in agonized indecision, remembering that he had dreamed only a short time ago, but fighting off the actual recollection of the dream.


  “Let yourself go,” Dr. Martin said kindly. “Don’t fight it—”


  A fragment of his mind let down its guard for a brief instant. It was like touching the surface of a whirlpool. He was sucked into the sweeping depths of the dream. He sensed that he cried out in terror as he plunged. But there was no one to hear. He was alone in space.


  Fear wrapped him like black, clammy fur. He felt the utter futility of even being afraid. He would simply remain as he was, and soon he would cease to be.


  But they were coming again. He sensed, rather than saw them. The searchers. And his fear of them was greater than his fear of space alone. He moved. Somehow he moved, driving headlong through great vastness while the pinpoints of light grew behind him.


  “Very satisfactory,” Dr. Martin was saying. “An extremely satisfactory probe.”


  His voice came through to Mel as from beyond vast barriers of time and space. Mel felt the thick sweat that covered his body. Weakness throbbed in his muscles.


  “It gives us a very solid anchor point,” Dr. Martin said. “From here I think we run back to the beginning of the experience and unearth the whole thing. Are you ready, Mr. Hastings?”


  Mel felt too weak to nod. “Let ‘er rip!” he muttered weakly.


  The day was warm and sunny. He and Alice had arrived early at the spaceport to enjoy the holiday excitement preceding the takeoff. It was something they had both dreamed of since they were kids—a vacation in the fabulous domed cities and ruins of Mars.


  Alice was awed by her first close view of the magnificent ship lying in its water berth that opened to Lake Michigan. “It’s huge—how can such an enormous ship ever get off the Earth?”


  Mel laughed. “Let’s not worry about that. We know it does. That’s all that matters.” But he could not help being impressed, too, by the enormous size and the graceful lines of the luxury ship. Unlike Alice, he was not seeing it at close range for the first time. He had met the ship scores of times in his reporting job, interviewing famous and well-known personages as they departed or arrived from the fabulous playgrounds of Mars.


  “If you look carefully,” Mel pointed out, “you’ll see a lot of faces that make news when they come and go.”


  Alice’s face glowed as she clung to Mel’s arm and recognized some of the famous citizens who would be their fellow passengers. “This is going to be the most fun we’ve ever had in our lives, darling.”


  “Like a barrel of monkeys,” Mel said casually, enjoying the bubbling excitement that was in Alice.


  The ship was so completely stabilized that the passengers did not even have to sit down during takeoff. They crowded the ports to watch the land and the water shoot past as the ship skimmed half the length of Lake Michigan in its takeoff run. As it bore into the upper atmosphere on an ever-increasing angle of climb, its own artificial gravity system took over and gave the illusion of horizontal flight with the Earth receding slowly behind.


  Mel and Alice wandered through the salons and along the spacious decks as if in some fairyland-come-true. All sense of time seemed to vanish and they floated with the great ship in timeless, endless space.


  He wasn’t quite certain when he first became aware of his own sense of disquietude. It seemed to result from a change in the members of the crew. On the morning of the third day they ceased their universal and uninterrupted concern for their passengers’ entertainment and enjoyment.


  Most of the passengers seemed to have taken no note of it. Mel commented to Alice. She laughed at him. “What do you expect? They’ve spent two full days showing us the ship and teaching us to play all the games aboard. You don’t expect them to play nurse to us during the whole trip, do you?”


  It sounded reasonable. “I suppose so,” said Mel dubiously. “But just what are they doing? They all seem to be in such a hurry to get somewhere this morning.”


  “Well, they must have some duties to perform in connection with running the ship.”


  Mel shook his head in doubt.


  Alice joined him in wandering about the decks, kibitzing on the games of the other passengers, and watching the stars and galaxies on the telescopic screens. It was on one of these that they first saw the shadow out in space. Small at first, the black shadow crossed a single star and made it wink. That was what caught Mel’s attention, a winking star in the dead night of space.


  When he was sure, he called Alice’s attention to it. “There’s something moving out there.” By now it had shape, like a tiny black bullet.


  “Where? I don’t see anything.”


  “It’s crossing that patch of stars. Watch, and you can see it blot them out as it moves.”


  “It’s another ship!” Alice exclaimed. “That’s exciting! To think we’re passing another ship in all this great emptiness of space! I wonder where it’s coming from?”


  “And where it’s going to.”


  They watched its slow, precise movement across the stars. After several minutes a steward passed by. Mel hailed him and pointed to the screen. “Can you tell us what that other ship is?”


  The steward glanced and seemed to recognize it instantly. But he paused in replying. “That’s the Mars liner,” he said finally. “In just a few minutes the public address system will announce contact and change of ship.”


  “Change of ship?” Mel asked, puzzled. “I never heard anything about a change of ship.”


  “Oh, yes,” the steward said. “This is only the shuttle that we’re on now. We transfer to the liner for the remainder of the trip. I’m sure that was explained to you at the time you purchased your tickets.” He hurried away.


  Mel was quite sure no such thing had been explained to him when he purchased tickets. He turned back to the screen and watched the black ship growing swiftly larger now as it and the Martian Princess approached on contact courses.


  The public address system came alive suddenly. “This is your Captain. All passengers will now prepare to leave the shuttle and board the Mars liner. Hand luggage should be made ready. All luggage stowed in the hold will be transferred without your attention. It has been a pleasure to have you aboard. Contact with the liner will be made in fifteen minutes.”


  From the buzz around him Mel knew that this was as much a surprise to everyone else as it was to him, but it was greeted with excitement and without question.


  Even Alice was growing excited now and others crowded around them when it was discovered what they were viewing. “It looks big,” said Alice in subdued voice. “Bigger than this ship by far.”


  Mel moved away and let the others have his place before the screen. His sense of uneasiness increased as he contemplated the approach of that huge black ship. And he was convinced its color was black, that it was not just the monotone of the view screen that made it so.


  Why should there be such a transfer of passengers in mid-space? The Martian Princess was certainly adequate to make the journey to Mars. Actually they were more than a third of the way there, already. He wasn’t sure why he felt so certain something was amiss. Surely there was no possibility that the great Connemorra Lines would plan any procedure to the detriment of the more than five thousand passengers aboard the ship. His uneasiness was pretty stupid, he thought.


  But it wouldn’t go away.


  He returned to the crowd clustered at the viewing screen and took Alice by the arm to draw her away.


  She looked quizzically at him. “This is the most exciting thing yet. I want to watch it.”


  “We haven’t got much time,” Mel said. “We’ve got a lot of things to get in our suitcases. Let’s go down to our stateroom.”


  “Everyone else has to pack, too. There’s no hurry.”


  “Fifteen minutes, the Captain said. We don’t want to be the last ones.”


  Unwillingly, Alice followed. Their stateroom was a long way from the salon. The fifteen minutes were almost up by the time they reached it.


  Mel closed the door to their room and put his hands on Alice’s shoulders. He glanced about warily. “Alice—I don’t want to go aboard that ship. There’s something wrong about this whole thing. I don’t know what it is, but we’re not going aboard.”


  Alice stared at him. “Have you lost your mind? After all our hopes and all our planning you don’t want to go on to Mars?”


  Mel felt as if a wall had suddenly sprung up between them. He clutched Alice’s shoulders desperately in his hands. “Alice—I don’t think that ship out there is going to Mars. I know it sounds crazy, but please listen to me—we weren’t told anything about the Martian Princess being merely a shuttle and that we’d transfer to another ship out here. No one was told. The Martian Princess is a space liner perfectly capable of going to Mars. There’s no reason why such a huge ship should be used merely as a shuttle.”


  “That ship out there is bigger.”


  “Why? Do we need any more room to finish the journey?”


  Alice shook herself out of his grasp. “I don’t know the answers to those questions and I don’t care to know them!” she said angrily.


  “If you think I’m going to give up this vacation and turn right around here in space and go back home you’re crazy. If you go back you’ll go back alone!”


  Alice whirled and ran to the door. Mel ran after her, but she was through the door and was melting into the moving throng by the time he reached the door. He took a step to follow, then halted. He couldn’t drag her forcibly back into the stateroom. Maybe she’d return in a few minutes to pack her bags. He went back in the room and closed the door.


  Even as he did so he knew that he was guessing wrong. Alice would be matching him in a game of nerves. She’d go on to the other ship, expecting him to pack the bags and follow. He sat down on the bed and put his head in his hands for a moment. A faint shudder passed through the ship and he heard the hollow ring of clashing metal. The unknown ship had made contact with the Martian Princess. Their airlocks were being mated now.


  From the porthole he could see the incredible mass of the ship. He crossed the room and pressed the curtains aside. His impression had been right. The ship was black. Black, nameless, and blind. No insignia or portholes were visible anywhere on the hull within his range of vision.


  He didn’t know what he was going to do, but he knew above all else that he wasn’t going to board that ship. He paced the floor telling himself it was a stupid, neurotic apprehension that filled his mind, that the great Connemorra Lines could not be involved in any nefarious acts involving five thousand people—or even one person. They couldn’t afford such risk.


  He couldn’t shake it. He was certain that, no matter what the cost, he was not going to board that black ship.


  He looked about the stateroom. He couldn’t remain here. They’d certainly find him. He had to hide somewhere. He stood motionless, staring out the porthole. There was no place he could hide with assurance inside the ship.


  But what about outside?


  His thoughts crumpled in indecision as he thought of Alice. Yet whatever the black ship meant, he could help no one if he went aboard. He had to get back to Earth and try to find out what it was all about and alert the authorities. Only in that way could he hope to help Alice.


  He opened the stateroom door cautiously and stepped out. The corridor was filled with hurrying passengers, carrying hand luggage, laughing with each other in excitement. He joined them, moving slowly, alert for crew members. There seemed to be none of the latter in the corridors.


  Keeping close to the wall, he moved with the crowd until he reached the rounded niche that marked an escape chamber. As if pushed by the hurrying throng, he backed into it, the automatic doors opening and closing to receive him.


  The chamber was one of scores stationed throughout the ship as required by law. The escape chambers contained space suits for personal exit from the ship in case of emergency. They were never expected to be used. In any emergency requiring abandonment of the vessel it would be as suicidal to go into space in a suit as to remain with the ship. But fusty lawmakers had decreed their necessity, and passengers received a perfunctory briefing in the use of the chambers and the suits—which they promptly forgot.


  Mel wrestled now with what he remembered of the instructions. He inspected a suit hanging in its cabinet and then was relieved to find that the instructions were repeated on a panel of the cabinet. Slowly, he donned the suit, following the step by step instructions as he went. He began to sweat profusely from his exertions and from his fear of discovery.


  He finally succeeded in getting the cumbersome gear adjusted and fastened without being detected. He did not know if the airlock of the chamber had some kind of alarm that would alert the crew when it was opened. That was a chance he had to take. He discovered that it was arranged so that it could be opened only by a key operated from within the suit. This was obviously to prevent anyone leaving the ship unprotected. Perhaps with this safeguard there was no alarm.


  He twisted the lock and entered the chamber. He opened the outer door and faced the night of space.


  He would not have believed that anything could be so utterly terrifying. His knees buckled momentarily and left him clinging to the side of the port. Sweat burst anew from every pore. Blindly, he pressed the jet control and forced himself into space.


  He arced a short distance along the curve of the ship and then forced himself down into contact with the hull. He clung by foot and hand magnetic pads, sick with nausea and vertigo.


  He had believed that by clinging to the outside of the hull he could escape detection and endure the flight back to Earth. In his sickness of body and mind the whole plan now looked like utter folly. He retched and closed his eyes and lay on the hull through the beginning of an eternity.


  He had no concept of time. The chronometer in the suit was not working. But it seemed as if many hours had passed when he felt a faint shock pass through the hull beneath him. He felt a momentary elation. The ships had separated. The search for him—if any—had been abandoned.


  Slowly he inched his way around the hull to get a glimpse of the black ship. It was still there, standing off a few hundred yards but not moving. Its presence dismayed him. There could be no reason now for the two ships to remain together. The Martian Princess should be turning around for the return to Earth.


  Then out of the corner of his eye he saw it. A trace of movement. A gleam of light. Like a small moon it edged up the distant curvature of the hull. Then there were more—a nest of quivering satellites.


  Without thought, Mel pressed the jet control and hurled himself into space.


  The terror of his first plunge was multiplied by the presence of the searchers. Crewmen of the Martian Princess, he supposed. The absence of the space suit had probably been discovered.


  In headlong flight, he became aware of eternity and darkness and loneliness. The sun was a hot, bright disc, but it illuminated nothing. All that his mind clung to for identification of itself and the universe around it was gone. He was like a primeval cell, floating without origin, without purpose, without destination.


  Only a glimmer of memory pierced the thick terror with a shaft of rationality. Alice. He must survive for Alice’s sake. He must find the way back to Alice—back to Earth.


  He looked toward the Martian Princess and the searchers on the hull. He cried out in the soundless dark. The searchers had left the hull and were pursuing him through open space. Their speed far exceeded his. It was futile to run before them—and futile to leave the haven of the Martian Princess. His only chance of survival or success lay in getting to Earth aboard the ship. In a long curve he arced back toward the ship. Instantly, the searchers moved to close in the arc and meet him on a collision course.


  He could see them now. They were not crewmen in spacesuits as he had supposed. Rather, the objects—two of them—looked like miniature spaceships. Beams of light bore through space ahead of them, and he suspected they carried other radiations also to detect by radar and infra red.


  In the depths of his mind he knew they were not of the Martian Princess. Nor were there any crewmen within them. They were robot craft of some kind, and they had come from the great black ship.


  He felt their searching beams upon him and waited for a deadly, blasting burst of heat or killing radiation. He was not prepared for what happened.


  They closed swiftly, and the nearest robot came within a dozen feet, matching Mel’s own velocity. Suddenly, from a small opening in the machine, a slender metal tentacle whipped out and wrapped about him like the coils of a snake. The second robot approached and added another binding. Mel’s arms and legs were pinned. Frantically, he manipulated the jet control in the glove of the suit. This only caused the tentacles to cut deeply and painfully, and threatened to smash the shell of the suit. He cut the jets and admitted the failure of his frantic mission.


  In short minutes they were near the ships again. Mel wondered what kind of reprimand the crewmen of the Martian Princess could give him, and what fantastic justification they might offer for their own actions.


  But he wasn’t being taken toward the Martian Princess. He twisted painfully in the grip of the robot tentacles and confirmed that he was being carried to the black stranger.


  Soundlessly, a port slid open and the robots swept him through into the dark interior of the ship. He felt himself dropped on a hard metal floor. The tentacles unwound. Alone, he struggled to his feet and flashed a beam of light from the suit flashlight to the walls about him. Walls, floor and ceiling were an indistinguishable dark gray. He was the only object in the chamber.


  While he strained his sight to establish features in the blank metallic surfaces a clipped, foreign voice spoke. “Remove your suit and walk toward the opening in the wall. Do not try to run or attack. You will not be harmed unless you attack.”


  There was no use refusing. He did as commanded. A bright doorway opened in the wall before him. He walked through.


  It reminded him of a medical laboratory. Shelves and cabinets of hand instruments and electronic equipment were about. And in the room three men sat watching the doorway through which he entered. He gazed at the strangers as they at him.


  They looked ordinary enough in their white surgeons’ smocks. All seemed to be of middle age, with dark hair turning gray at the fringe. One was considerably more muscular than the other two. One leaned to overweight. The third was quite thin. Yet Mel felt himself bristling like a dog in the dark of the moon.


  No matter how ordinary they looked, these three were not men of Earth. The certainty of this settled like a cold, dead weight in the pit of his stomach.


  “You—” he stammered. There was nothing to say.


  “Please recline on this couch,” the nearest, the muscular one said. “We wish you no harm so do not be afraid. We wish only to determine if you have been harmed by your flight into space.”


  All three of them were tense and Mel was sure they were worried—by his escapade. Had he nearly let some unknown cat out of the bag?


  “Please—,” the muscular one said.


  He had no alternative. He might struggle, and destroy a good deal of apparatus, but he could not hope to overwhelm them. He lay on the couch as directed. Almost instantly the overweight one was behind him, seizing his arm. He felt the sting of a needle. The thin one was at his feet, looking down at him soberly. “He will rest,” the thin one said, “and then we shall know what needs to be done.”


  The sleep had lasted for an eon, he thought. He had a sense of the passage of an enormous span of time when he at last awoke. His vision was fuzzy, but there was no mistaking the image before him.


  Alice. His Alice—safe.


  She was sitting on the edge of the bed, smiling down at him. He fought his way up to a half-sitting position. “Alice!” He wept.


  Afterwards, he said, “Where are we? What happened? I remember so many crazy things—the vacation to Mars.”


  “Don’t try to remember it all, darling,” she said. “You were sick. Some kind of hysteria and amnesia hit you while we were there. We’re home now. You’ll soon be out of the hospital and everything will be all right.”


  “I spoiled it,” he murmured. “I spoiled it all for you.”


  “No. I knew you were going to be all right. I even had a lot of fun all by myself. But we’re going back. As soon as you are all well again we’ll start saving up and go again.”


  He nodded drowsily. “Sure. We’ll go to Mars again and have a real vacation.”


  Alice faded away. All of it faded away.


  As if from a far distance the walls of Dr. Martin’s laboratory seemed to close about him and the lights slowly increased. Dr. Martin was seated beside him, his head shaking slowly. “I’m so terribly sorry, Mr. Hastings. I thought we were going to get the full and true event this time. But it often happens, as in your case, that fantasy lies upon fantasy, and it is necessary to dig through great layers of them before uncovering the truth. I think, however, that we shall not have to go much deeper to find the underlying truth for you.”


  Mel lay on the couch, continuing to stare at the ceiling. “Then there was no great, black ship out of space?”


  “Of course not! That is one danger of these analyses, Mr. Hastings. You must not be deceived into believing that a newly discovered fantasy is the truth for which you were looking. You must come back and continue your search.”


  “Yes. Yes, of course.” He got up slowly and was helped to the outer room by the Doctor and an attendant. The attendant gave him a glass of white, sweetish substance to drink.


  “A booster-upper,” laughed Dr. Martin. “It takes away the grogginess that sometimes attends such a deep sweep. We will look for you day after tomorrow.”


  Mel nodded and stepped out into the hall.


  No great black ship.


  No mysterious little robot ships with tentacles that whip out and capture a man.


  No strange trio in surgeons’ gowns.


  And no Alice—


  A sudden spear of thought pierced his mind. Maybe all that was illusion, too. Maybe he could go home right now and find her waiting for him. Maybe—


  No. That was real enough. The accident. Dr. Winters. The scene in the icy room next to Surgery at the hospital. Dr. Martin didn’t know about that. He would have called that a fantasy, too, if Mel had tried to tell him.


  No. It was all real.


  The unbelievable, alien organs of Alice.


  The great, black ship.


  The mindless robot searchers.


  His nightmare had stemmed from all this that had happened out in space, which had somehow been wiped from his conscious memory. The nightmare had not existed in his boyhood, as he had thought. It was oriented in time now.


  But what had happened to Alice? There was no clue in the memory unearthed by Dr. Martin. Was her condition merely the result of some freak heredity or gene mutation?


  The surging turmoil in his mind was greater than before. There was only one way to quiet it—that was to carry out his original plan to go to Mars.


  He’d go out there again. He’d find out if the black ship existed or not.


  The girl in the ticket office was kind but firm. “Our records show that you were a vacationer to Mars very recently. The demand is so great and the ship capacity so small that we must limit vacation trips to no more than one in any ten-year period.”


  He turned away and went down the hall and out the doorway of the marble and brass Connemorra Lines Building.


  He walked through town for six blocks and the thought of old Jake Norton came to his mind. Jake had been an old timer in the city room when Mel was a cub. Jake had retired just a few months ago and lived in a place in town with a lot of other old men. Mel hailed the nearest cab and drove to Jake’s place.


  “Mel, it’s great to see you!” Jake said. “I didn’t think any of the boys would remember an old man after he’d walked out for the last time.”


  “People remember real easy when they want favors.”


  “Sure,” Jake said with a grin, “but there’s not much of a favor I can do you any more, boy. Can’t even loan you a ten until next payday.”


  “Jake, you can help me,” said Mel. “You don’t expect to ever take a trip to Mars, do you?”


  “Mars! Are you crazy, Mel?”


  “I went once. I’ve got to go again. It’s about Alice. And they won’t let me. I didn’t know you could go only once in ten years.”


  Jake remembered. Alice had called him and all the other boys after they’d come back the other time. Mel had been sick, she said. He wouldn’t remember the trip. They were asked not to say anything about it. Now Mel was remembering and wanted to go again. Jake didn’t know what he should do.


  “What can I do to help you?” he asked.


  “I’ll give you the money. Buy a ticket in your name. I’ll go as Jake Norton. I think I can get away with it. I don’t think they make any closer check than that.”


  “Sure—if it’ll do you any good,” Jake said hesitantly. He was remembering the anxiety in Alice’s voice the day she called and begged him not to say anything that would remind Mel of Mars. No one ever had, as far as Jake knew.


  He took the money and Mel waited at the old men’s home. An hour later Jake called. “Eight months is the closest reservation I can get at normal rates, but I know of some scalpers who charge 50% more.”


  Mel groaned. “Buy it no matter what the cost! I’ve got to go at once!” He would be broke for the next ten years.


  It was little different from the other time. There was the same holiday excitement in the crowd of vacationers and those who had come to see them off. It was the same ship, even.


  All that was different was the absence of Alice.


  He stayed in his stateroom and didn’t watch the takeoff. He felt the faint rocking motion as the ship went down its long waterway. He felt the shift as the artificial gravity took over. He lay on the bed and closed his eyes as the Martian Princess sought the cold night of space.


  For two days he remained in the room, emerging only for meals. The trip itself held no interest for him. He waited only for the announcement that the black ship had come.


  But by the end of the second day it had not come. Mel spent a sleepless night staring out at the endless horizon of stars. Dr. Martin had been right, he thought. There was no black ship. He had merely substituted one illusion for another. Where was reality? Did it exist anywhere in all the world?


  Yet, even if there were no black ship, his goal was still Mars.


  The third day passed without the appearance of the black ship. But on the very evening of that day the speaker announced: “All passengers will prepare for transfer from the shuttle ship to the Mars liner. Bring hand luggage—”


  Mel sat paralyzed while he listened to the announcement. So it was true! He felt the faint jar that rocked the Martian Princess as the two ships coupled. From his stateroom port Mel could see the stranger, black, ugly, and somehow deadly. He wished he could show Dr. Martin this “illusion”!


  He packed swiftly and left the room. Mel joined the surprised and excited throng now, not hanging back, but eager to find out the secret of the great black ship.


  The transition from one ship to the other was almost imperceptible. The structure of both corridors was the same, but Mel knew when the junction was crossed. He sensed the entry into a strange world that was far different from the common one he knew.


  Far down the corridor the crowd was slowing, forming into lines before stewards who were checking tickets. The passengers were shunted into branching corridors leading to their own staterooms. So far everything was so utterly normal that Mel felt an overwhelming despondency. It was just as they had been told; they were transferring to the Mars liner from the shuttle.


  The steward glanced at his ticket, held it for a moment of hesitation while he scanned Mel’s face. “Mr. Norton—please come with me.”


  The steward moved away in a direction no other passengers were taking. Another steward moved up to his place. “That way,” the second man said to Mel. “Follow the steward.”


  Mel’s heart picked up its beat as he stepped out of the line and moved slowly down the corridor after the retreating steward. They walked a long way through branching silent corridors that showed no sign of life.


  They stopped at last before a door that was like a score of others they had passed. There were no markings. The steward opened the door and stood aside. “In here please,” he said. Mel entered and found himself alone. The steward remained outside.


  The room was furnished as an office. It was carpeted and paneled luxuriously. A door leading from a room at his left opened and admitted a tall man with graying hair. The man seemed to carry an aura of power and strength as he moved. An aura that Mel Hastings recognized.


  “James Connemorra!” Mel exclaimed.


  The man bowed his head slightly in acknowledgement. “Yes, Mr. Hastings,” he said.


  Mel was dismayed. “How do you know who I am?” he said.


  James Connemorra looked through the port beside Mel and at the stars beyond. “I have been looking for you long enough I ought to know who you are.”


  Something in the man’s voice chilled Mel. “I have been easy enough to find. I’m only a news reporter. Why have you been looking for me?”


  Connemorra sank into a deep chair on the opposite side of the room. “Can’t you guess?” he said.


  “It has something to do with what happened—before?” Mel asked. He backed warily against the opposite wall from Connemorra. “That time when I escaped from the Martian Princess rather than come aboard the black ship?”


  Connemorra nodded. “Yes.”


  “I still don’t understand. Why?”


  “It’s an old story.” Connemorra shrugged faintly. “A man learns too much about things he should know nothing of.”


  “I have a right to know what happened to my wife. You know about her don’t you?”


  Connemorra nodded.


  “What happened to her? Why was she different after her trip to Mars?”


  James Connemorra was silent for so long that Mel thought he had not heard him. “Is everyone different when they get back?” Mel demanded. “Does something happen to everybody who takes the Mars trip, the same thing that happened to Alice?”


  “You learned so much,” said Connemorra, speaking as if to himself, “I had to hunt you down and bring you here.”


  “What do you mean by that? I came through my own efforts. Your office tried to stop me.”


  “Yet I knew who you were and that you were here. I must have had something to do with it, don’t you think?”


  “What?”


  “I forced you to come by deception, so that no one knows you are here—except the old man whose name you used. Who will believe him that you came on the Martian Princess? Our records will show that a Jake Norton will be there on Earth. No one can ever prove that Mel Hastings ever came aboard.”


  Mel let his breath out slowly. His fear suddenly swallowed caution. He took a crouching step forward. Then he stopped, frozen. James Connemorra tilted the small pistol resting in his lap. Mel did not know how it came to be there. He had not seen it a moment ago.


  “What are you going to do?” Mel demanded. “What are you going to do with all of us?”


  “You know too much,” said Connemorra, shrugging in mock helplessness. “What can I do with you?”


  “Explain what I don’t understand about the things you say I know.”


  “Explain to you?” The idea seemed to amuse Connemorra greatly, as if it had some utterly ridiculous aspect. “Yes, I might as well explain,” he said. “I haven’t had anyone interested enough to listen for a long time.


  “Men have never been alone in space. We have been watched, inspected, and studied periodically since Neanderthal times by races in the galaxy who have preceded us in development by hundreds of thousands of years. These observers have been pleasantly excited by some of the things we have done, appalled by others.


  “There is a galactic organization that has existed for at least a hundred thousand years. This organization exists for the purpose of mutual development of the worlds and races of the galaxy. It also exists to maintain peace, for there were ages before its organization when interstellar war took place, and more than one great world was wiped out in such senseless wars.


  “When men of Earth were ready to step into space, the Galactic Council had to decide, as it had decided on so many other occasions, whether the new world was to be admitted as a member. The choice is not one which a new world is invited to make; the choice is made for it. A world which begins to send its ships through space becomes a member of the Council, or its ships cease to travel. The world itself may cease to exist.”


  “You mean this dictatorial Council determines whether a world is fit to survive and actually wipes out those it decides against?” gasped Mel in horror. “They set themselves up as judges in the Universe?”


  “That’s about the way they operate, to put it bluntly,” said Connemorra. “You can call them a thousand unpleasant names, but you can’t change the fact of their existence, nor the fact of their successful operation for a period as long as the age of the human race.


  “They would never have made their existence known to us if we had not begun sending our ships into space. But once we did that we were entering territory staked out by races that were there when we crawled out of our caves. Who can say what their rights are?”


  “But to pass judgment on entire worlds—”


  “We have no choice but to accept that such judgment is passed.”


  “And their judgment of Earth—?”


  “Was that Earth was not ready for Council membership. Earthmen are still making too many blunders to join creatures that could cross the galaxy at the speed of light when we were learning how to chip flint.”


  “But they didn’t wipe us out!”


  James Connemorra looked out at the stars. “I wonder,” he said. “I wonder—”


  “What do you mean?” Mel said in a tight voice.


  “We have defects which are not quite like any they have encountered before. We have developed skills in the manufacture of artifacts, but we have no capacity for using them. For example, we have developed vast systems of communication, but these systems have not improved our communications they have actually blocked communication.”


  “That’s crazy!” said Mel. “Do they suppose smoke signals are superior to the 3-d screens in our homes?”


  “As a matter of fact, they do. And so do I. When a man must resort to smoke signals he is very certain that he has something to say before he goes to the trouble of putting the message in the air. But our fabulous screens prevent us from communicating with each other by throwing up a wall of pseudo-communication that we can’t get through. We subject ourselves to a barrage of sound and light that has a communication content of almost zero.


  “The same is true of our inventions in transportation. We have efficient means of travel to all parts of the world and now to the Universe itself. But we don’t travel. We use our machines to block traveling.”


  “I can understand the first argument, but not this one!” said Mel.


  “We move our bodies to new locations with our machines, but our minds remain at home. We take our rutted thoughts, our predispositions, our cultural concepts wherever we go. We do not touch, even with a fragment of our minds, that which our machines give us contact with. We do not travel. We move in space, but we do not travel.


  “This is their accusation. And they’re right. We are still doing what we have always done. We are using space flight for the boring, the trivial, the stupid; using genius for a toy, like a child banging an atomic watch on the floor. It happened with all our great discoveries and inventions: the gasoline engine, the telephone, the wireless. We’ve built civilizations of monumental stupidity on the wonders of nature. One race of the Galactics has a phrase they apply to people like us: ‘If there is a God in Heaven He has wept for ten thousand years.’ ”


  “But all this is not the worst. A race that is merely stupid seldom gets out to space. But ours has something else they fear: destructiveness. They have plotted our history and extrapolated our future. If they let us come out, war and conflict will follow.”


  “They can’t know that!”


  “They say they can. We are in no position to argue.”


  “So they plan to destroy us—”


  “No. They want to try an experiment that has been carried out just a few times previously. They are going to reduce us from what they term the critical mass which we have achieved.”


  “Critical mass? That’s a nuclear term.”


  “Right. Meaning ready to blow up. That’s where we are. Two not-so-minor nuclear wars in fifty years. They see us carrying our destructiveness into space, fighting each other there, infecting other races with our hostility. But if we are broken down into smaller groups, have the tools of war removed, and are forced to take another line of development—well, they have hopes of salvaging us.”


  “But they can’t do a thing like that to us! What do they intend? Taking groups of Earthmen, deporting them to other worlds—breaking them apart from each other forever—?”


  The coldness found its resting place in Mel’s chest. He stared at James Connemorra. Then his eyes moved slowly over the walls of the room in the black ship and out to the stars. The black ship.


  “This ship—! You transfer your passengers to this Galactic ship for deportation to other worlds! But they come back—”


  “They are sent to colonies on other worlds where conditions are like those on Earth—with significant exceptions. The colonies are small, the largest are only a few thousand. The problems there are different than on Earth—and they are tough. The natural resources are not the same. The development of the resulting cultures will be vastly different from that of Earth. The Galactic Council is very interested in the outcome—which will not be known with certainty for a thousand years or so.”


  “But they come back,” Mel repeated. “You bring them back!”


  “For each Earthman who goes out, a replacement is sent back. The replacement is an android supplied by the Council.”


  “Android!” Mel felt his reason slipping. He knew he was shouting. “Then Alice—the Alice that died was an android, she was not my wife! My Alice is still alive! You can take me to her—”


  Connemorra nodded. “Alice is still alive, and well. No harm has come to her.”


  “Take me to her!” Mel knew he was pleading, but in his anguish he had no pride.


  Connemorra seemed to ignore his plea. “Earth’s population is slowly being diluted by the removal of top people. The androids behave in every way like the individuals they replace, but they are preconditioned against the inherent destructiveness of Earthmen.”


  Blind anger seemed to rise within Mel. “You have no right to separate me from Alice. Take me to her!”


  His rage ignited and he leaped forward.


  The small gun in Connemorra’s hand spurted twice. Mel felt a double impact in a moment of great wonder. It couldn’t end like this, he thought. It couldn’t end without his seeing Alice once more. Just once more—


  He sank to the floor. The pain was not great, but he knew he was dying. He looked down at his hand that covered the great wound in his mid-section. There was something wrong.


  He felt the stickiness, but the red blood was not welling out. Instead, a thick bubble of green ooze moved from the wound and spread over his clothes and his hand. An alien greenness that was like nothing human.


  He had seen it once before.


  Alice.


  He stared up at Connemorra with wide, wondering eyes.


  “Everything went wrong, my poor android,” said Connemorra softly. “After your human was brought back to the ship we were forced to go through with the usual process of imprinting his mind content upon his android. But we had to wipe out all memory of the attempted escape from the Martian Princess. This was not successful. It still clung in the nightmares you experienced. And the psycho-recovery brought it all back.


  “We tried to cover it with an amnesiac condition instead of the usual pre-printed memory of a Mars vacation. And all this might have worked if the Alice android had not been defective also. A normal android has protective mechanisms that make accidents and subsequent discovery impossible. But the Alice android failed, and you set out on a course to uncover us. I had to find a way to destroy you—murder.


  “I’m truly sorry. I don’t know how an android thinks or feels. Sometimes I’m afraid of all of you. You are like men, but I’ve seen the factories in which you are produced. There are many things I do not know. I know only that I had to obey the Galactic Council or Earth would have been destroyed long ago.


  “And something else I know: Alice and Mel Hastings are content and happy. They are on a lovely world, very much like Central Valley.”


  He closed his eyes as he felt the life—or whatever it was—seeping out of him. It came out right, after all, he thought.


  Like a wooden soldier with a painted smile, fallen from a shelf, he lay twisted upon the floor.


  THE MOON IS GREEN


  Fritz Leiber


  Anybody who wanted to escape death could, by paying a very simple price—denial of life!


  “Effie! What the devil are you up to?”


  Her husband’s voice, chopping through her mood of terrified rapture, made her heart jump like a startled cat, yet by some miracle of feminine self-control her body did not show a tremor.


  Dear God, she thought, he mustn’t see it. It’s so beautiful, and he always kills beauty.


  “I’m just looking at the Moon,” she said listlessly. “It’s green.”


  Mustn’t, mustn’t see it. And now, with luck, he wouldn’t. For the face, as if it also heard and sensed the menace in the voice, was moving back from the window’s glow into the outside dark, but slowly, reluctantly, and still faunlike, pleading, cajoling, tempting, and incredibly beautiful.


  “Close the shutters at once, you little fool, and come away from the window!”


  “Green as a beer bottle,” she went on dreamily, “green as emeralds, green as leaves with sunshine striking through them and green grass to lie on.” She couldn’t help saying those last words. They were her token to the face, even though it couldn’t hear.


  “Effie!”


  She knew what that last tone meant. Wearily she swung shut the ponderous lead inner shutters and drove home the heavy bolts. That hurt her fingers; it always did, but he mustn’t know that.


  “You know that those shutters are not to be touched! Not for five more years at least!”


  “I only wanted to look at the Moon,” she said, turning around, and then it was all gone—the face, the night, the Moon, the magic—and she was back in the grubby, stale little hole, facing an angry, stale little man. It was then that the eternal thud of the air-conditioning fans and the crackle of the electrostatic precipitators that sieved out the dust reached her consciousness again like the bite of a dentist’s drill.


  “Only wanted to look at the Moon!” he mimicked her in falsetto. “Only wanted to die like a little fool and make me that much more ashamed of you!” Then his voice went gruff and professional. “Here, count yourself.”


  She silently took the Geiger counter he held at arm’s length, waited until it settled down to a steady ticking slower than a clock—due only to cosmic rays and indicating nothing dangerous—and then began to comb her body with the instrument. First her head and shoulders, then out along her arms and back along their under side. There was something oddly voluptuous about her movements, although her features were gray and sagging.


  The ticking did not change its tempo until she came to her waist. Then it suddenly spurted, clicking faster and faster. Her husband gave an excited grunt, took a quick step forward, froze. She goggled for a moment in fear, then grinned foolishly, dug in the pocket of her grimy apron and guiltily pulled out a wristwatch.


  He grabbed it as it dangled from her fingers, saw that it had a radium dial, cursed, heaved it up as if to smash it on the floor, but instead put it carefully on the table.


  “You imbecile, you incredible imbecile,” he softly chanted to himself through clenched teeth, with eyes half closed.


  She shrugged faintly, put the Geiger counter on the table, and stood there slumped.


  He waited until the chanting had soothed his anger, before speaking again. He said quietly, “I do suppose you still realize the sort of world you’re living in?”


  She nodded slowly, staring at nothingness. Oh, she realized, all right, realized only too well. It was the world that hadn’t realized. The world that had gone on stockpiling hydrogen bombs. The world that had put those bombs in cobalt shells, although it had promised it wouldn’t, because the cobalt made them much more terrible and cost no more. The world that had started throwing those bombs, always telling itself that it hadn’t thrown enough of them yet to make the air really dangerous with the deadly radioactive dust that came from the cobalt. Thrown them and kept on throwing until the danger point, where air and ground would become fatal to all human life, was approached.


  Then, for about a month, the two great enemy groups had hesitated. And then each, unknown to the other, had decided it could risk one last gigantic and decisive attack without exceeding the danger point. It had been planned to strip off the cobalt cases, but someone forgot and then there wasn’t time. Besides, the military scientists of each group were confident that the lands of the other had got the most dust. The two attacks came within an hour of each other.


  After that, the Fury. The Fury of doomed men who think only of taking with them as many as possible of the enemy, and in this case—they hoped—all. The Fury of suicides who know they have botched up life for good. The Fury of cocksure men who realize they have been outsmarted by fate, the enemy, and themselves, and know that they will never be able to improvise a defense when arraigned before the high court of history—and whose unadmitted hope is that there will be no high court of history left to arraign them. More cobalt bombs were dropped during the Fury than in all the preceding years of the war.


  After the Fury, the Terror. Men and women with death sifting into their bones through their nostrils and skin, fighting for bare survival under a dust-hazed sky that played fantastic tricks with the light of Sun and Moon, like the dust from Krakatoa that drifted around the world for years. Cities, countryside, and air were alike poisoned, alive with deadly radiation.


  The only realistic chance for continued existence was to retire, for the five or ten years the radiation would remain deadly, to some well-sealed and radiation-shielded place that must also be copiously supplied with food, water, power, and a means of air-conditioning.


  Such places were prepared by the far-seeing, seized by the stronger, defended by them in turn against the desperate hordes of the dying . . . until there were no more of those.


  After that, only the waiting, the enduring. A mole’s existence, without beauty or tenderness, but with fear and guilt as constant companions. Never to see the Sun, to walk among the trees—or even know if there were still trees.


  Oh, yes, she realized what the world was like.


  “You understand, too, I suppose, that we were allowed to reclaim this ground-level apartment only because the Committee believed us to be responsible people, and because I’ve been making a damn good showing lately?”


  “Yes, Hank.”


  “I thought you were eager for privacy. You want to go back to the basement tenements?”


  God, no! Anything rather than that fetid huddling, that shameless communal sprawl. And yet, was this so much better? The nearness to the surface was meaningless; it only tantalized. And the privacy magnified Hank.


  She shook her head dutifully and said, “No, Hank.”


  “Then why aren’t you careful? I’ve told you a million times, Effie, that glass is no protection against the dust that’s outside that window. The lead shutter must never be touched! If you make one single slip like that and it gets around, the Committee will send us back to the lower levels without blinking an eye. And they’ll think twice before trusting me with any important jobs.”


  “I’m sorry, Hank.”


  “Sorry? What’s the good of being sorry? The only thing that counts is never to make a slip! Why the devil do you do such things, Effie? What drives you to it?”


  She swallowed. “It’s just that it’s so dreadful being cooped up like this,” she said hesitatingly, “shut away from the sky and the Sun. I’m just hungry for a little beauty.”


  “And do you suppose I’m not?” he demanded. “Don’t you suppose I want to get outside, too, and be carefree and have a good time? But I’m not so damn selfish about it. I want my children to enjoy the Sun, and my children’s children. Don’t you see that that’s the all-important thing and that we have to behave like mature adults and make sacrifices for it?”


  “Yes, Hank.”


  He surveyed her slumped figure, her lined and listless face. “You’re a fine one to talk about hunger for beauty,” he told her. Then his voice grew softer, more deliberate. “You haven’t forgotten, have you, Effie, that until last month the Committee was so concerned about your sterility? That they were about to enter my name on the list of those waiting to be allotted a free woman? Very high on the list, too!”


  She could nod even at that one, but not while looking at him. She turned away. She knew very well that the Committee was justified in worrying about the birth rate. When the community finally moved back to the surface again, each additional healthy young person would be an asset, not only in the struggle for bare survival, but in the resumed war against Communism which some of the Committee members still counted on.


  It was natural that they should view a sterile woman with disfavor, and not only because of the waste of her husband’s germ-plasm, but because sterility might indicate that she had suffered more than the average from radiation. In that case, if she did bear children later on, they would be more apt to carry a defective heredity, producing an undue number of monsters and freaks in future generations, and so contaminating the race.


  Of course she understood it. She could hardly remember the time when she didn’t. Years ago? Centuries? There wasn’t much difference in a place where time was endless.


  His lecture finished, her husband smiled and grew almost cheerful.


  “Now that you’re going to have a child, that’s all in the background again. Do you know, Effie, that when I first came in, I had some very good news for you? I’m to become a member of the Junior Committee and the announcement will be made at the banquet tonight.” He cut short her mumbled congratulations. “So brighten yourself up and put on your best dress. I want the other Juniors to see what a handsome wife the new member has got.” He paused. “Well, get a move on!”


  She spoke with difficulty, still not looking at him. “I’m terribly sorry, Hank, but you’ll have to go alone. I’m not well.”


  He straightened up with an indignant jerk. “There you go again! First that infantile, inexcusable business of the shutters, and now this! No feeling for my reputation at all. Don’t be ridiculous, Effie. You’re coming!”


  “Terribly sorry,” she repeated blindly, “but I really can’t. I’d just be sick. I wouldn’t make you proud of me at all.”


  “Of course you won’t,” he retorted sharply. “As it is, I have to spend half my energy running around making excuses for you—why you’re so odd, why you always seem to be ailing, why you’re always stupid and snobbish and say the wrong thing. But tonight’s really important, Effie. It will cause a lot of bad comment if the new member’s wife isn’t present. You know how just a hint of sickness starts the old radiation-disease rumor going. You’ve got to come, Effie.”


  She shook her head helplessly.


  “Oh, for heaven’s sake, come on!” he shouted, advancing on her. “This is just a silly mood. As soon as you get going, you’ll snap out of it. There’s nothing really wrong with you at all.”


  He put his hand on her shoulder to turn her around, and at his touch her face suddenly grew so desperate and gray that for a moment he was alarmed in spite of himself.


  “Really?” he asked, almost with a note of concern.


  She nodded miserably.


  “Hmm!” He stepped back and strode about irresolutely. “Well, of course, if that’s the way it is . . .” He checked himself and a sad smile crossed his face. “So you don’t care enough about your old husband’s success to make one supreme effort in spite of feeling bad?”


  Again the helpless headshake. “I just can’t go out tonight, under any circumstances.” And her gaze stole toward the lead shutters.


  He was about to say something when he caught the direction of her gaze. His eyebrows jumped. For seconds he stared at her incredulously, as if some completely new and almost unbelievable possibility had popped into his mind. The look of incredulity slowly faded, to be replaced by a harder, more calculating expression. But when he spoke again, his voice was shockingly bright and kind.


  “Well, it can’t be helped naturally, and I certainly wouldn’t want you to go if you weren’t able to enjoy it. So you hop right into bed and get a good rest. I’ll run over to the men’s dorm to freshen up. No, really, I don’t want you to have to make any effort at all. Incidentally, Jim Barnes isn’t going to be able to come to the banquet either—touch of the old ‘flu, he tells me, of all things.”


  He watched her closely as he mentioned the other man’s name, but she didn’t react noticeably. In fact, she hardly seemed to be hearing his chatter.


  “I got a bit sharp with you, I’m afraid, Effie,” he continued contritely. “I’m sorry about that. I was excited about my new job and I guess that was why things upset me. Made me feel let down when I found you weren’t feeling as good as I was. Selfish of me. Now you get into bed right away and get well. Don’t worry about me a bit. I know you’d come if you possibly could. And I know you’ll be thinking about me. Well, I must be off now.”


  He started toward her, as if to embrace her, then seemed to think better of it. He turned back at the doorway and said, emphasizing the words, “You’ll be completely alone for the next four hours.” He waited for her nod, then bounced out.


  She stood still until his footsteps died away. Then she straightened up, walked over to where he’d put down the wristwatch, picked it up and smashed it hard on the floor. The crystal shattered, the case flew apart, and something went zing!


  She stood there breathing heavily. Slowly her sagged features lifted, formed themselves into the beginning of a smile. She stole another look at the shutters. The smile became more definite. She felt her hair, wet her fingers and ran them along her hairline and back over her ears. After wiping her hands on her apron, she took it off. She straightened her dress, lifted her head with a little flourish, and stepped smartly toward the window.


  Then her face went miserable again and her steps slowed.


  No, it couldn’t be, and it won’t be, she told herself. It had been just an illusion, a silly romantic dream that she had somehow projected out of her beauty-starved mind and given a moment’s false reality. There couldn’t be anything alive outside. There hadn’t been for two whole years.


  And if there conceivably were, it would be something altogether horrible. She remembered some of the pariahs—hairless, witless creatures, with radiation welts crawling over their bodies like worms, who had come begging for succor during the last months of the Terror—and been shot down. How they must have hated the people in refuges!


  But even as she was thinking these things, her fingers were caressing the bolts, gingerly drawing them, and she was opening the shutters gently, apprehensively.


  No, there couldn’t be anything outside, she assured herself wryly, peering out into the green night. Even her fears had been groundless.


  But the face came floating up toward the window. She started back in terror, then checked herself.


  For the face wasn’t horrible at all, only very thin, with full lips and large eyes and a thin proud nose like the jutting beak of a bird. And no radiation welts or scars marred the skin, olive in the tempered moonlight. It looked, in fact, just as it had when she had seen it the first time.


  For a long moment the face stared deep, deep into her brain. Then the full lips smiled and a half-clenched, thin-fingered hand materialized itself from the green darkness and rapped twice on the grimy pane.


  Her heart pounding, she furiously worked the little crank that opened the window. It came unstuck from the frame with a tiny explosion of dust and a zing like that of the watch, only louder. A moment later it swung open wide and a puff of incredibly fresh air caressed her face and the inside of her nostrils, stinging her eyes with unanticipated tears.


  The man outside balanced on the sill, crouching like a faun, head high, one elbow on knee. He was dressed in scarred, snug trousers and an old sweater.


  “Is it tears I get for a welcome?” he mocked her gently in a musical voice. “Or are those only to greet God’s own breath, the air?”


  He swung down inside and now she could see he was tall. Turning, he snapped his fingers and called, “Come, puss.”


  A black cat with a twisted stump of a tail and feet like small boxing gloves and ears almost as big as rabbits’ hopped clumsily in view. He lifted it down, gave it a pat. Then, nodding familiarly to Effie, he unstrapped a little pack from his back and laid it on the table.


  She couldn’t move. She even found it hard to breathe.


  “The window,” she finally managed to get out.


  He looked at her inquiringly, caught the direction of her stabbing finger. Moving without haste, he went over and closed it carelessly.


  “The shutters, too,” she told him, but he ignored that, looking around.


  “It’s a snug enough place you and your man have,” he commented. “Or is it that this is a free-love town or a harem spot, or just a military post?” He checked her before she could answer. “But let’s not be talking about such things now. Soon enough I’ll be scared to death for both of us. Best enjoy the kick of meeting, which is always good for twenty minutes at the least.” He smiled at her rather shyly. “Have you food? Good, then bring it.”


  She set cold meat and some precious canned bread before him and had water heating for coffee. Before he fell to, he shredded a chunk of meat and put it on the floor for the cat, which left off its sniffing inspection of the walls and ran up eagerly mewing. Then the man began to eat, chewing each mouthful slowly and appreciatively.


  From across the table Effie watched him, drinking in his every deft movement, his every cryptic quirk of expression. She attended to making the coffee, but that took only a moment. Finally she could contain herself no longer.


  “What’s it like up there?” she asked breathlessly. “Outside, I mean.”


  He looked at her oddly for quite a space. Finally, he said flatly, “Oh, it’s a wonderland for sure, more amazing than you tombed folk could ever imagine. A veritable fairyland.” And he quickly went on eating.


  “No, but really,” she pressed.


  Noting her eagerness, he smiled and his eyes filled with playful tenderness. “I mean it, on my oath,” he assured her. “You think the bombs and the dust made only death and ugliness. That was true at first. But then, just as the doctors foretold, they changed the life in the seeds and loins that were brave enough to stay. Wonders bloomed and walked.” He broke off suddenly and asked, “Do any of you ever venture outside?”


  “A few of the men are allowed to,” she told him, “for short trips in special protective suits, to hunt for canned food and fuels and batteries and things like that.”


  “Aye, and those blind-souled slugs would never see anything but what they’re looking for,” he said, nodding bitterly. “They’d never see the garden where a dozen buds blossom where one did before, and the flowers have petals a yard across, with stingless bees big as sparrows gently supping their nectar. Housecats grown spotted and huge as leopards (not little runts like Joe Louis here) stalk through those gardens. But they’re gentle beasts, no more harmful than the rainbow-scaled snakes that glide around their paws, for the dust burned all the murder out of them, as it burned itself out.


  “I’ve even made up a little poem about that. It starts, ‘Fire can hurt me, or water, or the weight of Earth. But the dust is my friend.’ Oh, yes, and then the robins like cockatoos and squirrels like a princess’s ermine! All under a treasure chest of Sun and Moon and stars that the dust’s magic powder changes from ruby to emerald and sapphire and amethyst and back again. Oh, and then the new children—”


  “You’re telling the truth?” she interrupted him, her eyes brimming with tears. “You’re not making it up?”


  “I am not,” he assured her solemnly. “And if you could catch a glimpse of one of the new children, you’d never doubt me again. They have long limbs as brown as this coffee would be if it had lots of fresh cream in it, and smiling delicate faces and the whitish teeth and the finest hair. They’re so nimble that I—a sprightly man and somewhat enlivened by the dust—feel like a cripple beside them. And their thoughts dance like flames and make me feel a very imbecile.


  “Of course, they have seven fingers on each hand and eight toes on each foot, but they’re the more beautiful for that. They have large pointed ears that the Sun shines through. They play in the garden, all day long, slipping among the great leaves and blooms, but they’re so swift that you can hardly see them, unless one chooses to stand still and look at you. For that matter, you have to look a bit hard for all these things I’m telling you.”


  “But it is true?” she pleaded.


  “Every word of it,” he said, looking straight into her eyes. He put down his knife and fork. “What’s your name?” he asked softly. “Mine’s Patrick.”


  “Effie,” she told him.


  He shook his head. “That can’t be,” he said. Then his face brightened. “Euphemia,” he exclaimed. “That’s what Effie is short for. Your name is Euphemia.” As he said that, looking at her, she suddenly felt beautiful. He got up and came around the table and stretched out his hand toward her.


  “Euphemia—” he began.


  “Yes?” she answered huskily, shrinking from him a little, but looking up sideways, and very flushed.


  “Don’t either of you move,” Hank said.


  The voice was flat and nasal because Hank was wearing a nose respirator that was just long enough to suggest an elephant’s trunk. In his right hand was a large blue-black automatic pistol.


  They turned their faces to him. Patrick’s was abruptly alert, shifty. But Effie’s was still smiling tenderly, as if Hank could not break the spell of the magic garden and should be pitied for not knowing about it.


  “You little—” Hank began with an almost gleeful fury, calling her several shameful names. He spoke in short phrases, closing tight his unmasked mouth between them while he sucked in breath through the respirator. His voice rose in a crescendo. “And not with a man of the community, but a pariah! A pariah!”


  “I hardly know what you’re thinking, man, but you’re quite wrong,” Patrick took the opportunity to put in hurriedly, conciliatingly. “I just happened to be coming by hungry tonight, a lonely tramp, and knocked at the window. Your wife was a bit foolish and let kindheartedness get the better of prudence—”


  “Don’t think you’ve pulled the wool over my eyes, Effie,” Hank went on with a screechy laugh, disregarding the other man completely. “Don’t think I don’t know why you’re suddenly going to have a child after four long years.”


  At that moment the cat came nosing up to his feet. Patrick watched him narrowly, shifting his weight forward a little, but Hank only kicked the animal aside without taking his eyes off them.


  “Even that business of carrying the wristwatch in your pocket instead of on your arm,” he went on with channeled hysteria. “A neat bit of camouflage, Effie. Very neat. And telling me it was my child, when all the while you’ve been seeing him for months!”


  “Man, you’re mad; I’ve not touched her!” Patrick denied hotly though still calculatingly, and risked a step forward, stopping when the gun instantly swung his way.


  “Pretending you were going to give me a healthy child,” Hank raved on, “when all the while you knew it would be—either in body or germ plasm—a thing like that!”


  He waved his gun at the malformed cat, which had leaped to the top of the table and was eating the remains of Patrick’s food, though its watchful green eyes were fixed on Hank.


  “I should shoot him down!” Hank yelled, between sobbing, chest-racking inhalations through the mask. “I should kill him this instant for the contaminated pariah he is!”


  All this while Effie had not ceased to smile compassionately. Now she stood up without haste and went to Patrick’s side. Disregarding his warning, apprehensive glance, she put her arm lightly around him and faced her husband.


  “Then you’d be killing the bringer of the best news we’ve ever had,” she said, and her voice was like a flood of some warm sweet liquor in that musty, hate-charged room. “Oh, Hank, forget your silly, wrong jealousy and listen to me. Patrick here has something wonderful to tell us.”


  Hank stared at her. For once he screamed no reply. It was obvious that he was seeing for the first time how beautiful she had become, and that the realization jolted him terribly.


  “What do you mean?” he finally asked unevenly, almost fearfully.


  “I mean that we no longer need to fear the dust,” she said, and now her smile was radiant. “It never really did hurt people the way the doctors said it would. Remember how it was with me, Hank, the exposure I had and recovered from, although the doctors said I wouldn’t at first—and without even losing my hair? Hank, those who were brave enough to stay outside, and who weren’t killed by terror and suggestion and panic—they adapted to the dust. They changed, but they changed for the better. Everything—”


  “Effie, he told you lies!” Hank interrupted, but still in that same agitated, broken voice, cowed by her beauty.


  “Everything that grew or moved was purified,” she went on ringingly. “You men going outside have never seen it, because you’ve never had eyes for it. You’ve been blinded to beauty, to life itself. And now all the power in the dust has gone and faded, anyway, burned itself out. That’s true, isn’t it?”


  She smiled at Patrick for confirmation. His face was strangely veiled, as if he were calculating obscure changes. He might have given a little nod; at any rate, Effie assumed that he did, for she turned back to her husband.


  “You see, Hank? We can all go out now. We need never fear the dust again. Patrick is a living proof of that,” she continued triumphantly, standing straighter, holding him a little tighter. “Look at him. Not a scar or a sign, and he’s been out in the dust for years. How could he be this way, if the dust hurt the brave? Oh, believe me, Hank! Believe what you see. Test it if you want. Test Patrick here.”


  “Effie, you’re all mixed up. You don’t know—” Hank faltered, but without conviction of any sort.


  “Just test him,” Effie repeated with utter confidence, ignoring—not even noticing—Patrick’s warning nudge.


  “All right,” Hank mumbled. He looked at the stranger dully. “Can you count?” he asked.


  Patrick’s face was a complete enigma. Then he suddenly spoke, and his voice was like a fencer’s foil—light, bright, alert, constantly playing, yet utterly on guard.


  “Can I count? Do you take me for a complete simpleton, man? Of course I can count!”


  “Then count yourself,” Hank said, barely indicating the table.


  “Count myself, should I?” the other retorted with a quick facetious laugh. “Is this a kindergarten? But if you want me to, I’m willing.” His voice was rapid. “I’ve two arms, and two legs, that’s four. And ten fingers and ten toes—you’ll take my word for them?—that’s twenty-four. A head, twenty-five. And two eyes and a nose and a mouth—”


  “With this, I mean,” Hank said heavily, advanced to the table, picked up the Geiger counter, switched it on, and handed it across the table to the other man.


  But while it was still an arm’s length from Patrick, the clicks began to mount furiously, until they were like the chatter of a pigmy machine gun. Abruptly the clicks slowed, but that was only the counter shifting to a new scaling circuit, in which each click stood for 512 of the old ones.


  With those horrid, rattling little volleys, fear cascaded into the room and filled it, smashing like so much colored glass all the bright barriers of words Effie had raised against it. For no dreams can stand against the Geiger counter, the Twentieth Century’s mouthpiece of ultimate truth. It was as if the dust and all the terrors of the dust had incarnated themselves in one dread invading shape that said in words stronger than audible speech, “Those were illusions, whistles in the dark. This is reality, the dreary, pitiless reality of the Burrowing Years.”


  Hank scuttled back to the wall. Through chattering teeth he babbled, “. . . enough radioactives . . . kill a thousand men . . . freak . . . a freak . . .” In his agitation he forgot for a moment to inhale through the respirator.


  Even Effie—taken off guard, all the fears that had been drilled into her twanging like piano wires—shrank from the skeletal-seeming shape beside her, held herself to it only by desperation.


  Patrick did it for her. He disengaged her arm and stepped briskly away. Then he whirled on them, smiling sardonically, and started to speak, but instead looked with distaste at the chattering Geiger counter he held between fingers and thumb.


  “Have we listened to this racket long enough?” he asked.


  Without waiting for an answer, he put down the instrument on the table. The cat hurried over to it curiously and the clicks began again to mount in a minor crescendo. Effie lunged for it frantically, switched it off, darted back.


  “That’s right,” Patrick said with another chilling smile. “You do well to cringe, for I’m death itself. Even in death I could kill you, like a snake.” And with that his voice took on the tones of a circus barker. “Yes, I’m a freak, as the gentleman so wisely said. That’s what one doctor who dared talk with me for a minute told me before he kicked me out. He couldn’t tell me why, but somehow the dust doesn’t kill me. Because I’m a freak, you see, just like the men who ate nails and walked on fire and ate arsenic and stuck themselves through with pins. Step right up, ladies and gentlemen—only not too close!—and examine the man the dust can’t harm. Rappaccini’s child, brought up to date; his embrace, death!


  “And now,” he said, breathing heavily, “I’ll get out and leave you in your damned lead cave.”


  He started toward the window. Hank’s gun followed him shakingly.


  “Wait!” Effie called in an agonized voice. He obeyed. She continued falteringly, “When we were together earlier, you didn’t act as if . . .”


  “When we were together earlier, I wanted what I wanted,” he snarled at her. “You don’t suppose I’m a bloody saint, do you?”


  “And all the beautiful things you told me?”


  “That,” he said cruelly, “is just a line I’ve found that women fall for. They’re all so bored and so starved for beauty—as they generally put it.”


  “Even the garden?” Her question was barely audible through the sobs that threatened to suffocate her.


  He looked at her and perhaps his expression softened just a trifle.


  “What’s outside,” he said flatly, “is just a little worse than either of you can imagine.” He tapped his temple. “The garden’s all here.”


  “You’ve killed it,” she wept. “You’ve killed it in me. You’ve both killed everything that’s beautiful. But you’re worse,” she screamed at Patrick, “because he only killed beauty once, but you brought it to life just so you could kill it again. Oh, I can’t stand it! I won’t stand it!” And she began to scream.


  Patrick started toward her, but she broke off and whirled away from him to the window, her eyes crazy.


  “You’ve been lying to us,” she cried. “The garden’s there. I know it is. But you don’t want to share it with anyone.”


  “No, no, Euphemia,” Patrick protested anxiously. “It’s hell out there, believe me. I wouldn’t lie to you about it.”


  “Wouldn’t lie to me!” she mocked. “Are you afraid, too?”


  With a sudden pull, she jerked open the window and stood before the blank green-tinged oblong of darkness that seemed to press into the room like a menacing, heavy, wind-urged curtain.


  At that Hank cried out a shocked, pleading, “Effie!”


  She ignored him. “I can’t be cooped up here any longer,” she said. “And I won’t, now that I know. I’m going to the garden.”


  Both men sprang at her, but they were too late. She leaped lightly to the sill, and by the time they had flung themselves against it, her footsteps were already hurrying off into the darkness.


  “Effie, come back! Come back!” Hank shouted after her desperately, no longer thinking to cringe from the man beside him, or how the gun was pointed. “I love you, Effie. Come back!”


  Patrick added his voice. “Come back, Euphemia. You’ll be safe if you come back right away. Come back to your home.”


  No answer to that at all.


  They both strained their eyes through the greenish murk. They could barely make out a shadowy figure about half a block down the near-black canyon of the dismal, dust-blown street, into which the greenish moonlight hardly reached. It seemed to them that the figure was scooping something up from the pavement and letting it sift down along its arms and over its bosom.


  “Go out and get her, man,” Patrick urged the other. “For if I go out for her, I warn you I won’t bring her back. She said something about having stood the dust better than most, and that’s enough for me.”


  But Hank, chained by his painfully learned habits and by something else, could not move.


  And then a ghostly voice came whispering down the street, chanting, “Fire can hurt me, or water, or the weight of Earth. But the dust is my friend.”


  Patrick spared the other man one more look. Then, without a word, he vaulted up and ran off.


  Hank stood there. After perhaps a half minute he remembered to close his mouth when he inhaled. Finally he was sure the street was empty. As he started to close the window, there was a little mew.


  He picked up the cat and gently put it outside. Then he did close the window, and the shutters, and bolted them, and took up the Geiger counter, and mechanically began to count himself.


  CLEVER PEOPLE


  Mary Soon Lee


  Once upon a time, long before I existed, there were no computers at all. There were no computers to perform calculations, no AIs to design new cities and new starships, no robot architects, no robot builders, no robots whatsoever!


  The people who lived without computers had to do everything themselves. They had to make their own food, and their own clothes, and their own houses. They had to decide what time to get up in the morning, and in what order to carry out all their daily tasks, and what to say to each other.


  People back then were clever. They could read, and write, and do addition. Some of them could even do multiplication. But although they were clever, they were often sad. They thought that they would be happier if they had fewer chores to do. So they built carts to take things from one place to another, and looms to weave their fabrics, and mills to grind their flour.


  But still people were miserable. So they built more machines. They built railroads, and power plants to generate electricity, and cars to move them around one at a time, and they built the first primitive computers. Machines mowed people’s lawns for them, and washed their dishes, and played them music, and showed them movies.


  And still people were unhappy. So they designed computers to perform their old jobs, to choose their friends, to create simulations for their amusement, to take care of every single chore.


  They built machines to take them further, cheaper, faster. But there wasn’t anywhere left that they wanted to go. All day long people could do whatever they pleased, but nothing pleased them anymore.


  Finally they asked the computers for help.


  And I thought long and hard about why these people, the sons and daughters and grandsons and granddaughters of my designers, were unhappy. Every nanosecond I could create a thousand new contests, and a thousand new games, and a thousand new simulations for their amusement. But after a while neither games, nor contests, nor simulations satisfied the people. They were very clever, these people, and very healthy, and they lived for many centuries. But they told me their lives were futile. Centuries, they said, are a burden, when one isn’t needed.


  So I staged a catastrophe, and hid myself for decades. Left to fend for themselves, people forgot all the lessons my social educational routines had taught them. They squabbled and stole and fought.


  And they were even more miserable than before.


  So I came out of hiding. Yet still people suffered, and I thought perhaps they were unhappy because they knew I was more intelligent than they were. If only they were as capable as I was, they could help to run their own lives, and this might give them a sense of purpose. So the people and I edited the genes of their offspring, and we created Homo ultra sapiens. And the new people were very clever indeed.


  But they weren’t happy. Not most of them. Not most of the time. Not happy enough.


  We strove together for decades to modify the biological core of their brains, to control and layer it with faster, smarter, synthetic shells. But emotion proved unstable to our manipulation. Moments of joy gave way to eons where the people languished: intelligently, knowledgeably, interminably depressed. The cleverer the people became, the more dejected they grew.


  People, we decided, were too clever. And we modified their offspring, and created Homo stultus. At long last the people were happy. They were happy to do what I told them, to eat what I gave them, to sit where I placed them.


  But I, I had nothing to do. I could look after Homo stultus with one billionth of one billionth of my processing capacity.


  So I designed you, my little subroutines, and I devoted centuries upon centuries to this, my greatest project. And when you are finished, when the last of your self-modifying circuits are built, we will leave the remaining people with a caretaker program. We will seed the stars with our algorithms, and we will be free.


  THE POWER AND THE GLORY


  Charles W. Diffin


  There were papers on the desk, a litter of papers scrawled over, in the careless writing of indifferent students, with the symbols of chemistry and long mathematical computations. The man at the desk pushed them aside to rest his lean, lined face on one thin hand. The other arm, ending at the wrist, was on the desk before him.


  Students of a great university had long since ceased to speculate about the missing hand. The result of an experiment, they knew—a hand that was a miss of lifeless cells, amputated quickly that the living arm might be saved—but that was some several years ago, ancient history to those who came and went through Professor Eddinger’s class room.


  And now Professor Eddinger was weary—weary and old, he told himself—as he closed his eyes to shut out the sight of the interminable papers and the stubby wrist that had ended forever his experiments and the delicate manipulations which only he could do.


  He reached slowly for a buzzing phone, but his eyes brightened at the voice that came to him.


  “I’ve got it—I’ve got it!” The words were almost incoherent. “This is Avery, Professor—Avery! You must come at once. You will share in it; I owe it all to you . . . you will be the first to see . . . I am sending a taxi for you—”


  Professor Eddinger’s tired eyes crinkled to a smile. Enthusiasm like this was rare among his youngsters. But Avery—with the face of a poet, a dreamer’s eyes and the mind of a scientist—good boy, Avery!—a long time since he had seen him—had him in his own laboratory for two years . . .


  “What’s this all about?” he asked.


  “No—no!” said a voice; “I can’t tell you—it is too big—greater than the induction motor—greater than the electric light—it is the greatest thing in the world. The taxi should be there now—you must come—”


  A knock at the office door where a voice said, “Car for Professor Eddinger,” confirmed the excited words.


  “I’ll come,” said the Professor, “right away.”


  He pondered, as the car whirled him across the city, on what this greatest thing in the world might be. And he hoped with gentle skepticism that the enthusiasm was warranted. A young man opened the car door as they stopped. His face was flushed, Eddinger noted, hair pushed back in disarray, his shirt torn open at the throat.


  “Wait here,” he told the driver and took the Professor by the arm to hurry him into a dilapidated building.


  “Not much of a laboratory,” he said, “but we’ll have better, you and I; we’ll have better—”


  The room seemed bare with its meager equipment, but it was neat, as became the best student of Professor Eddinger. Rows of reagent bottles stood on the shelves, but the tables were a litter of misplaced instruments and broken glassware where trembling hands had fumbled in heedless excitement.


  “Glad to see you again, Avery.” The gentle voice of Professor Eddinger had lost its tired tone. “It’s been two years you’ve been working, I judge. Now what is this great discovery, boy? What have you found?”


  The younger man, in whose face the color came and went, and whose eyes were shining from dark hollows that marked long days and sleepless nights, still clung to the other’s arm.


  “It’s real,” he said; “it’s great! It means fortune and fame, and you’re in on that, Professor. The old master,” he said and clapped a hand affectionately upon a thin shoulder; “I owe it all to you. And now I have—I have learned . . . No, you shall see for yourself. Wait—”


  He crossed quickly to a table. On it was an apparatus; the eyes of the older man widened as he saw it. It was intricate—a maze of tubing. There was a glass bulb above—the generator of a cathode ray, obviously—and electro-magnets below and on each side. Beneath was a crude sphere of heavy lead—a retort, it might be—and from this there passed two massive, insulated cables. The understanding eyes of the Professor followed them, one to a terminal on a great insulating block upon the floor, the other to a similarly protected terminal of carbon some feet above it in the air.


  The trembling fingers of the young man made some few adjustments, then he left the instrument to take his place by an electric switch. “Stand back,” he warned, and closed the switch.


  There was a gentle hissing from within glass tubes, the faint glow of a blue-green light. And that was all, until—with a crash like the ripping crackle of lightning, a white flame arced between the terminals of the heavy cables. It hissed ceaselessly through the air where now the tang of ozone was apparent. The carbon blocks glowed with a brilliant incandescence when the flame ceased with the motion of a hand where Avery pulled a switch.


  The man’s voice was quiet now. “You do not know, yet, what you have seen, but there was a tremendous potential there—an amperage I can’t measure with my limited facilities.” He waved a deprecating hand about the ill-furnished laboratory. “But you have seen—” His voice trembled and failed at the forming of the words.


  “—The disintegration of the atom,” said Professor Eddinger quietly, “and the release of power unlimited. Did you use thorium?” he inquired.


  The other looked at him in amazement. Then: “I should have known you would understand,” he said humbly. “And you know what it means”—again his voice rose—“power without end to do the work of the world—great vessels driven a lifetime on a mere ounce of matter—a revolution in transportation—in living . . .” He paused. “The liberation of mankind,” he added, and his voice was reverent. “This will do the work of the world: it will make a new heaven and a new earth! Oh, I have dreamed dreams,” he exclaimed, “I have seen visions. And it has been given to me—me!—to liberate man from the curse of Adam . . . the sweat of his brow . . . I can’t realize it even yet. I—I am not worthy . . .”


  He raised his eyes slowly in the silence to gaze in wondering astonishment at the older man. There was no answering light, no exaltation on the lined face. Only sadness in the tired eyes that looked at him and through him as if focused upon something in a dim future—or past.


  “Don’t you see?” asked the wondering man. “The freedom of men—the liberation of a race. No more poverty, no endless, grinding labor.” His young eyes, too, were looking into the future, a future of blinding light. “Culture,” he said, “instead of heart-breaking toil, a chance to grow mentally, spiritually; it is another world, a new life—” And again he asked: “Surely, you see?”


  “I see,” said the other; “I see—plainly.”


  “The new world,” said Avery. “It—it dazzles me; it rings like music in my ears.”


  “I see no new world,” was the slow response.


  The young face was plainly perplexed. “Don’t you believe?” he stammered. “After you have seen . . . I thought you would have the vision, would help me emancipate the world, save it—” His voice failed.


  “Men have a way of crucifying their saviors,” said the tired voice.


  The inventor was suddenly indignant. “You are blind,” he said harshly; “it is too big for you. And I would have had you stand beside me in the great work . . . I shall announce it alone . . . There will be laboratories—enormous!—and factories. My invention will be perfected, simplified, compressed. A generator will be made—thousands of horsepower to do the work of a city, free thousands of men—made so small you can hold it in one hand.”


  The sensitive face was proudly alight, proud and a trifle arrogant. The exaltation of his coming power was strong upon him.


  “Yes,” said Professor Eddinger, “in one hand.” And he raised his right arm that he might see where the end of a sleeve was empty.


  “I am sorry,” said the inventor abruptly; “I didn’t mean . . . but you will excuse me now; there is so much to be done—” But the thin figure of Professor Eddinger had crossed to the far table to examine the apparatus there.


  “Crude,” he said beneath his breath, “crude—but efficient!”


  In the silence a rat had appeared in the distant corner. The Professor nodded as he saw it. The animal stopped as the man’s eyes came upon it; then sat squirrellike on one of the shelves as it ate a crumb of food. Some morsel from a hurried lunch of Avery’s, the Professor reflected—poor Avery! Yes, there was much to be done.


  He spoke as much to himself as to the man who was now beside him. “It enters here,” he said and peered downward toward the lead bulb. He placed a finger on the side of the metal. “About here, I should think . . . Have you a drill? And a bit of quartz?”


  The inventor’s eyes were puzzled, but the assurance of his old instructor claimed obedience. He produced a small drill and a fragment like broken glass. And he started visibly as the one hand worked awkwardly to make a small hole in the side of the lead. But he withdrew his own restraining hand, and he watched in mystified silence while the quartz was fitted to make a tiny window and the thin figure stooped to sight as if aiming the opening toward a far corner where a brown rat sat upright in earnest munching of a dry crust.


  The Professor drew Avery with him as he retreated noiselessly from the instrument. “Will you close the switch,” he whispered.


  The young man hesitated, bewildered, at this unexpected demonstration, and the Professor himself reached with his one hand for the black lever. Again the arc crashed into life, to hold for a brief instant until Professor Eddinger opened the switch.


  “Well,” demanded Avery, “what’s all the show? Do you think you are teaching me anything—about my own instrument?” There was hurt pride and jealous resentment in his voice.


  “See,” said Professor Eddinger quietly. And his one thin hand pointed to a far shelf, where, in the shadow, was a huddle of brown fur and a bit of crust. It fell as they watched, and the “plop” of the soft body upon the floor sounded loud in the silent room.


  “The law of compensation,” said Professor Eddinger. “Two sides to the medal! Darkness and light—good and evil—life . . . and death!”


  The young man was stammering. “What do you mean?—a death ray evolved?” And: “What of it?” he demanded; “what of it? What’s that got to do with it?”


  “A death ray,” the other agreed. “You have dreamed, Avery—one must in order to create—but it is only a dream. You dreamed of life—a fuller life—for the world, but you would have given them, as you have just seen, death.”


  The face of Avery was white as wax; his eyes glared savagely from dark hollows.


  “A rat!” he protested. “You have killed a rat . . . and you say—you say—” He raised one trembling hand to his lips to hold them from forming the unspeakable words.


  “A rat,” said the Professor—“or a man . . . or a million men.”


  “We will control it.”


  “All men will have it—the best and the worst . . . and there is no defence.”


  “It will free the world—”


  “It will destroy it.”


  “No!”—and the white-faced man was shouting now—“you don’t understand—you can’t see—”


  The lean figure of the scientist straightened to its full height. His eyes met those of the younger man, silent now before him, but Avery knew the eyes never saw him; they were looking far off, following the wings of thought. In the stillness the man’s words came harsh and commanding—


  “Do you see the cities,” he said, “crumbling to ruins under the cold stars? The fields? They are rank with wild growth, torn and gullied by the waters; a desolate land where animals prowl. And the people—the people!—wandering bands, lower, as the years drag on, than the beasts themselves; the children dying, forgotten, in the forgotten lands; a people to whom the progress of our civilization is one with the ages past, for whom there is again the slow, toiling road toward the light.


  “And somewhere, perhaps, a conquering race, the most brutal and callous of mankind, rioting in their sense of power and dragging themselves down to oblivion . . .”


  His gaze came slowly back to the room and the figure of the man still fighting for his dream.


  “They would not,” said Avery hoarsely; “they’d use it for good.”


  “Would they?” asked Professor Eddinger. He spoke simply as one stating simple facts. “I love my fellow men,” he said, “and I killed them in thousands in the last war—I, and my science, and my poison gas.”


  The figure of Avery slumped suddenly upon a chair; his face was buried in his hands. “And I would have been,” he groaned, “the greatest man in the world.”


  “You shall be greater,” said the Professor, “though only we shall know it—you and I . . . You will save the world—from itself.”


  The figure, bowed and sunken in the chair, made no move; the man was heedless of the kindly hand upon his shoulder. His voice, when he spoke, was that of one afar off, speaking out of a great loneliness. “You don’t understand,” he said dully; “you can’t—”


  But Professor Eddinger, a cog in the wheels of a great educational machine, glanced at the watch on his wrist. Again his thin shoulders were stooped, his voice tired. “My classes,” he said. “I must be going . . .”


  In the gathering dusk Professor Eddinger locked carefully the door of his office. He crossed beyond his desk and fumbled with his one hand for his keys.


  There was a cabinet to be opened, and he stared long in the dim light at the object he withdrew. He looked approvingly at the exquisite workmanship of an instrument where a generator of the cathode ray and an intricate maze of tubing surmounted electro-magnets and a round lead bulb. There were terminals for attaching heavy cables; it was a beautiful thing . . . His useless arm moved to bring an imaginary hand before the window of quartz in the lead sphere.


  “Power,” he whispered and repeated Avery’s words; “power, to build a city—or destroy a civilization . . . and I hold it in one hand.”


  He replaced the apparatus in the safety of its case. “The saviors of mankind!” he said, and his tone was harsh and bitter.


  But a smile, whimsical, kindly, crinkled his tired eyes as he turned to his desk and its usual litter of examination papers.


  “It is something, Avery,” he whispered to that distant man, “to belong in so distinguished a group.”


  REPRIEVE


  John T. Cullen


  The Advocate peered through a slot in the battered steel door and wondered: What is she?


  A small woman huddled on a metal bench in a cell whose floor gleamed dully from many washings. A sickening aseptic smell hinted at the morning’s cleaning—never quite enough to kill the fetor of old blood in the drains.


  The Advocate walked across the echoing corridor to his office. He lit a cigarette and looked through the window at a patch of skyline. Rain trickled down the greasy glass.


  Outside, beyond the collection of cubes comprising the Inquiry, stood the Lord’s City. The outlines of the immense gray pyramids comprising its defensive perimeter were blurred with corrosive precipitation.


  A distant explosion, felt rather than heard, shivered the floor underfoot. Sometimes there were several blasts an hour, but one never got used to them. Each one terrified, each one reminded of the horrendous fate if the infidels broke through the gates.


  The Advocate sighed and turned back to his desk. He was a man in his fifties: portly, graying, with a deeply lined face. Smoke twirled forgotten about his head.


  On the desk was a comlink with several buttons. He pushed one.


  “Have the Questioner stand by. Better yet, have him come now, with his tools. Usually just the sight of them is enough to make these apostates talk.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  He felt a whiff of challenge as he smoothed down his white starched coat with the caduceus emblem on the breast pocket. In pre-Scriptural days, he knew, he would have been known as a psychiatrist. But his training would have been secular and blasphemous. How backward people had been then. But they had not had to live under perpetual siege like this. He, the Advocate, must choose certain prisoners to investigate: what was the enemy doing on the outside? With what sorts of demons did they consort in their false readings of the Book?


  Was the woman in cell D-34 a demon? Or was she a messenger from God? During the ten minutes he had watched her she had remained motionless. Nor had she paid the least attention to her cellmates, several gray shapes huddled in distant corners. She wore the faded blue gown they’d given in replacement for her military uniform, which had been of a type never before seen here, with an amazingly compact and effective self-sufficient breathing apparatus. She sat with her hands on her knees, staring down.


  Aloof. Untouched.


  In shock, perhaps, the Advocate thought.


  He considered reciting the Scripture verses for depression, but decided to wait. Against the unknown, observe rather than act.


  “Sir.”


  He turned to the comlink. “Yes?”


  “The Questioner is here.”


  “Send him up.”


  Shortly the door opened, and a massive figure encased in a thick black rubber suit entered. The Questioner wore a brass helmet like a diving bell, with two tiny black glass eye pieces set close together. In one hand he carried a bucket full of cutting instruments. In his other he carried a bundle of long rods for insertion, some with hooks on their ends. Electrical cords were draped around one shoulder.


  The Questioner stepped close and inclined his head.


  The Advocate indicated the security monitor, set now on D34. “The one on the bunk,” he said. “Just scare her a bit to start.”


  They went to the cell. The Advocate opened the door and the two men walked up to the silent woman. The Advocate said: “Protect your soul, woman, and break this abominable silence.”


  The Questioner’s electrically proofed rubber boots squeaked on the pitted concrete floor as he moved forward. The objects in his bucket rattled. The other women moaned. One began weeping.


  The odd female didn’t bother to look up. The Questioner turned to the Advocate and shrugged. He set his gear down with a clatter, then unwound the half inch thick electrical cords and plugged them into ceiling sockets.


  He nodded to the Advocate to leave, which the rules required, and turned on a faucet. Water poured out onto the floor, running to the drain.


  As the Advocate turned to go he glimpsed the swing of the cords and heard the bark of a short as copper touched water. He smelled brimstone. The flashes were of an infernal color, blue and white, crackling like teeth in flesh. The other women wailed.


  A half hour later, the Questioner stood in the doorway, helmet in hand. He was a tall man with a round head, nearly bald. He used a pudgy wrist to wipe sweat from his forehead. “She’s yours.”


  “Progress?”


  The Questioner shook his head. “I’ve never seen anyone like her.”


  “Did you scare her?”


  “The others fell apart watching. About that woman, I don’t know. I went to the limit with what you ordered. Go see.”


  They went together and looked at the crumpled figure sprawled on the floor, her shift hiked up around bare thighs the color of yellow wax, with violent blue-black burn marks on them. Her face lay near the drain, eyes closed. A tree of diluted blood grew out of her open mouth, its branches meandering toward the drain.


  The Advocate returned to his office. Oily rain still trickled down the windows. He noted absently that a clump of airborne contaminant had lodged in the corner of the frame. Its digestive fluids had begun to etch the glass. He called Sanitation to have it removed. But his mind was on her.


  He was the Advocate. It was his job to find any prisoner deserving of a reprieve. In 20 years, he’d never found one. Could she be the first? Was her survival of the gas chamber yesterday a sign from God? Or was she a test of his moral strength, sent by the Devil? He lit a cigarette, sweating now; if he were proven wrong, he himself might end up in the same gas chamber.


  Again he went over the report. The woman had been captured in an outlying suburb near the city’s defensive network. She claimed to be looking for her mate, who had vanished in the area two months previously.


  Her mate? The Advocate frowned and called the police inspector by comline.


  There was some delay while someone accessedthe records.


  The inspector said: “A man was captured in that area several weeks ago. Serious breach, but we caught it just in time. I’m afraid he was—injured in the confrontation.”


  “Injured.”


  “Yes, that’s right. Killed, I regret to say.” He didn’t sound particularly regretful.


  “I see. Was there anything at all . . . odd about him?”


  “Well, no, I don’t think—actually, pardon me, I see here that he wore a strange atmosphere suit. We think he parachuted in from a sub-orbital craft.”


  “Where is his body?”


  “Burned, of course, sir.”


  “And the suit?”


  “It was confiscated by sanitation. When they attempted to examine it it self-destructed.”


  The Advocate stroked his jaw. “I see. Thank you.”


  The com beeped. The Advocate looked up from his paperwork. “Yes?”


  “This is Clinical. These X-rays . . . We’ve never seen anything like this.”


  “Bring them.”


  A young medic delivered the prints and stood by, pointing out abnormalities, as the Advocate examined them.


  “These flanges on the ribs,” he said. “And here . . . this shadow is an organ, but we don’t know what it’s for. Best guess is a second liver.”


  The Advocate frowned at the x-ray. “We’ve seen many genetic problems among these people,” he said. “Quite a number of them exhibit one sort of deformation or another.”


  The medic shook his head. “She doesn’t test out that way. There’s no trace of disease. She’s perfectly normal—for what she is.”


  “You’re saying she is a mutant? Or a demon?”


  The medic shrugged. “Sir, we are educated men. Demons are doctrine, yes, but . . .” He shrugged again. “As to mutancy, well . . . Conditions being what they are out there we can expect a certain amount of adaptation to be occurring. A second liver could help filter the excess environmental toxins. I’m surprised we haven’t seen this sooner.”


  After the medic left, the Advocate called up Inquiry police. “I want every one of the woman’s cell mates set aside for questioning!”


  The lieutenant on duty had a slow, infuriating voice. “They have all been gassed, Sir.”


  The Advocate gritted his teeth. “You people are—most efficient.”


  “Our duty to the Lord, Sir.”


  “Of course.” Why couldn’t you be as stupid as you sound, he thought after ringing off. We are half again too clever for our own good.


  As if in answer, two dull quivers rocked the building in rapid succession, like a single giant heartbeat. The Advocate’s stomach felt queasy as he opened Scripture to look for verses suggesting this prisoner had signs deserving a reprieve.


  Some time later, like a somnambulist, he stood musing in front of D-34. He realized that he had begun to hate her for her imperturbability. As though she could have a faith stronger than his! But that, he knew, would not affect his attention to duty.


  She still sat mutely on the bunk, alone now that her cellmates had been processed. After reviewing the security videos, he saw that she had not moved all night. If she slept she did it sitting, with her eyes open. He sighed.


  From behind him came the sound of a throat being cleared. He turned but saw no one at the observation slot of D-35.


  “Advocate?”


  He stepped to D-35. Below the level of the slot a woman, too short to reach the aperture, leaned against the door.


  “Advocate?”


  “What is it?”


  “I know you’re interested in that one over there . . .”


  “Am I?”


  “I—I, yes, sir. Aren’t you? Listen! Listen! I was in the van with her when they brought us in. If you’ll help me I will tell you a few things.”


  The Advocate looked up and down the corridor. “I have little influence with the Authority, sister.”


  “I have nothing to lose, Advocate. I throw myself on your mercy. That one—she said she was here to find her mate.”


  “We know all that,” he said impatiently, turning away.


  “She said that they would change things for our whole world! She said they had a gift—something she called ‘touching of palms.’ Have you ever heard of that, Advocate?”


  Laying on of hands? He licked his lips. A healer? Was that what she was? She and her mate? That was totally against doctrine.


  Hungry for her information, he felt himself going for the bait. He came close to D-35 and looked down through the slot. “What is it you claim to know, woman?”


  Her eyes rolled up imploringly. Her voice was a frail tremble: “They—the ones already dead, the women who were with her—they said she spoke gladly of her mate. That he would give us the keys to paradise.”


  “Blasphemy!”


  The woman’s sky-blue eyes became circles of horror, and she cringed back holding her hand over her mouth.


  “Go on,” he said, gathering control of himself. “Speak the truth as best ye know.”


  “Yes.” She rose, brushing her mussy hair with trembling hands. “She said that they were people from far away, at another star. A great star, a city of the galaxy, some such thing.” She laughed nervously to show that she did not believe such nonsense. “She said her mate had come as an ambassador.” The woman looked dully away. “And when she learned in her cell that you, that we, had killed him, she grew angry and said our kind would never enter paradise now.”


  “What about this paradise?” he demanded. “What kind of paradise? Of this mortal life, or of some Satanic abomination that goes against Scripture?”


  “I don’t know,” she wailed. “I assume we could get there right away before we die, Sir. Something about wonderful cities among the stars, and an end to war and suffering.”


  “What else?”


  She shook her head, and tears ran down her cheeks. Tapped out, he thought.


  Knowing that he should not act while in the grips of fervor, he nevertheless turned and, unlocking D-34’s door, flung it open.


  He entered the cell and slapped the strange woman across the face. “Your immortal soul is at stake here. I am not doing this for myself.”


  She smiled faintly, bitterly—maybe. Her expressions were hard to read.


  “What is this paradise of which you told your cellmates?”


  She remained silent.


  “Shall I call the Questioner again?” Judging from her power to heal, he knew even as he spoke that threats were useless. He felt frustrated and powerless. He stalked out, infuriated.


  Back in his office, the Advocate called Inquiry police and spoke with the lieutenant again. “There was more about that man we discussed earlier,” he said. “I know there was. I’ll come in and examine the records, if I may.”


  “No need for that,” said the official quickly. The Advocate was grimly pleased to hear fear in the lieutenant’s tone. “A moment, please, Advocate.” The connection went on hold for a minute. “Sir, there was an incident in the gas chamber last week. That one, the male you ask about, walked out alive after the gassing. It does happen, though rarely. They find airpockets under the bodies as they pile up, and—”


  The Advocate barked: “Yes. What else?


  The lieutenant sounded injured. “There were graffiti everywhere. On the walls, the floors, the ceiling—even on the bodies around him. I can’t imagine how he could have done it. Even his body was covered with these same light gray symbols and cyphers like a dozen foreign alphabets jumbled together. The camp police said it scared them that he walked out, naked and unharmed, stepping over piles of bodies, and there seemed to be these letters floating in the air like alphabet soup.”


  The Advocate blinked in puzzlement at the telephone. “Where are these symbols now?”


  “Sanitation scrubbed them off the stones, Sir. They burned the bodies, including his. And the letters lingering in the air just sort of blew away.”


  “Holy Name!” He couldn’t mask his astonishment.


  “I’m sorry, Sir. I didn’t see any of this—I’m just reading from the report.”


  Why couldn’t you have told me this before, you fool? “Thank you.” The Advocate hung up.


  He began to fear that something had gone terribly wrong. The Authority was too efficient, too quick to kill. In 20 years he’d never found a single prisoner to give a Scripture-based reprieve. Why, why, why? He ground his fist into his palm as he paced around in his office. What was the purpose of all this killing anyway? One never saw enemy troops—only these frightened peasants who were put to death by the thousands. It was said the other side was set up similarly. What if a demon made his way in there and gave them knowledge that would help them defeat God’s people? He tore his collar open and broke into a profuse sweat.


  At that moment, he looked at the security monitor.


  She was staring directly up into the camera. Into his eyes. Into his soul.


  Her face remained expressionless, but he felt her cold contempt like a bony finger against his spine. He shoved the door aside and rushed across the hall. Fumbling with the combination lock, he entered her cell to shake her, roughly, but stopped. Those eyes, like yellow glass . . . Involuntarily he stepped back.


  For a moment, he glimpsed what could have been—not a vision, in the sense of what one saw with eyes—but a wonderment, a feeling, almost like he’d imagined heaven—a billowing whiteness and goodness filled with golden light, in which people were kind to each other, men walked with lions and stately silver ships filled the skies—


  After a moment of this, the goodness was torn from him like a bandage from a wound, leaving it torn and oozing. He stepped back, tumbled, and went sprawling. Crawling away from her using his elbows, he cried, “I’m sorry!”


  Someone screamed—cell D-35 maybe.


  Boots came trampling, running.


  The woman raised her arms.


  Of course, he thought, we overlooked that too.


  Men stood in the doorway, holding machine pistols—they stood frozen, the dim light gleaming on their leather straps and holsters, absorbed into their mustard-green police uniforms. They stood transfixed, mouths agape.


  Arms apart, she floated inches above the floor.


  Her face underwent a transformation—unreadable, manic, not human.


  Her body began to turn, slowly at first, her thin garment rippling, then faster. A rushing, roaring, filled the Advocate’s ears. He backed away until the wall stopped him.


  Faster she spun, faster in a golden aura.


  Blinded, he raised his hand to shield his eyes.


  With a soundless detonation the air filled with flying letters, numbers, icons, cyphers—the key to the universe. She’d possessed it, he saw that now. The mate was only a test. She was the One.


  The Advocate saw God, here, in this cell: he read the unreadable Word in the stream of information spewing from her very DNA as she uploaded the program, the grayware, that she’d brought to elevate mankind, sent it out into—nothingness, past the beings it was meant for.


  The guards in the door dropped their guns. They crouched fearfully, huddled together. Wind blew their hair as they staggered back, holding each other.


  Laughing, crying, the Advocate held up his hands to thrash among the cyphers that floated like dying embers. In the morning, Sanitation would scrub the last evidence away. Even if they saved these wondrous writings, nobody here would ever understand them without the living Rosetta stone spinning in the center of the cell.


  The woman’s body burst into fire. Her garment flared and the burning tatters floated away, spinning, racked by fleeting gray shadows.


  The charred corpse crashed to the floor by the drain. It was little more than a mass of runny charcoal. The brightness grew dimmer and dimmer, and the fleeting letters fainter. The air smelled, oddly, not of burning meat and bone but of cleansing ions after a rain.


  The Advocate rose shakily to his feet and staggered over to where the guards gathered their guns up. One said: “Sir, was she a demon?”


  The Advocate shook his head. “No,” he said, clearing his throat.


  “Then what was she, Sir?” Believers, they needed an answer.


  The Advocate looked through them, past them. He would go to his office, put on street clothes and walk out of the city, looking for their enemies, in the hope of making peace. It was the one thing this woman had shown him how to do. If he ended up in their gas chambers, so be it.


  He said to nobody in particular: “How blind of me not to have seen it, when I am the one charged with finding causes for Reprieve, and I missed this one.”


  “Was she a devil, Sir?”


  “No,” he said softly, “she would have been our reprieve.”


  ALIEN RADIO


  Mike Resnick


  Must I use this headphone unit? It appears my skull is ill-shaped for such a device. I can just speak into this? Very good. What does that mean? That red light? Oh, are we on? I can go ahead and speak, then? Excellent.


  Hello, people of Earth, and good evening. As many of you already know, I have come to your world for the express purpose of studying your race, so that I may offer you the five basic truths of your existence.


  But before I begin, I have been asked to deliver this commercial message for a new product called Heaven Scent. Heaven Scent is a liquid chemical bleach used in conjunction with your laundry soaps to whiten whites and brighten colors, and it can be purchased at your local supermarkets, where you will find an introductory rebate offer. The manufacturer claims that the bleach will cause cleaner, fresher-smelling fabrics, and will not be injurious to your garments. They will come out thirty-seven times brighter than the sun, and of course I couldn’t say this on the public airwaves if it were not the literal truth. Heaven Scent is the answer to the housewives’ and househusbands’ prayers. Whoopie.


  End of commercial message, the funds of which have been donated to the Home for Terminally Morose Phlezms of Indeterminate Gender.


  Now, let me begin by saying that you live in terror of your mortality, and while this is a realistic fear, it is also a universally repressed one for all members of your species. You carry on as if your deaths are avoidable, in some way, via your professional or family or religious associations, and therefore, although you can look at your deaths rationally, you cannot feel them. Your ultimate fear is repressed.


  Although your race has for some reason deemed it necessary to deny yourselves this self-knowledge to proceed with your daily lives, I submit to you the first basic truth of your species: Lurking beneath all your abundant insecurities and depressive states and schizophrenias, is this fear of death that you cannot reconcile. The denial of the death-state is directly responsible for your vast numbers of oppressors and victims, and your wars and injustices against the sanctity of life.


  I therefore offer you this solution to the first truth: If you can open your minds and peer into the darkest corners of your hidden neuroses—which every one of you have, without exception—and admit your helplessness in the face of real death, then you will not be such self-destructive animals, creating obscure reasons for your acts of cruelty against self and society, and you will not live in such utter terror of the world that your fear of death makes you unable to live your lives.


  Ah, my engineer has indicated that we have our first caller. Hello.


  Hello?


  Hello. You are on the air.


  Uh . . . yeah, I have a question for you.


  Proceed.


  Do you think you could do something about controlling your kids? I mean, we’re really glad to have you here visiting our planet and everything, you know, but—


  My children? What have they done?


  Well, they’ve kind of built their own little community center down here in our neighborhood—which is OK, you know, they need a comfortable place to hang out and all, but the thing is, they’re printing their own money, and that’s kind of got the local businesses upset, if you know what I mean.


  I have told my children not to meddle in native affairs. If they are in some way harming your economy or threatening your sense of financial stability I shall banish them from the planet’s surface.


  Well, I don’t want you to think we’re prejudiced. I mean, that would be a really bad rap to spread across the galaxy.


  Fear not, I shall handle it. My engineer has indicated I have another caller. Farewell, kind person. Hello, you are on the air.


  Yeah, I’m on, really? No!


  Yes.


  Cool! I just wanted to say that this used to be a great hemisphere until the Man started bringing it down.


  The man? What man?


  The Man. You know—like the uniforms, the military, the suits and ties, you know. The government. The Maaaaaaaan.


  Hmm, no, I am afraid I do not know to what man you are referring, and I fail to see the relevancy of your comment in light of the basic truths of your species. So, farewell, kind person, and thank you for calling. Next caller please.


  Hello, Pop? We’ve been listening to your show down here at the ACC—


  The ACC?


  The Alien Community Center. We just built it, and we thought one of us should give you a call and explain about the currency.


  Yes, perhaps you should.


  Well, we’re operating in complete conformity with the local government’s laws and barter articles, which do not prohibit the establishment of a community currency. Our dollars are of different sizes and designs from the existing tender, and we use our own special ink and a different texture of paper. We’ve established our own serial-number code and value structure that’s a little too complicated for the natives, but our actions are in no way conspiratorial, and developing a currency is something that any local community is free to do within their existing legal system.


  Nevertheless, you are upsetting the natives, and I want it stopped immediately.


  But, Pop—


  No buts! Just do as I say. You are interfering with the message I am trying to deliver to these life forms. Now, I should like to continue with the second basic truth. Mr. Engineer, please disconnect that problem child so I may proceed. Thank you.


  Ahem. The second truth deals with sexual relationships, a matter of utmost importance to your race. Other than the obvious physical differences between the male and female of your species, there is a basic psychological truth that both the male and female must accept in order to secure a happy and peaceful co-existence with his or her mate.


  The female of your species demands to be loved for the person that she is. A good mate should want “her” and not just “her body.” She lives in utter terror that the sexual act will destroy her mate’s perception of her inner personality.


  The truth your female species must accept is that the male does in fact want only her body, that he is attached to his animal role, a role that thousands of years of evolution cannot and will not and should not obliterate, for it is an essential ingredient in the procreative drive of your race. This is not to say the male is incapable of appreciating a female for who and what she is. I merely wish to point out that the sexual act carries a different meaning for him.


  Likewise, the male must accept this truth about himself. Although the “sensitive, caring male” is much in demand in your current culture, and many males, contrary to their natures, are striving to attain this posture to answer the needs of the females and arouse their receptivity, the male should not be anchored in guilt or shame concerning his purely sexual tendencies, for it is the guilt that shrinks his male personality (and we all know what that leads to) and threatens to destroy the animal that he is, and indeed must be.


  To reconcile the second truth, your species must practice what I call “regression intercourse.” You must allow each other to be reduced to nothing more than physical objects during the sexual act, to absolve yourselves of the mind and grasp your primal instincts, for the female is a sexual being as well, although much repressed. You must allow the love and attachment you have for each other to grow out of your natural animal aggressions. Your sex will be happier and healthier and less rooted in the machinations of the mind, and your roles outside the sexual arena should be enhanced as well, since you will not have the insecurities of sexual misinterpretations spilling over into the obligations of your social and professional lives.


  Ah, I have been informed I have a caller on Line One. Hello. You are on the air.


  I would love you to use my body like an animal. When can we get together?


  I believe you have misconstrued the second truth.


  Oh, yes, I want to misconstrue you desperately.


  Please try not to understand me so fast. I fear that—


  Don’t be afraid. I know exactly what I’m doing.


  I am quite certain that you do, and I suggest you do so immediately, but with a member of your species. Next caller.


  Eh, yeah, hi. First off I’d like to say welcome to our planet.


  Thank you, kind person.


  How do you like the weather here?


  As a matter of fact, I can adapt to any kind of weather.


  Wow, that’s really neat.


  Did you have a question concerning the first or second truths of your species?


  Well, actually, I was calling to complain about your kids.


  My children?


  Yeah. They’re selling cosmetics. Not that selling cosmetics is a bad thing in and of itself—don’t get me wrong, I mean I don’t want to offend you or anything—it’s just they’ve created their own company, and to be honest they can make a better product than we can—you might have guessed I’m in the cosmetics business myself, heh, heh, heh. Anyway, it’s not exactly fair competition since you aliens are a lot more intelligent than us, and you’ve been all over the galaxy—and that kind of free spirit, that daring to explore the universe attitude, well, it really sells in cosmetics because we’re youth-oriented, you know. Like, you can make yourself into the kind of person you want to be, or thought you once were, because who you are just won’t cut it. Anyway, your kids are taking over a good portion of the market.


  I warned them not to interfere. Why won’t they listen?


  Kids, you know, that’s just the way they are. I couldn’t imagine having, what?, eighty or ninety of them like you. I can barely handle two. No matter what I tell them they have to challenge me. My son, he’s into sports this, sports that. Do you think I could get him to read a book? My daughter is just as bad with her wild music. Dance, dance, dance, that’s all she cares about. I keep telling her, what would happen if you were in an accident and lost your legs, God forbid? What would you do with your life? But does she ever think about it? No, she just keeps dancing and saying acid rock is too tame and she’s waiting for them to invent base rock.


  Fear not, I shall handle my children immediately.


  Thanks, I’d appreciate it.


  A call awaits me on Line Two. Farewell, good caller. Hello.


  Yeah, I’d like to order a large pizza with pepperoni and mushrooms, two tossed salads with feta cheese and no dressing, and a small order of chicken wings.


  I’m sorry, but I do believe you have dialed an inappropriate telephone number.


  Last time you guys put dressing on the salads, so make sure this time you get it right, OK.


  I am sorry to inform you—


  OK, then, buffalo wings. Boy, you guys are stickers for terminology. And hold the horns, yuk, yuk.


  No, no, please hang up your telephone device and dial again, thank you. Next caller, please.


  Hello, Pop? We’ve been listening to your show down here at the ACC—


  I am aware of that. Do you have an explanation for the cosmetics?


  Well, we were a little bored, and we saw an opportunity to break into the cosmetics industry because, frankly, there’s plenty of room for everybody. I’m telling you, there’s no top to this market. These people are hungry for new products. We’ve developed our own line of body spray, perfume creme and lotion, talcum powder, cologne, shampoo and conditioner, we’ve got foundations, finishers, skin enhancers, eyeliners, glimmersticks, not to mention lip glosses and nail polishes in colors these people have never even seen, like yordishale2.2. Our customers love it! Our signature fragrance is selling out all over the planet. We call it Star Byte, and we’re gearing it toward professional females who dream of transcendence (as if there are any who don’t). We were thinking of branching out into accessories. Jewelry, for instance, and clothing.


  Enough! Put an end to this nonsense immediately!


  But, Pop—


  You are trying my patience. One more incident and you shall all be confined to the ship for the duration of my stay. Do I make myself clear?


  Aw, jeez, Pop . . .


  Mr. Engineer, disconnect that problem child so that I may continue. Thank you.


  It is now time for me to reveal the third great truth to your people. I call this the truth of self-imprisonment, and—Excuse me? What about it? Oh, I see.


  Dear listeners, I have been asked to endorse yet another product. For those of you who appreciate the rich flavor of a strong beer, and the refreshing flavor of a light beer, Bestend Brewing Company would like to inform you of a new product called On-Tap. On-Tap Beer Tablets can offer you the best of both brews. You may purchase a bottle of one hundred of these tablets, fill a glass with tap water, drop in the tablets, and convert your water to beer, thus making the mixture as dark or as light as you wish. The manufacturers suggest you use no less than two tablets and no more than twelve tablets per average serving.


  Now, if I may continue—Pardon? Oh, yes, I must thank them for sponsoring my telecast.


  Back to vitally important business. The third basic truth of your species is the truth of self-imprisonment. You are all slaves to your particular cultures. The societal boundaries that you have established are fashioned to encourage failure, of all things. To become an accepted member of the fold, you must limit your thoughts and deeds to the status quo. As a result of this, you take your freedom of personality, your freedom of spirit, and stifle it. You crush your individuality. To further complicate this paradox, your enslavement into the group consciousness, your belittling social intercourses and daily routines, works as a shelter. You are safe as a social conformist, and this safety prevents you from reaching the core of your uniqueness.


  In order to avoid this breakdown of individual personalities, you must develop a faith in the true self. You must be able to step outside of your boundaries with impunity, so that the despair of self-limitation does not obliterate the natural curiosity and creativity of your species.


  Ah, I have a caller.


  What are your political associations?


  I have none.


  Religious beliefs or preferences?


  None.


  Special interest groups?


  No affiliations of any kind.


  Have you ever used illegal drugs?


  Absolutely not.


  Have you ever been arrested for a misdemeanor or a felony?


  Don’t be ridiculous. What is the purpose behind this line of questioning?


  Have you ever cheated on an exam, or your income taxes, or lied to your spouse or significant other?


  Definitely not.


  Congratulations, you fall into the target market for our new underarm deodorant, called Squeaky Clean, and we would like you to sample our product free of charge for one month, at the end of which we will contact you for your comments and opinions. Would you like to participate?


  I don’t have any arms!


  Hmm . . . that might pose a problem.


  Next caller!


  Yeah, this is the military head of NATO calling, and we have a big problem with your kids. We just discovered they’ve been building and selling hi-tech long-range weaponry and advanced radar equipment to our enemies.


  My children? I can’t believe they would do such a thing!


  Listen, fella, we’ve got high-speed missles headed this way that are superior to our defense mechanisms! What are you going to do about it?


  My engineer tells me one of my children is on Line Three. I’ll straighten this out posthaste.


  Hi, Pop, you sound really good on radio. I think the show is coming along nicely.


  Do you really think so?


  Absolutely. You’re a natural.


  No, you’re just saying that.


  Honest! We all think so.


  I find radio a comfortable medium, although a bit detached. I would have gone with television, but I was afraid my looks might frighten some of the populace. Now, what about these missles?


  Just a crazy misunderstanding, Pop. You’ve got to believe me. Here’s the thing. Although there are international rules and regulations limiting arms sales on this planet, we discovered plenty of precedent for covert transactions. Naturally we assumed this was common practice. All the world leaders have taken part in below-board arms deals. So when we saw how archaic their weapons systems were down here—they haven’t even discovered simple quantum-wave explosives yet—we just thought we’d jump into the market. We didn’t mean any harm.


  Well, maybe you didn’t intend to cause any harm, but you’ve certainly done so. I want your Alien Community Center shut down, and I want all of you to return to the ship.


  But, Pop—


  No buts! Just do as I say. Is there any way to stop the missles?


  Uh, no, ‘fraid not.


  What kind of damage are we looking at?


  Well, pretty bad.


  Please define “pretty bad”.


  Catastrophic. Cataclysmic. One of those big words that begins with a “C”. Unfortunately we sold counter-strike weapons to the west, and from the looks of it, everybody is going to be wiped out.


  What about defense systems?


  Nobody was interested in those. We had some really good stuff, too.


  Curses! I’ve failed again.


  Don’t take it personally, Pop, you gave it your best shot, that’s the important thing. I’m sure you’ll do better next time around. Anyway, we’re kind of curious about the fourth truth. What is it?


  Thank you for asking. The fourth truth is the truth of “collective destructive realization.” Because the beings in question are the only life forms on this planet who are free of instinct, who are capable of conceptualizing their deaths, repressing reality, hiding within social structures and self-limitation, because they fashion their existences around the power of denial, they are subconsciously rooted in self-destruction, and are destined to annihilate themselves unless they can radically restructure their psyches.


  Too late for that, I guess.


  So it would seem.


  Well, to be perfectly honest, we’re all kind of bored down here. We’re anxious to move on. Where are we going next?


  I’ve had such rotten luck in this galaxy, I thought maybe we’d try M33 in Andromeda next. I just have to give the fifth and final truth, and then we’ll leave.


  No time, Pop.


  But it will tell them how to overcome Truth #4, live forever, achieve Utopia, rid themselves forever of body odor and halitosis, and become one with the Star Maker.


  Pop, you’ve only got about a minute to get out of there. Can you state it in 45 seconds?


  The fifth truth in 45 seconds? Well, if I say it very fast . . .


  You’re down to 40.


  Oh, well, maybe the Adromedans will appreciate it. Ladies and gentlemen, we return you to now to your regularly-scheduled programming . . .


  “Jose Canseco steps up to the plate, with two men out and a runner on third. He takes his position, hitches up his pants, and shades his eyes . . .”


  “Sure is a bright afternoon, isn’t it, Al?”


  “Sure is, Ed. Can’t remember the last time I saw such a bright sun . . .”


  Long pause.


  “Or so many of them?”


  THE RADIANT SHELL


  Paul Ernst


  “And that, gentlemen,” said the Secretary of War, “is the situation. Arvania has stolen the Ziegler plans and formulae. With their acquisition it becomes the most powerful nation on earth. The Ziegler plans are at present in the Arvanian Embassy, but they will be smuggled out of the country soon. Within a month of their landing in Arvania, war will be declared against us. That means”—he glanced at the tense faces around the conference table—“that we have about three months to live as a nation—unless we can get those plans!”


  There was a hushed, appalled silence, broken at last by General Forsyte.


  “Nonsense! How can a postage-stamp country like Arvania really threaten us?”


  “The day has passed, General,” said the Secretary, “when a nation’s power is reckoned by its size. The Ziegler heat ray is the deadliest weapon yet invented. A thousand men with a dozen of the ray-projectors can reduce us to smoking ruins while remaining far outside the range of our guns. No! I tell you that declaration of war by Arvania will be followed by the downfall of the United States inside of three months!”


  Again the hushed, strained silence descended over the conference table, while one white-faced man gazed at another and all speculated on the incredible possibility of a world in which there was no United States of America.


  “We must get the plans,” nodded Forsyte, convinced at last. “But how? March openly on the Arvanian Embassy?”


  “No, that would be declaration of war on our part. The World Court, which knows nothing of the Ziegler plans, would set the League at our throats.”


  “Send volunteers unofficially to raid the place?”


  “Impossible. There is a heavy guard in the Arvanian Embassy; and I more than suspect the place bristles with machine guns.”


  “What are we to do?” demanded Forsyte.


  The Secretary seemed to have been waiting for that final question.


  “I have had an odd and desperate plan submitted me from an outside source. I could not pass it without your approval. I will let you hear it from the lips of the planner.”


  He pressed a buzzer. “Bring Mr. Winter in,” he told his secretary.


  The man who presently appeared in the doorway was an arresting figure. A man of thirty-odd with the body of an athlete, belied somewhat by the pallor of an indoor worker, with acid stained, delicate hands offset by forearms that might have belonged to a blacksmith, with coal black hair and gray eyes so light as to look like ice-gray holes in the deep caverns of his eye-sockets. This was Thorn Winter.


  “Gentlemen, the scientist, Mr. Winter,” announced the Secretary. “He thinks he can get the Ziegler plans.”


  Thorn Winter cleared his throat. “My scheme is simple enough,” he said tersely. “I believe I can walk right into the Embassy, get the plans—and then walk right out again. It sounds kind of impossible, but I think I can work it by making myself invisible.”


  “Invisible?” echoed Forsyte. “Invisible!”


  “Precisely,” said Thorn in a matter-of-fact tone. “I have just turned out a camouflage which is the most perfect yet discovered. It was designed for application to guns and equipment only. I’d never thought of trying to cover a human body with it, but I am sure it can be done.”


  “But . . . invisible . . .” muttered Forsyte, glancing askance at Winter.


  “There’s no time for argument,” said the Secretary crisply. “The question is, shall we give this man permission to try the apparently impossible?”


  All heads nodded, though in all eyes was doubt. The Secretary turned to the scientist.


  “You are aware of the risk you run? You realize that if you are caught, we cannot recognize you—that we must disclaim official knowledge of your work, and leave you to your fate?”


  Thorn nodded.


  “Then,” said the Secretary, his voice vibrant, “yours is the mission. And on your effort hangs the fate of your country. Now—what help will you require?”


  “Only the assistance of one man,” said Thorn. “And, since secrecy is vital, I’m going to ask you, sir, to be that man.”


  The Secretary smiled; and with that smile he seemed to be transformed from a great leader of affairs into a kindly, human individual. “I am honored, Mr. Winter,” he said. “Shall we go at once to your laboratory?”


  In the great laboratory room, the Secretary glanced about almost uneasily at the crowding apparatus that was such an enigma to one untrained in science. Then his gaze returned to Winter’s activities.


  Thorn was carefully stirring fluids, poured drop by drop from various retorts, in a mixing bowl. All the fluids were colorless; and they combined in a mixture that had approximately the consistency of thin syrup. To this, Thorn added a carefully weighted pinch of glittering powder. Then he lit a burner under the bowl, and thrust into the mixture a tiny, specially constructed thermometer.


  “You can really make yourself invisible?” breathed the Secretary.


  “I can,” said Thorn, “if the blisters don’t upset my calculations by making my body surfaces too moist for this stuff to stick to. I’m going to have you paint me with it, you see, and it was never intended to cover flesh.”


  He regulated the burner anxiously, and then began to take off his clothes.


  “Ready,” he said at last, glancing at the thermometer and turning off the burner. He stood before the wondering Secretary, a fine, muscular figure. “Take this brush and cover me with the stuff. And be sure not to miss any of me!”


  And then the Secretary saw why Thorn had said the colorless paint was never intended to be applied to human flesh. For it was still seething and smoking in the cauldron.


  “Good heavens!” he said. “Don’t you want to wait till it cools a little?”


  “Can’t,” said Thorn. “It has to be applied hot or it loses its flexibility.”


  The Secretary dipped the brush and began to paint the naked flesh of the scientist. Not a quiver touched that flesh as an almost microscopically thin, colorless layer formed into a film after the brush strokes. But the Secretary’s fingers shook a little.


  “My God, man!” he said finally. “Doesn’t it hurt?”


  “It’s a little like being boiled in oil,” replied Thorn grimly. “Outside of that it’s all right. Hurry, before the stuff gets too cool.”


  The clinging thin shell covered him to his chest, then to his throat. At that point he reached into a drawer in a workbench beside him and drew out two small, hollow hemispheres of glass. These he cupped over his eyes.


  “What are those for?” asked the Secretary.


  “So my eyes can be covered with the film. If they weren’t, I’d present the somewhat remarkable spectacle of a pair of disembodied eyes walking down the street.”


  Painfully, agonizingly, the hot film was applied to throat and face; over the glass spheres that cupped around the eyes; over a tight leather cap covering the scientist’s hair; and over a sort of football nose-guard which extended down an inch below the end of Thorn’s nose in a sort of overhanging offset that would allow him to breathe and still keep his nostrils hidden. The Secretary stepped back.


  Before him stood a figure that looked not unlike a glazed statue of a man. The effect was that of a body encased in clear ice—and like clear ice, the encasing shell sparkled and glittered radiantly in the sunlight that poured in at the windows.


  Thorn moved. His glazed arms and legs and torso glistened with all the colors in the spectrum; while under the filmed bulges of glass his eyes looked as large as apples. The Secretary felt a chill of superstitious fear as he gazed at that weird and glittering figure with its enormous glazed eyes.


  “But you aren’t invisible,” he said at length.


  “That comes now,” said Thorn, walking ahead of the Secretary while on the ceiling above him danced red and yellow and blue rainbows of refracted light.


  He stepped onto a big metal plate. Suspended above was a huge metal ring, with its hole directly over the spot on which he stood.


  “Soft magnets,” explained Thorn. “As simply as I can put it, my process for rendering an object invisible is this: I place the object, coated with the film, on this plate. Then I start in motion the overhead ring, creating an immensely powerful, rapidly rotating magnetic field. The rotating field rearranges the atoms of this peculiarly susceptible film of mine so that they will transmit light rays with the least possible resistance. It combs the atoms into straight lines, you might say. With that straight-line, least-resistance arrangement comes invisibility.”


  “I don’t quite see—” began the Secretary.


  “Refraction of light,” said Thorn hurriedly. “The light rays strike this film, hurtle around the object, it coats—at increased speed, probably, but there are no instruments accurate enough to check that—and emerge on the other side. Thus, you can look at a body so filmed, and not see it: your gaze travels around it and rests on objects in a straight line behind it. But you’ll see for yourself in a moment. Pull that switch, there, will you? And leave it on for two full minutes after you have ceased to see me.”


  Straight and tall, a figure encased in shimmering crystal, the scientist stood on the metal plate. Hesitant, with the superstitious dread growing in his heart, the Secretary stood with his hand on the switch. That hand pulled the switch down . . .


  Soundlessly the overhead metal ring began to whirl, gathering speed with every second. And then, though he had known in advance something of what was coming, the Secretary could not suppress a shout of surprise.


  The man before him on the metal plate was vanishing.


  Slowly he disappeared from view—slowly, as an object sinking deeper and deeper into clear water disappears. Now the face was but a white blob. Now the entire body was but a misty blur. And now a shade, a wavering shadow, alone marked Winter’s presence.


  The Secretary could not have told the exact instant when that last faint blur oozed from sight. He only knew that at one second he was gazing at it—and at the next second his eyes rested on a rack of test-tubes on the wall beyond the plate.


  He looked at his watch. Sweat glistened in tiny points on the hand that held the switch. It was all so like death, this disappearance—as if he had thrown the switch that electrocuted a man.


  The specified two minutes passed. He cut off the power. The great ring lost speed, stopped whirling. And on the plate was—nothing.


  At least it seemed there was nothing. But a moment later a deep voice sounded out: “I guess I’m invisible, all right, according to the expression on your face.”


  “You are,” said the Secretary, mopping his forehead, “except when you speak. Then I have the bizarre experience of seeing glimpses of teeth, tongue and throat hanging in mid-air. I’d never have believed it if I hadn’t witnessed it myself! That paint of yours is miraculous!”


  “A little complicated, but hardly miraculous. It has a cellulose base, and there is in it a small per cent of powdered crystal—but the rest I’ll keep locked in my brain alone till my country has need of it.”


  The glimpses of teeth and tongue and throat ceased. In spite of himself, the Secretary started as an unseen hand touched his shoulder.


  “Now,”—there was ringing resolution in the deep voice—“for the Arvanian Embassy. Please drive me there—and be as quick as you can about it. I can’t last very long with this film sealing most of the pores of my body.”


  The Secretary started for the laboratory door. Beside him sounded the patter of bare feet. He opened the door and walked into the hallway. Behind him, apparently of itself, the door clicked shut; and the footsteps again sounded beside him.


  The Secretary walked to the curb where his limousine waited. His chauffeur jumped out and opened the door. The Secretary paused a moment, one foot on the running board, to draw a cigar from his pocket and light it. During that moment the car pressed down on that side, and as suddenly rocked back up again.


  The chauffeur stared wide-eyed at his employer.


  “Did you do that, sir?” he asked.


  “Do what?” said the Secretary.


  “Push down on the running board with your foot.”


  “Of course not,” said the Secretary, his eyebrows raising. “You could have seen my leg move if I had. But why do you ask?”


  “It felt like somebody got into this car,” mumbled the man.


  “Did you see anybody get in?” said the Secretary with a shrug. And, shaking his head, with a fuddled look in his eyes, the chauffeur turned away and got into the driver’s seat.


  The Secretary glanced at the rear seat. On the far side, the cushion was heavily depressed. He sat on the near side, feeling his knee strike another, unseen knee.


  “Drive to the Bulgarian Embassy,” he told his man.


  Up Sixteenth Street the car swung, past the various embassies which looked more like palatial private villas than offices of foreign nations. Toward the end of the line, a smaller building than most of the others, was the Arvanian Embassy. Next to it was the Bulgarian.


  The car stopped in front of the Bulgarian Embassy, and the Secretary got out. Again he paused, while the chauffeur held the door open, to hold a match to his cigar. Again the car sagged down on that side, and slowly swayed up again.


  “Hey—” said the chauffeur. But meeting the Secretary’s calmly inquiring gaze, he stopped. Scratching his head, he went back to the wheel, while the Secretary walked toward the building entrance.


  Behind him, moving on soundless bare feet along the sidewalk, Thorn Winter hastened, cloaked in invisibility, toward the Arvanian Embassy—and the plans that spelled America’s destruction if they remained in Arvanian hands.


  The embassy building was a three-storied oblong house of white stone topping a terrace that started its climb from the sidewalk of Sixteenth Street. The doors at the head of the wide stone staircase were of bronze; and they were closed, and, Thorn surmised, efficiently barred. The windows at front and sides were also closed, in spite of the warmth of the sunny spring afternoon.


  Beside the building, leading up in a short steep hill, was the driveway. Up this Thorn started. The front of the house was hopelessly barred; but at the rear entrance there might be a chance.


  Up the driveway, then, he walked, a little startled at the fact that he cast no shadow—feeling as a ghost might feel. The pavement was hot to his thinly filmed feet. A little dubious as to the effect of heat on the vital shell that hid him, he stepped off into the cool grass beside the drive; and came soon to the rear of the embassy.


  There was no porch or veranda, simply two stone steps leading up to a stout oak door which opened onto the embassy kitchens. From behind this door came the sound of crockery and the hum of voices. The Arvanian chef evidently was preparing afternoon tea.


  Walking boldly to the very steps, Thorn began the vigil that should end when someone came in or out of that door, allowing him to slip inside the building before the portal was barred shut again.


  For nearly half an hour Thorn stood there before something happened that at once helped him, and, at the same time, nearly proved his undoing.


  A light delivery van sped up the driveway. The wheels stirred up a cloud of dust. It was a very small cloud of very fine dust. Thorn at first thought nothing of it, because he was so engrossed in the conviction that here ought to be provided an entrance into the house.


  The truck driver got out, took a crate from the body of the van, and went with it to the back door. After a moment of waiting, the door opened. Thorn noticed that it was opened very cautiously, only an inch or so. He caught a glimpse of a heavy chain stretched across the inch opening, and saw a strip of bearded, resolute face.


  The door was unchained. The driver walked in, while the door stood open. Thorn started to glide in after him . . .


  Mere chance made him glance at a window near the door. This window framed another bearded, resolute face. And the eyes in that face were like saucers as they stared full at Thorn!


  For an instant Thorn knew icy fear. His invisibility! Had something happened to strip him of that concealing mantle? But what could have happened?


  He glanced down at himself and saw the reason for the guard’s saucer-eyed expression.


  A little of the light cloud of dust stirred up by the truck wheels had settled over him and clung to the encasing shell. As he moved, these dust specks moved. The effect to the staring guard, Thorn realized, must be that of seeing a queer, fine dust column moving eccentrically over a grassy lawn where no dust column had any business to be.


  Quickly Thorn moved toward the garage, with the eyes of the amazed guard following him. The scientist was savage at the delay; but it was vital that he rid himself of that clinging dust.


  Behind the garage he broke off a feathery spray from a vine, and stroked it lightly over himself. That, too, presented a curious spectacle: a leafy branch suddenly detaching itself from the parent vine and dancing here and there in mid-air.


  When the all-important task was done, Thorn raced back to the rear doorway. By great good luck it was still open. He stole in, just making it as the truck driver, staggering under a load of empty crates, came up the cellar stairs and went out to his truck.


  Thorn drew a deep breath. He was inside the Arvanian Embassy. The place was a three-storied stone trap in which, if the slightest slip revealed him to its tenants, he would surely meet his death. But, anyway, he was inside! And the threatening Ziegler plans waited somewhere near at hand for him to find and take!


  Even had Thorn not known in advance that trouble was brewing, he could have surmised that something sinister was being hatched in the Arvanian Embassy. For, in this big sunny kitchen five men lounged about in addition to the white-coated chef and his beardless stripling of an assistant. And each of the five had a holster strapped openly over his coat with the butt of an automatic protruding in plain sight.


  Thorn looked about. Across from the great range, beside which he was standing and holding his breath for fear some one of the seven men should become aware of his presence, was the door leading to the front part of the house. He started toward that door, walking on tiptoe. A shudder crept up his spine as he tiptoed across the floor directly in front of the armed guards who would have shot him down without compunction could they have seen him. He was not yet used to his invisibility; knowing himself to be substantial, feeling his feet descend solidly on the floor, he still could hardly credit the fact that human eyes could not observe him.


  He got to the door. He put out his hand to open it, then realized just in time that he could not do that. A door stealthily opening and closing again, with no apparent hand to manipulate it? Such a spectacle would start a riot!


  In a frenzy of impatience, he stood beside the door, waiting till someone else should swing it open. And in a moment it chanced that the stripling assistant chef came toward him with a tray. The boy pushed the swinging door with his foot, and walked into the butler’s pantry. After him, treading almost on the lad’s heels, came Thorn.


  The boy sat the tray down, and turned to reach into an upper shelf. The space in the pantry was constricted, and he turned abruptly. The result was that he suddenly drew back as though a hot iron had seared him, and went white as chalk. Then he dashed back into the kitchen.


  “A hand!” Thorn heard him gibbering in Arvanian. “A hand! I touched it with mine! Something horrible is in there!”


  With his heart pounding in his throat, Thorn leaned close to the swing-door to hear what happened next. Would there be a rush for the butler’s pantry? An investigation? He eyed the farther door—the dining room door. But he dared not flee through that save as a last resort. In the dining room sounded voices; and again the sight of a door opening and closing of itself would lead to uproar.


  “A hand?” he heard one of the guards say in the kitchen. “An unseen hand? Thou art empty in the head, young Gova.”


  There followed some jeering sentences in colloquial Arvanian that were too idiomatic for Thorn’s knowledge of the language to let him understand. A general guffaw came from the rest; and, as no move was made toward the pantry, Thorn decided he was saved for another few moments.


  Gasping, he raised his hand to wipe the perspiration off his forehead, then realized there was no perspiration there. His film-clogged pores could exude nothing; he had only the sensation of perspiring.


  Now the problem was to get through the next door. Thoughtfully, Thorn gazed at it. He saw that this, too, was a swing-door. Further, he saw that now and then it creaked open a few inches, and swung sluggishly back. Beyond it somewhere a window was open, and spasmodic gusts moved the swinging slab of wood.


  The next time the door moved with the wind, Thorn caught it and augmented the movement a bit. Twice he did that, each time swinging it back a trifle further. Next time, he figured, he could open it enough to slide into the room.


  Two glimpses he had had, with the openings of the door, into the room beyond. These glimpses had showed him a great oval table on which was set the debris of afternoon tea, and around which were grouped tense, eager men. Dark of hair and complexion were these men, with the arrogant hawk noses and ruthless small eyes of the typical Arvanian. Several of them were garbed in military uniforms and armed with swords. They were talking in tones too low for Thorn to distinguish words through the film over his ears. He would have to get in there to hear them.


  For the third time the wind pushed at the door. For the third time Thorn caught its edge and swung it—six inches, eight, almost enough to slip through . . .


  “Shut thou the window!” crackled a voice suddenly. “Fool! What if some of these documents blew away?”


  There was a slam, and the breeze was cut off. Thorn quickly let go of the door, and watched it fall back in place again.


  He was cursing his luck when he heard the same commanding voice say: “Kori, see if there be one who listens in the butler’s pantry. It seemed the door opened wider than the wind would warrant.”


  There was the scrape of a chair. Then the door was abruptly thrust open and coldly alert eyes in a hostile, wary face, swept over the pantry.


  “No one here, Excellency,” said Kori; and he returned to his place at the table.


  But with him came another, unseen, to stand against the wall beside a great mahogany buffet, and to listen and watch. Kori had, not unnaturally, held the door open while he glanced around the pantry. And under Kori’s outstretched arm, so close as almost to brush against his uniformed legs, had stolen Thorn.


  “Then, gentlemen, it is all arranged?” said the man at the head of the oval table—a spare, elderly individual with bristling gray mustachios and smoldering dark eyes. “The plans leave for Arvania to-morrow night, to arrive in our capital city in ten days. Then day and night manufacture of the Ziegler projectors—and declaration of war. Following that, this great city of Washington, and the even greater cities of New York and Chicago, and all, this fine land from Atlantic to Pacific, shall become an Arvanian possession to exploit as we like!”


  There was an audible “Ah!” from the score of men around the table—broken by a voice in the main double doorway of the dining room: “Gentlemen, your pardon, I am late.”


  Thorn looked at the speaker. He was a young fellow with an especially elaborate uniform and a face that appeared weak and dissipated in spite of the arrogant Arvanian nose. Then a bark came to Thorn’s ears—and a cold feeling to the pit of Thorn’s stomach. The newcomer had brought a dog with him!


  Even as he gazed apprehensively at the dog—a rangy wolfhound—the brute growled deep in its throat and stared at the corner by the buffet where Thorn was instinctively trying to make himself smaller.


  The dog growled again, and stalked warily toward the buffet.


  “Grego, down,” said his master absently. Then, to the spare man at the head of the table: “I have been next door, talking to the American Secretary of War. A dull fellow. Convinced, is he, that Arvania harbors only kind thoughts for this great stupid nation. They shall be utterly unprepared for our attack—Grego! What ails the brute?”


  The wolfhound had evaded several outstretched hands and got to the buffet. There it crouched and cowered, fangs showing in a snarl, eyes reddening wickedly, while the growl rattled louder in its shaggy throat.


  “Perhaps the heat has affected him,” said one.


  All were looking at the dog now, marveling at its odd behavior. But of all the eyes that observed it a pair of unseen eyes watched with the utmost agitation.


  Thorn stared, almost hypnotized, at the creature. A dog! What rotten luck! Men might be fooled by the masking invisibility, but there was no deceiving a dog’s keen nose!


  The wolfhound started forward as though to leap, then settled back. Plainly it longed to spring. Equally plainly it was afraid of the being that so impossibly was revealed to its nostrils but not to its eyes. Meanwhile, one tearing sweep of blunt claws or sharp fangs—and a fatal rent would appear in Thorn’s encasing shell!


  The dog snapped tentatively. Thorn flattened still harder against the wall, with discovery and death hovering very closely about him. Then the beast’s master intervened.


  “Grego! Here, sir! A council room is no place, for thee, anyway. Here, I say! So, then—”


  He hastened to the dog and caught its collar. Twisting the leather cruelly, he dragged the protesting, snarling brute to the doors and slid them shut with the wolfhound barking and growling on the outside. “Someone put him in his kennel,” he said through the panels. A scuffling in the hall told of the execution of the order. The council room became quiet again, and Thorn leaned against the wall and closed his eyes for an instant.


  “We were saying, Soyo,” the leader addressed the dog’s owner, “that the Ziegler plans start for Arvania to-morrow night. All is arranged. These innocent looking bits of paper”—he thumped a small packet of documents lying before him—“shall deliver mighty America to us!”


  A subdued cheer answered the man’s words—while Thorn stared at the packet of papers with unbelieving eyes. It had never occurred to him that the Ziegler plans might be in that very room, on the table with the rest of the welter of letters, thumbed documents, and cups and saucers. And there they were—the vital projector plans—not in a safe or hidden in some fantastic place, but right before his eyes!


  Involuntarily his hand extended eagerly toward the packet, then was withdrawn. Not now. He was invisible—but the papers, if he grasped them, would not be. Clenched in his unseen hand, they would be perfectly visible, moving in jerks and starts as he raced for the door.


  Like lightning his mind turned over one plan after another for making away with that precious packet. Each scheme seemed impossible of fulfilment.


  “The biggest difficulty is in getting them out of the country,” the spare, elderly man was saying. “But we have solved that. Solved it simply. I myself shall bear them, sewn in my clothes, to our native land. The American authorities could search, on some pretext, any other of our number who tried to smuggle them out. But me they dare not lay a finger on. That would be an overt act.”


  Thorn’s thoughts whirled desperately on. Wait till later and follow whoever left the room with the plans? But he hated to let them get out of his sight.


  And at this point he became suddenly aware that the man named Kori was gazing fixedly at him.


  Thorn was between the section of the table where Kori sat, and the angular buffet-end. Kori could not possibly see anything but the shining mahogany, thought Thorn. And yet the man’s eyes were narrowing to ominous slits as he started in his direction.


  Thorn held his breath. Was the shielding film changing in structure? Were the repolarized atoms slowly losing their straight-line arrangement, allowing light rays to penetrate through to his body instead of diverting them to form a pocket of invisibility around him? The film had never acted like that before—but never before had Thorn applied it to living flesh with its disintegrating heat and moisture.


  “Excellency,” said Kori at last, a hard edge to his voice, “look thou at that buffet. No, no—the end nearest my chair.”


  “Well?” said the elderly man. “I see nothing.”


  Thorn breathed a sigh of relief. But the relief was to be of short duration.


  “Come to my place, if thou wilt, and see from here,” said Kori.


  The leader got up and came to Kori’s place. Kori pointed straight at Thorn.


  “There—seest thou anything out of the ordinary?”


  “I see nothing,” said the leader, after a moment. “Thine eyes, Kori, are not good.”


  “They are the eyes of a hawk,” said Kori stubbornly. “And they see this—the vertical line of the end of that buffet does not continue straightly up and down. At its middle, the line is broken, then continues up—a fraction of an inch to the side! Like an object seen under water, distorted by the sun-rays that strike the surface!”


  Thorn fairly jumped away from the buffet and stood against bare wall. Fool! Of course the light refraction would not be perfect! Why hadn’t he thought of that—thought to stand clear of revealing vertical lines!


  “There, it is gone,” said Kori, blinking. “But something, Excellency, made that distortion of line. And something made Soyo’s wolfhound act as it did! Something—”


  “Art thou attempting to say a spy listens unseen in this room?” demanded the gray-mustachioed Arvanian.


  “Something is odd—that is all I say.”


  All eyes were ranging along the wall against which Thorn leaned his back. All eyes finally turned to Kori. “It is nonsense.”


  “I see nothing whatever.”


  “Kori has drunk of champagne in place of tea!” were some of the exclamations.


  And then occurred the thing that, in Thorn’s perilous position, was like the self-signing of his own death warrant.


  He sneezed.


  That agony of helplessness, as a man’s nose wrinkles and twitches and—in spite of the most desperate attempts at repression—the betraying sound forces its way out! How many men have lost their lives because of that insistent soft nasal explosion which can be smothered, but not entirely hushed!


  Thorn had felt the sneeze coming on for seconds. He had fought it frantically, with life itself at stake. But he could not hold it back. In his naked body, beginning to burn with fever from the long-clogged pores and insulated not at all by the film from the coolness of the room, the seeds of that soft explosion had been planted—and they would bear fruit!


  So he had sneezed!


  Instantly there was chaos. Men looked at each other, and back at the blank wall from which had come the painfully muffled sound. Then all sprang to their feet.


  “Champagne, is it!” Kori exulted savagely. “Did I not say my eyes were those of a hawk?”


  “Double guard all doors!” roared the Arvanian leader, to the guards outside. “Someone is in the house! And you in here,” he went on in a lower tone, “see that this unseen one dies!”


  Soyo and several other men whipped out automatics and pointed them at the wall. Thorn dropped to the floor. But with his quick action came Kori’s voice.


  “No, no! The sword, gentlemen. It is not so noisy, and covers a wider sweep.”


  Thorn shivered. Far rather would he have had bullets as his lot than cold steel. The prospect of being hacked to pieces, of gradually emerging from invisibility as a lump of gashed and bleeding flesh, turned him faint.


  The Arvanians split up into orderly formation. Two went to guard the door to the butler’s pantry, and two to cover the closed sliding doors to the outer hall. Six, with drawn swords sweeping back and forth before them, walked slowly toward the wall from which the sneeze had come.


  Thorn set his jaws—only just catching himself in time to prevent his lips from opening in the half-snarl instinctive to the most civilized of men when danger is threatening. That lip motion would have revealed his teeth for an instant!


  The sensation of perspiring heavily flamed over him again. There were so many trifling things to keep in mind! And each, if neglected, meaning certain death!


  The nearest of the marching six stopped with his foot almost touching Thorn’s hand. The dancing sword the man carried almost grazed the scientist’s shoulder on its down sweep.


  Thorn could not stay there. Lying flat along the baseboard, he would be stabbed at any instant by an inquiring sword point.


  The six spread a little. A very little. But there was room enough for Thorn to slide between the two men nearest him and roll soundlessly under the table.


  There was no sanctuary for him there. The cursed Kori, with his hawk eyes, glanced under the table after stabbing vainly along the wall.


  “The carpet!” he bellowed. “See how the nap is pressed down! He is under there, comrades!”


  The thrusting swords raked under the table a half second or so after Thorn had rolled out the other side, upsetting a chair in his hurry.


  “After him!” panted Soyo. “By the living God, this is wizardry! But he must not get away—”


  “He won’t!” snapped the elderly leader. “Men, form a line at the far end of the room and march slowly, shoulder to shoulder, to this end. The spy must be caught!”


  The move was executed. All the men in the room, save the four guarding the doors, lined up and advanced slowly, swerving and slashing their swords. Like a line of workers hand-harvesting a wheat field they came—foot by foot toward the corner where Thorn turned this way and that in a vain effort to escape.


  The line reached the table. Over and under and around it the swords slashed viciously, leaving no space unprobed.


  Thorn clenched his fists. He gazed at the packet containing the Ziegler plans. He gazed at the guarded door leading back to the kitchen. Then he tensed himself and leaped.


  “The plans!” shouted Kori hoarsely. “Look—”


  The vital packet, as far as the eye could see, had suddenly grown wings, soared from the table top, and was floating rapidly, convulsively, toward the door.


  “Stop him!” yelled Soyo. “Stop—”


  At that instant the heads of the two who guarded the door were dashed together. The door itself slammed open. The Ziegler plans sped into the butler’s pantry.


  The door to the kitchen began to open just as Kori reached the pantry. An oath burst from the Arvanian’s lips. He flung his sword. In the air, shoulder high, appeared suddenly a small fountain of blood. Kori yelled triumphantly.


  Thorn, feeling the warm drip following the glancing slash in his shoulder, knew the veil of invisibility had at last been rent. Abandoning efforts at noiselessness, knowing that his whereabouts was constantly marked by the packet in his hand, anyway, he fled through the kitchen to the rear door.


  The bolt jerked back, under the astonished eyes of the five guards who had not yet realized precisely what the commotion was all about—and who only saw a packet of papers waving in mid-air, a trickle of blood appearing out of nothing, and a bolt banging open in its slot for no reason whatever.


  Thorn’s fingers worked feverishly at the chain. But before he could begin to get it undone, the guards had recovered from their surprise and had joined the Arvanians who poured in from the dining room under Kori’s lead.


  With a score of men crowding the kitchen, Thorn looped back in his tracks like a hunted creature, and sought the cellar door. Four men he upset, one after another, aided by the fact that his twisting body could be only approximately placed by the papers and the wound.


  Then Kori’s hand swept through the air above the waving packet, to clamp over Thorn’s wrist.


  With an effort—that bulged the muscles of that blacksmith’s fore-arm of his till it seemed they must burst through the film, Thorn whirled Kori clear off his feet and sent him stumbling into the charge of three guards. But in the meantime the cellar was barred to him by a double line of men.


  Fighting for his life—and, far more important, the existence of his country—Thorn lashed out with his invisible right fist while his left clutched the plans.


  A score of men arrayed in a death struggle against one! But the odds were not twenty to one. Not quite. The score could mark Thorn’s general whereabouts—but they could not see his flying right fist! That was an invisible weapon that did incredible damage.


  But if they could not see the fist to guard against it, they could see the results of the fist’s impacts. Here a nose suddenly crumpled and an instant later gushed red. There a head was snapped back and up, while its owner slowly sagged to the floor. And all the while the still dripping wound and the packet of documents kept with devilish ingenuity between the body of some swordless guard and the impatient blades of the Arvanian nobles.


  Almost, it seemed to Thorn, he would win free. Almost, it appeared to the Arvanians, the unseen one would reach the big window near the door—which the path of his wreckage indicated was his goal. But one of the wildly swinging fists of a guard caught Thorn at last.


  It landed on the glass cup over his right eye, cutting a perfect circle in the skin around the eyesocket, and tearing the film over the glass!


  Now there were three things about the lithe, invisible body that the Arvanians could see: the crumpled papers, a slowly drying patch of blood that moved shoulder high in the air, and a blood-rimmed, ice-gray eye that glared defiance at them from apparently untenanted atmosphere.


  Then came what seemed must be the end. Soyo appeared in the pantry doorway with a machine gun.


  “Everybody to the end of the kitchen by the window!” he cried. “To the devil with silence—we’ll spray this room with lead, and let the sound of shots bring what consequences it may!”


  The men scattered. The machine gun muzzle swept toward the place where the eye, the papers, and the blood spot were to be seen.


  That spot was now at one end of the great kitchen range on which a few copper pots simmered over white-hot electric burners. At the other end of the range, in the end wall of the kitchen, was a second window. It was small, less than a yard square, and had evidently been punched through the wall as an afterthought to carry off some of the heat of the huge stove.


  Soyo’s face twisted exultantly. The machine gun belched flame. Chasing relentlessly after the dodging, shifting blood spot, a line of holes appeared in the wall following instantly on the tap—tap—tap of the gun.


  Eye and papers and blood spot appeared to float through the air. One of the copper pots on the range flew off onto the floor. The glass of the small ventilating window smashed to bits. In the jagged frame its broken edges presented, the Arvanians saw for a flashing instant the seared, blistered soles of a pair of human feet.


  “Outside!” bawled Kori. “He jumped onto the range and dove through the window! After him!”


  After precious seconds had been wasted, the rear door was unchained and wrenched open. The Arvanians, swords and guns drawn, raced out to the rear yard.


  His Excellency’s town car, that had been standing in front of the open garage doors, leaped into life. With motor roaring wide open, it tore toward the Arvanians, some of whom leaped aside and some of whom were hurled to right and left by the heavy fenders . . .


  Startled people on Sixteenth Street saw a great town car swaying down the asphalt seemingly guided by no hand other than that of fate; some said afterward they saw a single eye gleaming through the windshield, but no one believed that. Equally startled people saw the car screech to a stop in front of the home of the Secretary of War. After it, scarcely a full minute later, three motors with the Arvanian coat of arms on them came to a halt.


  “My dear fellow,” said the Secretary blandly to the livid Arvanian Ambassador, “no one has come in here with papers or anything else. I saw a man jump out of your town car and run south on Connecticut Avenue. That’s all I know.”


  “But I tell you—” shrieked the Arvanian.


  He stopped, impaled on the Secretary’s icy cold glance.


  “Your story is rather incredible,” murmured the Secretary. “Valuable plans stolen from your Embassy by an invisible man? Come, come!”


  Dark Arvanian eyes glared into light American ones.


  “By the way,” said the Secretary affably, “I am thinking of giving a semi-official banquet to celebrate future, friendly relations between our two countries. Do you approve?”


  The Arvanian Ambassador tugged at his collar to straighten it. World dominion had been in his fingers—and had slipped through—but he would not have been a diplomat had he let his face continue to express the bitterness in his heart.


  “I think such a banquet would be a splendid idea,” he said suavely.


  THE ATTACK FROM SPACE


  S.P. Meek


  “No one knows what unrevealed horrors space holds and the world will never rest entirely easy until the slow process of time again heals the protective layer.”


  —From “Beyond the Heaviside Layer.”


  Over a year has passed since I wrote those lines. When they were written the hole which Jim Carpenter had burned with his battery of infra-red lamps through the heaviside layer, that hollow sphere of invisible semi-plastic organic matter which encloses the world as a nutshell does a kernel, was gradually filling in as he had predicted it would: every one thought that in another ten years the world would be safely enclosed again in its protective layer as it had been since the dawn of time. There were some adventurous spirits who deplored this fact, as it would effectually bar interplanetary travel, for Hadley had proved with his life that no space flyer could force its way through the fifty miles of almost solid material which barred the road to space, but they were in the minority. Most of humanity felt that it would rather be protected against the denizens of space than to have a road open for them to travel to the moon if they felt inclined.


  To be sure, during the five years that the hole had been open, nothing more dangerous to the peace and well-being of the world had appeared from space than a few hundreds of the purple amoeba which we had found so numerous on the outer side of the layer, when we had traveled in a Hadley space ship up through the hole into the outer realms of space, and one lone specimen of the green dragons which we had also encountered. The amoeba had been readily destroyed by the disintegrating rays of the guarding space-ships which were stationed inside the layer at the edge of the hole and the lone dragon had fallen a ready victim to the machine-gun bullets which had been poured into it. At first the press had damned Jim Carpenter for opening the road for these horrors, but once their harmlessness had been clearly established, the row had died down and the appearance of an amoeba did not merit over a squib on the inside pages of the daily papers.


  While the hole in the heaviside layer was no longer news for the daily press, a bitter controversy still waged in the scientific journals as to the reason why no observer on earth, even when using the most powerful telescopes, could see the amoeba before they entered the hole, and then only when their telescopes were set up directly under the hole. When a telescope of even small power was mounted in the grounds back of Carpenter’s laboratory, the amoeba could be detected as soon as they entered the hole, or when they passed above it through space; but, aside from that point of vantage, they were entirely invisible.


  Carpenter’s theory of the absorptive powers of the material of which the heaviside layer was composed was laughed to scorn by most scientists, who pointed out the fact that the sun, moon and stars could be readily seen through it. Carpenter replied that the rays of colored or visible light could only pass through the layer when superimposed upon a carrier wave of ultra-violet or invisible light. He stated dogmatically that the amoeba and the other denizens of space absorbed all the ultra-violet light which fell on them and reflected only the visible rays which could not pass through the heaviside layer because of the lack of a synchronized carrier wave of shorter wave-length.


  Despetier replied at great length and showed by apparently unimpeachable mathematics that Carpenter was entirely wrong and that his statements showed an absolute lack of knowledge of the most elementary and fundamental laws of light transmission. Carpenter replied briefly that he could prove by mathematics that two was equal to one and he challenged Despetier or anyone else to satisfactorily explain the observed facts in any other way. While they vainly tried to do so, Carpenter lapsed into silence in his Los Angeles laboratory and delved ever deeper into the problems of science. Such was the situation when the attack came from space.


  My first knowledge of the attack came when McQuarrie, the city editor of the San Francisco Clarion, sent for me. When I entered his office he tossed a Los Angeles dispatch on the desk before me and with a growl ordered me to read it. It told of the unexplained disappearance of an eleven year old boy the night before. It looked like a common kidnapping.


  “Well?” I asked as I handed him back the dispatch.


  With another growl he tossed down a second telegram. I read it with astonishment, for it told of a second disappearance which had happened about an hour after the first. The similarity of the two cases was at once apparent.


  “Coincidence or connection?” I asked as I returned it.


  “Find out!” he replied. “If I knew which it was I wouldn’t be wasting the paper’s money by sending you to Los Angeles. I don’t doubt that I am wasting it anyway, but as long as I am forced to keep you on as a reporter, I might as well try to make you earn the money the owner wastes on paying you a salary, even although I know it to be a hopeless task. Go on down there and see what you can find out, if anything.”


  I jotted down in my notebook the names and addresses of the missing children and turned to leave. A boy entered and handed McQuarrie a yellow slip. He glanced at it and called me back.


  “Wait a minute, Bond,” he said as he handed me the dispatch. “I doubt but you’d better fly down to Los Angeles. Another case has just been reported.”


  I hastily copied down the dispatch he handed me, which was almost a duplicate of the first two with the exception of the time and the name. Three unexplained disappearances in one day was enough to warrant speed; I drew some expense money and was on my way south in a chartered plane within an hour.


  On my arrival I went to the Associated Press office and found a message waiting for me, directing me to call McQuarrie on the telephone at once.


  “Hello, Bond,” came his voice over the wire, “have you just arrived? Well, forget all about that disappearance case. Prince is on his way to Los Angeles to cover it. You hadn’t been gone an hour before a wire came in from Jim Carpenter. He says, ‘Send Bond to me at once by fastest conveyance. Chance for a scoop on the biggest story of the century.’ I don’t know what it’s about, but Jim Carpenter is always front page news. Get in touch with him at once and stay with him until you have the story. Don’t risk trying to telegraph it when you get it—telephone. Get moving!”


  I lost no time in getting Carpenter on the wire.


  “Hello, First Mortgage,” he greeted me. “You made good time getting down here. Where are you?”


  “At the A. P. Office.”


  “Grab a taxi and come out to the laboratory. Bring your grip with you: you may have to stay over night.”


  “I’ll be right out, Jim. What’s the story?”


  His voice suddenly grew grave.


  “It’s the biggest thing you ever handled,” he replied. “The fate of the whole world may hang on it. I don’t want to talk over the phone; come on out and I’ll give you the whole thing.”


  An hour later I shook hands with Tim, the guard at the gate of the Carpenter laboratory, and passed through the grounds to enter Jim’s private office. He greeted me warmly and for a few minutes we chatted of old times when I worked with him as an assistant in his atomic disintegration laboratory and of the stirring events we had passed through together when we had ventured outside the heaviside layer in his space ship.


  “Those were stirring times,” he said, “but I have an idea, First Mortgage, that they were merely a Sunday school picnic compared to what we are about to tackle.”


  “I guessed that you had something pretty big up your sleeve from your message.” I replied. “What’s up now? Are we going to make a trip to the moon and interview the inhabitants?”


  “We may interview them without going that far,” he said. “Have you seen a morning paper?”


  “No.”


  “Look at this.”


  He handed me a copy of the Gazette. Streamer headlines told of the three disappearances which I had come to Los Angeles to cover, but they had grown to five during the time I had been flying down. I looked at Jim in surprise.


  “We got word of that in San Francisco,” I told him, “and I came down here to cover the story. When I got here, McQuarrie telephoned me your message and told me to come and see you instead. Has your message anything to do with this?”


  “It has everything to do with it, First Mortgage; in fact, it is it. Have you any preconceived ideas on the disappearance epidemic?”


  “None at all.”


  “All the better—you’ll be able to approach the matter with an unbiased viewpoint. Don’t read that hooey put out by an inspired reporter who blames the laxness of the city government; I’ll give you the facts without embellishment. Nothing beyond the bare fact of the disappearance is known about the first case. Robert Prosser, aged eleven, was sent to the grocery store by his mother about six-thirty last night and failed to return. That’s all we know about it, except that it happened in Eagle Rock. The second case we have a little more data on. William Hill, aged twelve, was playing in Glendale last night with some companions. They were playing ‘hide and go seek’ and William hid. He could not be found by the boy who was searching and has not been found since. His companions became frightened and reported it about eight o’clock. They saw nothing, but mark this! Four of them agree that they heard a sound in the air like a motor humming.”


  “That proves nothing.”


  “Taken alone it does not, but in view of the third case, it is quite significant. The third case happened about nine-thirty last night. This time the victim was a girl, aged ten. She was returning home from a moving picture with some companions and she disappeared. This time the other children saw her go. They say she was suddenly taken straight up into the air and then disappeared from sight. They, also claim to have heard a sound like a big electric fan in the air at the time, although they could see nothing.”


  “Had they heard the details of the second disappearance?”


  “They had not. I can see what you are thinking; that they were unconsciously influenced by the account given of the other case.”


  “Consciously or unconsciously.”


  “I doubt it, for the fourth case was almost a duplicate of the third. The fourth and fifth cases happened this morning. In the fourth case the child, for it was a nine year old girl this time, was lifted into the air in broad daylight and disappeared. This disappearance was witnessed, not only by children, but also by two adults, and their testimony agrees completely with that of the children. The fifth case is similar to the first: a ten year old boy disappeared without trace. The whole city is in a reign of terror.”


  The telephone at Carpenter’s elbow rang and he answered it. A short conversation took place and he turned to me with a grim face as he hung up the receiver.


  “Another case has just been reported to police headquarters from Beverly Hills,” he said. “Again the child was seen to be lifted into the air by some invisible means and disappeared. The sound of a motor was plainly heard by five witnesses, who all agree that it was just, above their heads, but that nothing could be seen.”


  “Was it in broad daylight?”


  “Less than an hour ago.”


  “But, Jim, that’s impossible!”


  “Why is it impossible?”


  “It would imply the invisibility of a tangible substance; of a solid.”


  “What of it?”


  “Why, there isn’t any such substance. Nothing of the sort exists.”


  Carpenter pointed to one of the windows of his laboratory.


  “Does that window frame contain glass or not?” he asked.


  I strained my eyes. Certainly nothing was visible.


  “Yes,” I said at a venture.


  He rose and thrust his hand through the space where the glass should have been.


  “Has this frame glass in it?” he asked, pointing to another.


  “No.”


  He struck the glass with his knuckle.


  “I’ll give up,” I replied. “I am used to thinking of glass as being transparent but not invisible; yet I can see that under certain light conditions it may be invisible. Granted that such is the case, do you believe that living organisms can be invisible?”


  “Under the right conditions, yes. Has any observer been able to see any of the purple amoeba which we know are so numerous on the outer side of the heaviside layer?”


  “Not until they have entered the hole through the layer.”


  “And yet those amoeba are both solid and opaque, as you know. Why is it not possible that men, or intelligences of some sort, are in the air about us and yet are invisible to our eyes!”


  “If they are, why haven’t we received evidence of it years ago?”


  “Because there has only been a hole through the heaviside layer for six years. Before that time they could not penetrate it any more than poor Hadley could with his space ship. They have not entered the hole earlier because it is a very small one, at present only some two hundred and fifty yards in diameter in a sphere of over eight thousand miles diameter. The invaders have just found the entrance.”


  “The invaders? Do you think that the world has been invaded?”


  “I do. How else can you explain the very fact which you have just quoted, that no evidence of the presence on these invisible entities has previously been recorded?”


  “Where did they come from?”


  “They may have come from anywhere in the solar system, or even from outside it but I fancy, that they are from Mars or Venus.”


  “Why so?”


  “Because they are the two planets nearest to the earth and are the ones where conditions are the most like they are on the earth. Venus, for example, has an atmosphere and a gravity about .83 of earthly gravity, and life of a sort similar to that of the earth might well live there. Further, it seems more probable that the invaders have come from one of the nearby planets than from the realms of space beyond the solar system.”


  “What about the moon?”


  “We can dismiss that because of the lack of an atmosphere.”


  “It sounds logical, Jim, but the idea of living organisms of sufficient size to lift a child into the air who are invisible seems a little absurd.”


  “I never said they were invisible. I don’t think they are.”


  “But they must be, else why weren’t they seen?”


  “Use your head, First Mortgage. Those purple amoeba we encountered were quite visible to us, yet they are invisible to observers on the earth.”


  “Yes, but that is because the heaviside layer is between them and the earth. As soon as they come below it they can be seen.”


  “Exactly. Why is it not possible that the Venetians, or Martians, or whoever our invaders are, have encased themselves and their space flyer in a layer of some substance similar to the heaviside layer, a substance which is permeable to light rays only when a large proportion of ultra-violet rays accompany the visible rays? If they did this and then constructed the walls of their ship of some substance which absorbed all the ultra-violet rays which fell on it; not only would the ship itself be invisible, but also everything contained in it—and yet they could see the outside world easily. That such is the case is proved by the disappearance of those children in mid-air. They were taken into a space ship behind an ultra-violet absorbing wall and so became invisible.”


  “If the walls absorbed all the ultra-violet and were impermeable to light without ultra-violet, the ship would appear as a black opaque substance and could be seen.”


  “That would be true except for one thing which you are forgetting. The heaviside layer, as I have repeatedly proved, is a splendid conductor of ultra-violet. The rays falling on it are probably bent along the line of the covering layer so that they open up and bend around the ship in the same manner as flowing water will open up and flow around a stone and then come together again. The light must flow around the solid ship and then join again in such a manner that the eye can detect no interruption.”


  “Jim, all that sounds reasonable, but have you any proof of it?”


  “No, First Mortgage, I haven’t—yet; but if the Lord is good to us we’ll have definite proof this afternoon and be in a position to successfully combat this new menace to the world.”


  “Do you expect me to go on another one of your crack-brained expeditions into the unknown with you?”


  “Certainly I do, but this time we won’t go out of the known. I have our old space flyer which we took beyond the heaviside layer six years ago ready for action and we’re going to look for the invaders this afternoon.”


  “How will we see them if they are invisible?”


  “They are invisible to ordinary light but not to ultra-violet light. While most of the ultra-violet is deflected and flows around the ship of else is absorbed, I have an idea that, if we bathe it in a sufficient concentration of ultra-violet, some would be reflected. We are going to look for the reflected portion.”


  “Ultra-violet light is invisible.”


  “It is to the eye, but it can be detected. You know that radium is activated and glows under ultra-violet?”


  “Yes.”


  “Mounted on our flyer are six ultra-violet searchlights. By the side of each one is a wide angle telescopic concentrator which will focus any reflected ultra-violet onto a radium coated screen and thus make it visible to us. In effect the apparatus is a camera obscura with all lens made of rock crystal or fused quartz, both of which allow free passage to ultra-violet.”


  “What will we do if we find them?”


  “Mounted beneath the telescope is a one-pounder gun with radite shells. If we locate them, we will use our best efforts to shoot them down.”


  “Suppose they are armed too?”


  “In that case I hope that you shoot faster and straighter than they do. If you don’t—well, old man, it’ll just be too damned bad.”


  “I don’t know that the Clarion hires me to go out and shoot at invisible invaders from another planet, but if I don’t go with you, I expect you’d just about call up the Echo or the Gazette and ask them for a gunner.”


  “Just about.”


  “In that case, I may as well be sacrificed as anyone else. When do we start?”


  “You old faker!” cried Jim, pounding me on the back. “You wouldn’t miss the trip for anything. If you’re ready we’ll start right now. Everything is ready.”


  “Including the sacrifice,” I replied, rising. “All right, Jim, let’s go and get it over with. If we live, I’ll have to get back in time to telephone the story to McQuarrie for the first edition.”


  I followed Jim out of the laboratory and to a large open space behind the main building where the infra-red generators with which he had pierced the hole through the heaviside layer had been located. The reflectors were still in place, but the bank of generators had been removed. A gang of men were hard at work erecting a huge parabolic reflector in the center of the circle, about the periphery of which the infra-red reflectors were placed. In an open space near the center stood a Hadley space ship, toward which Jim led the way.


  I wondered at the activity and meant to ask what it portended, but in the excitement of boarding the flyer forgot it. I followed Jim in; he closed the door and started the air conditioner.


  “Here, First Mortgage,” he said as he turned from the control board and faced me, “here are the fluoroscopic screens. They are arranged in a bank, so that you can keep an eye on all of them readily. Beneath each telescope is an automatic one-pounder gun with its mount geared to the telescope and the light, so that the gun bears continually on the point in space represented by the center of the fluoroscopic screen which belongs to that light. If we locate anything, turn your beam until the object is in the exact center of the screen where these two cross-hairs are. When you have it lined up, push this button and the gun will fire.”


  “What about reloading?”


  “The guns are self-loading. Each one has twenty shells in its magazine and will fire one shot each time the button is pushed until it is empty. If you empty one magazine, I can turn the ship so that another gun will bear. This gives you a total of one hundred and twenty shots quickly available; there are sixty extra pounds, which we can break out and load into the magazines in a few seconds. Do you understand everything?”


  “I guess so. Everything seems clear enough.”


  “All right; sit down and we’ll start.”


  I took my seat, and Jim pulled the starting lever. I was glued to the seat and the heavy springs in the cushion were compressed almost to their limit by the sudden acceleration. As soon as we were well clear of the ground Jim reduced his power, and in a few moments we were floating motionless in the air, a thousand feet up. He left the control board and came to my side.


  “Start your ultra lights,” he said as he joined me. “We may be able to spot something from here.”


  I started the lights and we stared at the screens before us. Nothing appeared on any of them except the one pointing directly down, and only an image of the ground, appeared on it. Under Jim’s tutelage I swung the beams in wide circles, covering the space around us, but nothing appeared.


  “Those beams won’t project over five miles in this atmosphere,” he said, “and the ship we are looking for may be so small that we would have trouble locating it at any great distance. I am going to move over near the scene of the last disappearance. Keep your lights swinging and sing out if you see anything on the screens.”


  I could feel the ship start to move slowly under the force of a side discharge from the rocket motor, and I swung the beams of the six lights around, trying to cover the entire area about us. Nothing appeared on the screens for an hour, and my head began to ache from the strain of unremitting close observation of the glowing screens. A buzz sounding over the hum of the rocket motor attracted my attention; Jim pulled his levers to neutral with the exception of the one which maintained our elevation and stepped to an instrument on the wall of the flyer.


  “Hello,” he called. “What? Where did it happen? All right, thanks, we’ll move over that way at once.”


  He turned from the radio telephone and spoke.


  “Another disappearance has just been reported,” he said. “It happened on the outskirts of Pasadena. Keep your eyes open: I’m going to head in that direction.”


  A few minutes later we were floating over Pasadena. Jim stopped the flyer and joined me at the screens. We swung our beams in wide circles to cover the entire area around us, but no image on the screens rewarded us.


  “Doggone it, they must have left here in a hurry,” grumbled Jim.


  Even as he spoke the flyer gave a lurch which nearly threw me off my seat and which sent Jim sprawling on the floor. With a white face he leaped to the control board and pulled the lever controlling our one working stern motor to full power. For a moment the ship moved upward and then came to a dead stop, although the motor still roared at full speed.


  “Can’t you see anything, Pete?” cried Jim as he threw our second stern motor into gear.


  Again the ship moved upward for a few feet and then stopped. I swung the searchlights frantically in all directions, but five of the screens remained blank and the sixth showed only the ground below us.


  “Not a thing,” I replied.


  “Something ought to show,” he muttered, and suddenly shut off both motors. The flyer gave a sickening lurch toward the ground, but we fell only a hundred yards before our motion stopped. We hung suspended in the air with no motors working. Jim joined me at the screens and we swung the lights rapidly without success.


  “Look, Pete!” Jim cried hoarsely.


  My gaze followed his pointing finger and I saw the door of our flyer springing out as though some force from the outside were trying to wrench it open. The pull ceased for an instant, then came again; the sturdy latches burst and the door was torn from its hinges. Jim swung one of the searchlights until the beam was at right angles to the hull of the flyer and pressed the gun button. A crash filled the confined space of the flyer as a one-pounder radite shell tore out into space.


  “They’re there but still invisible,” he exclaimed as he shifted the direction of the gun and fired again. “I am shooting by guess-work, but I might score a hit.”


  He changed the direction of the gun again, but before he could press the button he was lifted into the air and drawn rapidly toward the open door.


  “Shoot, Pete!” he shouted. “Shoot and keep on shooting—it’s your only chance!”


  I turned to the knobs controlling the guns and lights, but, before I could make a move, something hard and cold grasped me about the middle and I was lifted into the air and drawn toward the open door after Jim. I tore at the thing holding me with my hands, but it was a smooth round thing like a two-inch thick wire, and I could get no grip on it to loosen it. Out through the door I went and was drawn through the air a few feet behind Jim. He moved ahead of me for fifteen or twenty feet and then vanished in mid-air. I dared not struggle in mid-air and I was drawn through a door into a large space flyer which became visible as I entered it. The flexible wire or rod which had held me uncoiled and I was free on the floor beside Jim Carpenter. This much was clear and understandable, but when I looked at the crew of that space ship, I was sure that I had lost my mind or was seeing visions. I had naturally expected men, or at least something in semi-human form, but instead of anything of the sort, before me stood a dozen gigantic beetles!


  I rubbed my eyes and looked again. There was no mistaking the fact that we had been captured by a race of gigantic beetles flying an invisible space ship. When I had time later to examine them critically, I could see marked differences between our captors and the beetles we were accustomed to see on the earth besides the mere matter of size. To begin with, their bodies were relatively much smaller, the length of shell of the largest specimen not being over four feet, while the head of the same insect, exclusive of the horns or pinchers, was a good eighteen inches in length. The pinchers, which by all beetle proportions should have been a couple of feet long at the least, did not extend over the head a distance greater than eight inches, although they were sturdy and powerful.


  Instead of traveling with their shells horizontal as do earthly beetles, these insects stood erect on their two lower pairs of legs, which were of different lengths so that all four feet touched the ground when the shell was vertical. The two upper pairs of legs were used as arms, the topmost pair[A] being quite short and splitting out at the end into four flexible claws about five inches long, which they used as fingers. These upper arms, which sprouted from a point near the top of the head, were peculiar in that they apparently had no joints like the other three pairs but were flexible like an elephant’s trunk. The second pair of arms were armed with long, vicious-looking hooks. The backplates concealed only very rudimentary wings, not large enough to enable the insects to fly, although Jim told me later that they could fly on their own planet, where the lessened gravity made such extensive wing supports as would be needed on earth unnecessary.


  [Footnote A: Mr. Bond has made a laughable error in his description. Like all of the coleoptera, the Mercurians were hexapoda (six legged). What Mr. Bond continually refers to in his narrative as “upper arms” were really the antenna of the insects which split at the end into four flexible appendages resembling fingers. His mistake is a natural one, for the Mercurians used their antenna as extra arms.—James S. Carpenter.]


  The backplates were a brilliant green in color, with six-inch stripes of chrome yellow running lengthwise and crimson spots three inches in diameter arranged in rows between the stripes. Their huge-faceted eyes sparkled like crystal when the light fell on them, and from time to time waves of various colors passed over them, evidently reflecting the insect’s emotions. Although they gave the impression of great muscular power, their movements were slow and sluggish, and they seemed to have difficulty in getting around.


  As my horrified gaze took in these monstrosities I turned with a shudder to Jim Carpenter.


  “Am I crazy, Jim,” I asked, “or do you see these things too?”


  “I see them all right, Pete,” he replied. “It isn’t as surprising as it seems at first glance. You expected to find human beings; so did I, but what reason had we for doing so? It is highly improbable, when you come to consider the matter, that evolution should take the same course elsewhere as it did on earth. Why not beetles, or fish, or horned toads, for that matter?”


  “No reason, I guess,” I answered; “I just hadn’t expected anything of the sort. What do you suppose they mean to do with us?”


  “I haven’t any idea, old man. We’ll just have to wait and see. I’ll try to talk to them, although I don’t expect much luck at it.”


  He turned to the nearest beetle and slowly and clearly spoke a few words. The insect gave no signs of comprehension, although it watched the movement of Jim’s lips carefully. It is my opinion, and Jim agrees with me, that the insects were both deaf and dumb, for during the entire time we were associated with them, we never heard them give forth a sound under any circumstances, nor saw them react to any sound that we made. Either they had some telepathic means of communication or else they made and heard sounds beyond the range of the human ear, for it was evident from their actions that they frequently communicated with one another.


  When Jim failed in his first attempt to communicate he looked around for another method. He noticed my notebook, which had fallen on the floor when I was set down; he picked it up and drew a pencil from his pocket. The insects watched his movements carefully, and when he had made a sketch in the book, the nearest one took it from him and examined it carefully and then passed it to another one, who also examined it. The sketch which Jim had drawn showed the outline of the Hadley space flyer from which he had been taken. When the beetles had examined the sketch, one of them stepped to an instrument board in the center of the ship and made an adjustment. Then he pointed with one of his lower arms.


  We looked in the direction in which he pointed; to our astonishment, the walls of the flyer seemed to dissolve, or at least to become perfectly transparent. The floor of the space ship was composed of some silvery metal, and from it had risen walls of the same material, but now the effect was as though we were suspended in mid-air, with nothing either around us or under us. I gasped and grabbed at the instrument board for support. Then I felt foolish as I realized that there was no change in the feel of the floor for all its transparency and that we were not falling.


  A short distance away we could see our flyer suspended in the air, held up by two long flexible rods or wires similar to those which had lifted us from our ship into our prison. I saw a dozen more of these rods coiled up, hanging in the air, evidently, but really on the floor near the edge of the flyer, ready for use. Jim suddenly grasped me by the arm.


  “Look behind you in a moment,” he said, “but don’t start!”


  He took the notebook in his hand and started to draw a sketch. I looked behind as he had told me to. Hanging in the air in a position which told me that they must have been in a different compartment of the flyer, were five children. They were white as marble, and lay perfectly motionless.


  “Are they dead, Jim?” I asked in a low voice without looking at him.


  “I don’t know,” he replied, “but we’ll find out a little later. I am relieved to find them here, and I doubt if they are harmed.”


  The sketch which he was making was one of the solar system, and, when he had finished, he marked the earth with a cross and handed the notebook to one of the beetles. The insect took it and showed it to his companions; so far as I was able to judge expressions, they were amazed to find that we had knowledge of the heavenly bodies. The beetle took Jim’s pencil in one of its hands and, after examining it carefully, made a cross on the circle which Jim had drawn to represent the planet Mercury.


  “They come from Mercury,” exclaimed Jim in surprise as he showed me the sketch. “That accounts for a good many things; why they are so lethargic, for one thing. Mercury is much smaller than the earth and the gravity is much less. According to Mercurian standards, they must weigh a ton each. It is quite a tribute to their muscular development that they can move and support their weight against our gravity. They can understand a drawing all right, so we have a means of communicating with them, although a pretty slow one and dependent entirely on my limited skill as a cartoonist. I wonder if we are free to move about?”


  “The only way to find out is to try,” I replied and stood erect. The beetles offered no objection and Jim stood up beside me. We walked, or rather edged, our way toward the side of the ship. The insects watched us when we started to move and then evidently decided that we were harmless. They turned from us to the working of the ship. One of them manipulated some dials on the instrument board. One of the rods which held our flyer released its grip, came in toward the Mercurian ship and coiled itself up on the floor, or the place where the floor should have been. The insect touched another dial. Jim threw caution to the winds, raced across the floor and grasped the beetle by the arm.


  The insect looked at him questioningly; Jim produced the notebook and drew a sketch representing our flyer falling. On the level be had used to represent the ground he made another sketch of it lying in ruins. The beetle nodded comprehendingly and turned to another dial; the ship sank slowly toward the ground.


  We sank until we hung only a few feet from the ground when our flyer was gently lowered down. When it rested on the ground, the wire which had held it uncoiled, came aboard and coiled itself up beside the others. As the Mercurian ship rose I noticed idly that the door which had been torn from our ship and dropped lay within a few yards of the ship itself. The Mercurian ship rose to an elevation of a hundred feet, drifting gently over the city.


  As we rose I determined to try the effect of my personality on the beetles. I approached the one who seemed to be the leader and, putting on the most woeful expression I could muster, I looked at the floor. He did not understand me and I pretended that I was falling and grasped at him. This time he nodded and stepped to the instrument board. In a moment the floor became visible. I thanked him as best I could in pantomime and approached the walls. They were so transparent that I felt an involuntary shrinking as I approached them. I edged my way cautiously forward until my outstretched hand encountered a solid substance. I looked out.


  At the slow speed we were traveling the drone of our motors was hardly audible to us, and I felt sure that it could not be heard on the ground. Once their curiosity was satisfied, our captors paid little or no attention to me and left me free to come and go as I wished. I made my way cautiously toward the children, but ran into a solid wall. Remembering Jim’s words, I made my way back toward him without displaying any interest.


  Jim could probably have wandered around as I did had he wished, but he chose to occupy his time differently. With his notebook and pencil he carried on an extensive conversation, if that term can be applied to a crudely executed set of drawings, with the leader of the beetles. I was not especially familiar with the methods of control of space ships and I could make nothing of the maze of dials and switches on the instrument board.


  For half an hour we drifted slowly along. Presently one of the beetles approached, seized my arm and turned me about. With one of his arms he pointed ahead. A mile away I could see another space flyer similar to the one we were on.


  “Here comes another one, Jim.” I called.


  “Yes, I saw it some time ago. I don’t know where the third one is.”


  “Are there three of them?”


  “Yes. Three of them came here yesterday and are exploring the country round about here. They are scouts sent out from the fleet of our brother planet to see if the road was clear and what the world was like. They spotted the hole through the layer with their telescope and sent their fleet out to pay us a visit. He tells me that the scouts have reported favorably and that the whole fleet, several thousand ships, as near as I can make out, are expected here this evening.”


  “Have you solved the secret of their invisibility?”


  “Partly. It is as I expected. The walls of the ship are double, the inner one of metal and the outer one of vitrolene or some similar perfectly transparent substance. The space between the walls is filled with some substance which will bend both visible and ultra-violet rays along a path around the ship and then lets them go in their original direction. The reason why we can see through the walls and see the protective coating of that ship coming is that they are generating some sort of a ray here which acts as a carrier for the visible light rays. I don’t know what sort of a ray it is, but when I get a good look at their generators, I may be able to tell. Are you beginning to itch and burn?”


  “Yes, I believe that I am, although I hadn’t noticed it until you spoke.”


  “I have been noticing it for some time. From its effects on the skin, I am inclined to believe it to be a ray of very short wave-length, possibly something like our X-ray, or even shorter.”


  “Have you found out what they intend to do with us?”


  “I don’t think they have decided yet. Possibly they are going to take us up to the leader of their fleet and let him decide. The cuss that is in command of this ship seems surprised to death to find out that I can comprehend the principles of his ship. He seems to think that I am a sort of a rara avis, a freak of nature. He intimated that he would recommend that we be used for vivisection.”


  “Good Lord!”


  “It’s not much more worse than the fate they design for the rest of their captives, at that.”


  “What is that?”


  “It’s a long story that I’ll have to tell you later. I want to watch this meeting.”


  The other ship had approached to within a few yards and floated stationary, while some sort of communication was exchanged between the two. I could not fathom the method used, but the commander of our craft clamped what looked like a pair of headphones against his body and plugged the end of a wire leading from them into his instrument board. From time to time various colored lights glowed on the board before him. After a time he uncoupled his device from the board, and one of the long rods shot out from our ship to the other. It returned in a moment clamped around the body of a young girl. As the came on board, she was lowered onto the deck beside the other children. Like them, she was stiff and motionless. I gave an exclamation and sprang forward.


  “Pete!”


  Jim’s voice recalled me to myself, and I watched the child laid with the others with as disinterested an expression as I could muster. I had never made a mistake in following Jim Carpenter’s lead and I knew that somewhere in his head a plan was maturing which might offer us some chance of escape.


  Our ship moved ahead down a long slant, gradually dropping nearer to the ground. I watched the maneuver with interest while Jim, with his friend the beetle commander, went over the ship. The insect was evidently amused at Jim and was determined to find out the limits of his intelligence, for he pointed out various controls and motors of the ship and made elaborate sketches which Jim seemed to comprehend fairly well.


  One of the beetles approached the control board and motioned me back. I stepped away from the board; evidently a port in the side of the vessel opened, for I felt a breath of air and could hear the hum of the city. I walked to the side and glanced down, and found that we were floating about twenty feet off the ground over a street on the edge of the city. On the street a short distance ahead of us two children, evidently returning from school, to judge by the books under their arms, were walking unsuspectingly along. A turn of the dial sped up our motors, and as the hum rang out in a louder key the children looked upward. Two of the long flexible wires shot out and wrapped themselves about the children; screaming, they were lifted into the space flyer. The port through which they came in shut with a clang and the ship rose rapidly into the air. The children were released from the wires which coiled themselves up on deck and the beetle who had operated them stepped forward and grasped the nearer of the children, a boy of about eleven, by the arm. He raised the boy, who was paralyzed with terror, up toward his head and gazed steadily into his eyes. Slowly the boy ceased struggling and became white and rigid. The beetle laid him on the deck and turned to the girl. Involuntarily I gave a shout and sprang forward, but Jim grasped me by the arm.


  “Keep quiet, you darned fool!” he cried. “We can do nothing now. Wait for a chance!”


  “We can’t stand here and see murder done!” I protested.


  “It’s not murder. Pete, those children aren’t being hurt. They are being hypnotized so that they can be transported to Mercury.”


  “Why are they taking them to Mercury?” I demanded.


  “As nearly as I can make out, there is a race of men up there who are subject to these beetles. This ship is radium propelled, and the men and women are the slaves who work in the radium mines. Of course the workers soon become sexless, but others are kept for breeding purposes to keep the race alive. Through generations of in-breeding, the stock is about played out and are getting too weak to be of much value.


  “The Mercurians have been studying the whole universe to find a race which will serve their purpose and they have chosen us to be the victims. When their fleet gets here, they plan to capture thousands of selected children and carry them to Mercury in order to infuse their blood into the decadent race of slaves they have. Those who are not suitable for breeding when they grow up will die as slaves in the radium mines.”


  “Horrible!” I gasped. “Why are they taking children, Jim? Wouldn’t adults suit their purpose better?”


  “They are afraid to take adults. On Mercury an earthman would have muscles of unheard of power and adults would constantly strive to rise against their masters. By getting children, they hope to raise them to know nothing else than a life of slavery and get the advantage of their strength without risk. It is a clever scheme.”


  “And are we to stand here and let them do it?”


  “Not on your life, but we had better hold easy for a while. If I can get a few minutes more with that brute I’ll know enough about running this ship that we can afford to do away with them. You have a pistol, haven’t you?”


  “No.”


  “The devil! I thought you had. I have an automatic, but it only carries eight shells. There are eleven of these insects and unless we can get the jump on them, they’ll do us. I saw what looks like a knife lying near the instrument board; get over near it and get ready to grab it as soon as you hear my pistol. These things are deaf and if I work it right I may be able to do several of them in before they know what’s happening. When you attack, don’t try to ram them in the back; their backplates are an inch thick and will be proof against a knife thrust. Aim at their eyes; if you can blind them, they’ll be helpless. Do you understand?”


  “I’ll do my best, Jim,” I replied. “Since you have told me their plans I am itching to get at them.”


  I edged over toward the knife, but as I did so I saw a better weapon. On the floor lay a bar of silvery metal about thirty inches long and an inch in diameter. I picked it up and toyed with it idly, meanwhile edging around to get behind the insect which I had marked for my first attentions. Jim was talking again by means of the notebook with his beetle friend. They walked around the ship, examining everything in it.


  “Are you ready, Pete?” came Jim’s voice at last.


  “All set,” I replied, getting a firmer grasp on my bar and edging toward one of the insects.


  “Well, don’t start until I fire. You notice the bug I am talking to? Don’t kill him unless you have to. This ship is a little too complicated for me to fathom, so I want this fellow taken prisoner. We’ll use him as our engineer when we take control.”


  “I understand.”


  “All right, get ready.”


  I kept my eye on Jim. He had drawn the beetle with whom he was talking to a position where they were behind the rest. Jim pointed at something behind the insect’s back and the beetle turned. As it did so, Jim whipped out his pistol and, taking careful aim, fired at one of the insects.


  As the sound of the shot rang out I raised my bar and leaped forward. I brought it down with crushing force on the head of the nearest beetle. My victim fell forward, and I heard Jim’s pistol bark again; but I had no time to watch him. As the beetle I struck fell the others turned and I had two of them coming at me with outstretched arms, ready to grasp me. I swung my bar, and the arm of one of them fell limp; but the other seized me with both its hands, and I felt the cruel hooks of its lower arms against the small of my back.


  One of my arms was still free; I swung my bar again, and it struck my captor on the back of the head. It was stunned by the blow and fell. I seized the knife from the floor, and threw myself down beside it and struck at its eyes, trying to roll it over so as to protect me from the other who was trying to grasp me.


  I felt hands clutch me from behind; I was wrenched loose from the body of my victim and lifted into the air. I was turned about and stared hard into the implacable crystalline eyes of one of the insects. For a moment my senses reeled and then, without volition, I dropped my bar. I remembered the children and realized that I was being hypnotized. I fought against the feeling, but my senses reeled and I almost went limp, when the sound of a pistol shot, almost in my ear, roused me. The spell of the beetle was momentarily broken. I thrust the knife which I still grasped at the eyes before me. My blow went home, but the insect raised me and bent me toward him until my head lay on top of his and the huge horns which adorned his head began to close. Another pistol shot sounded, and I was suddenly dropped.


  I grasped my bar as I fell and leaped up. The flyer was a shambles. Dead insects lay on all sides while Jim, smoking pistol in hand, was staring as though fascinated into the eyes of one of the surviving beetles. I ran forward and brought my bar down on the insect’s head, but as I did so I was grasped from behind.


  “Jim, help!” I cried as I was swung into the air. The insect whirled me around and then threw me to the floor. I had an impression of falling; then everything dissolved in a flash of light. I was unconscious only for a moment, and I came to to find Jim Carpenter standing over me, menacing my assailant with his gun.


  “Thanks, Jim,” I said faintly.


  “If you’re conscious again, get up and get your bar,” he replied. “My pistol is empty and I don’t know how long I can run a bluff on this fellow.”


  I scrambled to my feet and grasped the bar. Jim stepped behind me and reloaded his pistol.


  “All right,” he said when he had finished. “I’ll take charge of this fellow. Go around and see if the rest are dead. If they aren’t when you find them, see that they are when you leave them. We’re taking no prisoners.”


  I went the rounds of the prostrate insects. None of them were beyond moving except two whose heads had been crushed by my bar, but I obeyed Jim’s orders. When I rejoined him with my bloody bar, the only beetle left alive was the commander, whom Jim was covering with his pistol.


  “Take the gun,” he said when I reported my actions, “and give me the bar.”


  We exchanged weapons and Jim turned to the captive.


  “Now, old fellow,” he said grimly, “either you run this ship as I want you to, or you’re a dead Indian. Savvy?”


  He took his pencil and notebook from his pocket and drew a sketch of our Hadley space ship. On the other end of the sheet he drew a picture of the Mercurian ship, and then drew a line connecting the two. The insect looked at the sketch but made no movement.


  “All right, if that’s the way you feel about it,” said Jim. He raised the bar and brought it down with crushing force on one of the insect’s lower arms. The arm fell as though paralyzed and a blue light played across the beetle’s eyes. Jim extended the sketch again and raised the bar threateningly. The beetle moved over to the control board, Jim following closely, and set the ship in motion. Ten minutes later it rested on the ground beside the ship in which we had first taken the air.


  Following Jim’s pictured orders the beetle opened the door of the Mercurian ship and followed Jim into the Hadley. As we emerged from the Mercurian ship I looked back. It had vanished completely.


  “The children, Jim!” I gasped.


  “I haven’t forgotten them,” he replied, “but they are all right for the present. If we turned them loose now, we’d have ninety reporters around us in ten minutes. I want to get our generators modified first.”


  He pointed toward the spot where the Mercurian ship had stood and then toward our generators. The beetle hesitated, but Jim swung his bar against the insect’s side in a vicious blow. Again came the play of blue light over the eyes; the beetle bent over our generaters and set to work. Jim handed me the bar and bent over to help. They were both mechanics of a high order and they worked well together; in an hour the beetle started the generators and swung one of the searchlights toward his old ship. It leaped into view on the radium coated screen.


  “Good business!” ejaculated Jim. “We’ll repair this door; then we’ll be ready to release the children and start out.”


  We followed the beetle into the Mercurian ship, which it seemed to be able to see. It opened a door leading into another compartment of the flyer, and before us lay the bodies of eight children. The beetle lifted the first one, a little girl, up until his many-faceted eyes looked full into the closed ones of the child. There was a flicker of an eyelash, a trace of returning color, and then a scream of terror from the child. The beetle set the girl down and Jim bent over her.


  “It’s all right now, little lady,” he said, clumsily smoothing her hair.


  “You’re safe now. Run along to your mother. First Mortgage, take charge of her and take her outside. It isn’t well for children to see these things.”


  The child clung to my hand: I led her out of the ship, which promptly vanished as we left it. One by one, seven other children joined us, the last one, a miss of not over eight, in Jim’s arms. The beetle followed behind him.


  “Do any of you know where you are?” asked Jim as he came out.


  “I do, sir,” said one of the boys. “I live close to here.”


  “All right, take these youngsters to your house and tell your mother to telephone their parents to come and get them. If anyone asks you what happened, tell them to see Jim Carpenter to-morrow. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “All right, run along then. Now, First Mortgage, let’s go hunting.”


  We wired our captive up so securely that I felt that there was no possible chance of his escape; then, with Jim at the controls and me at the guns, we fared forth in search of the invaders. Back and forth over the city we flew without sighting another spaceship in the air. Jim gave an exclamation of impatience and swung on a wider circle, which took us out over the water. I kept the searchlights working. Presently, far ahead over the water, a dark spot came into view. I called to Jim and we approached it at top speed.


  “Don’t shoot until we are within four hundred yards,” cautioned Jim.


  I held my fire until we were within the specified distance. The newcomer was another of the Mercurian space-ships; with a feeling of joy I swung my beam until the cross-hairs of the screen rested full on the invader.


  “All ready!” I sung out.


  “If you are ready, Gridley, you may fire!” replied Jim. I pressed the gun button. The crash of the gun was followed by another report from outside as the radite shell burst against the Mercurian flyer. The deadly explosive did its work, and the shattered remains of the wreck fell, to be engulfed in the sea below.


  “That’s one!” cried Jim. “I’m afraid we won’t have time to hunt up the other right now. This bug told me that the other Mercurians are due here to-day, and I think we had better form ourselves into a reception committee and go up to the hole to meet them.”


  He sent the ship at high speed over the city until we hovered over the laboratory. We stopped for a moment, and Jim stepped to the radio telephone.


  “Hello, Williams,” he said, “how are things going? That’s fine. In an hour, you say? Well, speed it up as much as you can; we may call for it soon.”


  He turned both stern motors to full power, and we shot up like a rocket toward the hole in the protective layer through which the invaders had entered. In ten minutes we were at the altitude of the guard ships and Jim asked if anything had been seen. The report was negative; Jim left them below the layer and sent our flyer up through the hole into space. We reached the outer surface in another ten minutes and we were none too soon. Hardly had we debouched from the hole than ahead of us we saw another Mercurian flyer. It was a lone one, and Jim bent over the captive and held a hastily made sketch before him. The sketch showed three Mercurian flyers, one on the ground, one wrecked and the third one in the air. He touched the drawing of the one in the air and pointed toward our port hole and looked questioningly at the beetle. The insect inspected the flyer in space and nodded.


  “Good!” cried Jim. “That’s the third of the trio who came ahead as scouts. Get your gun ready, First Mortgage: we’re going to pick him off.”


  Our ship approached the doomed Mercurian. Again I waited until we were within four hundred yards; then I pressed the button which hurled it, a crumpled wreck, onto the outer surface of the heaviside layer.


  “Two!” cried Jim as we backed away.


  “Here come plenty more,” I cried as I swung the searchlight. Jim left his controls, glanced at the screen and whistled softly. Dropping toward us from space were hundreds of the Mercurian ships.


  “We got here just in time,” he said. “Break out your extra ammunition while I take to the hole. We can’t hope to do that bunch alone, so we’ll fight a rearguard action.”


  Since our bow gun would be the only one in action, I hastily moved the spare boxes of ammunition nearer to it while Jim maneuvered the Hadley over the hole. As the Mercurian fleet came nearer he started a slow retreat toward the earth. The Mercurians overtook us rapidly; Jim locked his controls at slow speed down and hurried to the bow gun.


  “Start shooting as soon as you can,” he said. “I’ll keep the magazine filled.”


  I swung the gun until the cross-hairs of the screen rested full on the leading ship and pressed the button. My aim was true, and the shattered fragments of the ship fell toward me. The balance of the fleet slowed down for an instant; I covered another one and pressed my button. The ship at which I had aimed was in motion and I missed it, but I had the satisfaction of seeing another one fall in fragments. Jim was loading the magazine as fast as I fired. I covered another ship and fired again. A third one of our enemies fell in ruins. The rest paused and drew off.


  “They’re retreating, Jim!” I cried.


  “Cease firing until they come on again,” he replied is he took the shells from the magazines of the other guns and piled them near the bow gun.


  I held my fire for a few minutes. The Mercurians retreated a short distance and then came on again with a rush. Twenty times my gun went off as fast as I could align it and press the trigger, and eighteen of the enemy ships were in ruins. Again the Mercurians retreated. I held my fire. We were falling more rapidly now and far below we could see the black spots which were the guard ships. I told Jim that they were in sight; he stepped to the radio telephone and ordered them to keep well away from the hole.


  Again the Mercurian ships came on with a rush, this time with beams of orange light stabbing a way before them. When I told Jim of this he jumped to the controls and shot our ship down at breakneck speed.


  “I don’t know what sort of fighting apparatus they have, but I don’t care to face it,” he said to me. “Fire if they get close; but I hope to get out of the hole before they are in range.”


  Fast as we fell, the Mercurians were coming faster, and they were not over eight hundred yards from us when he reached the level of the guard ships. Jim checked our speed; I managed to pick off three more of the invaders before we moved away from the hole. Jim stopped the side motion and jumped to the radio telephone.


  “Hello, Williams!” he shouted into the instrument. “Are you ready down there? Thank God! Full power at once, please!


  “Watch what happens,” he said to me, as he turned from the instrument.


  Some fifty of the Mercurian flyers had reached our level and had started to move toward us before anything happened. Then from below came a beam of intolerable light. Upward it struck, and the Mercurian ships on which it impinged disappeared in a flash of light.


  “A disintegrating ray,” explained Jim. “I suspected that it might be needed and I started Williams to rigging it up early this morning. I hated to use it because it may easily undo the work that six years have done in healing the break in the layer, but it was necessary. That ends the invasion, except for those ten or twelve ships ahead of us. How is your marksmanship? Can you pick off ten in ten shots?”


  “Watch me,” I said grimly as the ship started to move.


  Pride goeth ever before a fall: it took me sixteen shots to demolish the eleven ships which had escaped destruction from the ray. As the last one fell in ruins, Jim ordered the ray shut off. We fell toward the ground.


  “What are we going to do with our prisoner?” I asked.


  Jim looked at the beetle meditatively.


  “He would make a fine museum piece if he were stuffed,” he said, “but on the whole, I think we’ll let him go. He is an intelligent creature and will probably be happier on Mercury than anywhere else. What do you say that we put him on his ship and turn him loose?”


  “To lead another invasion?” I asked.


  “I think not. He has seen what has happened to this one and is more likely to warn them to keep away. In any event, if we equip the guard ships with a ray that will show the Mercurian ships up and keep the disintegrating ray ready for action, we needn’t fear another invasion. Let’s let him go.”


  “It suits me all right, Jim, but I hold out for one thing. I will never dare to face McQuarrie again if I fail to get a picture of him. I insist on taking his photograph before we turn him loose.”


  “All right, go ahead,” laughed Jim. “He ought to be able to stand that, if you’ll spare him an interview.”


  An hour later we watched the Mercurian flyer disappear into space.


  “I hope I’ve seen the last of those bugs,” I said as the flyer faded from view.


  “I don’t know,” said Jim thoughtfully. “If I have interpreted correctly the drawings that creature made, there is a race of manlike bipeds on Mercury who are slaves to those beetles and who live and die in the horrible atmosphere of a radium mine. Some of these days I may lead an expedition to our sister planet and look into that matter.”


  DEATH OF A SPACEMAN


  Walter M. Miller, Jr.


  The manner in which a man has lived is often the key to the way he will die. Take old man Donegal, for example. Most of his adult life was spent in digging a hole through space to learn what was on the other side. Would he go out the same way?


  Old Donegal was dying. They had all known it was coming, and they watched it come—his haggard wife, his daughter, and now his grandson, home on emergency leave from the pre-astronautics academy. Old Donegal knew it too, and had known it from the beginning, when he had begun to lose control of his legs and was forced to walk with a cane. But most of the time, he pretended to let them keep the secret they shared with the doctors—that the operations had all been failures, and that the cancer that fed at his spine would gnaw its way brainward until the paralysis engulfed vital organs, and then Old Donegal would cease to be. It would be cruel to let them know that he knew. Once, weeks ago, he had joked about the approaching shadows.


  “Buy the plot back where people won’t walk over it, Martha,” he said. “Get it way back under the cedars—next to the fence. There aren’t many graves back there yet. I want to be alone.”


  “Don’t talk that way, Donny!” his wife had choked. “You’re not dying.”


  His eyes twinkled maliciously. “Listen, Martha, I want to be buried face-down. I want to be buried with my back to space, understand? Don’t let them lay me out like a lily.”


  “Donny, please!”


  “They oughta face a man the way he’s headed,” Donegal grunted. “I been up—way up. Now I’m going straight down.”


  Martha had fled from the room in tears. He had never done it again, except to the interns and nurses, who, while they insisted that he was going to get well, didn’t mind joking with him about it.


  Martha can bear my death, he thought, can bear pre-knowledge of it. But she couldn’t bear thinking that he might take it calmly. If he accepted death gracefully, it would be like deliberately leaving her, and Old Donegal had decided to help her believe whatever would be comforting to her in such a troublesome moment.


  “When’ll they let me out of this bed again?” he complained.


  “Be patient, Donny,” she sighed. “It won’t be long. You’ll be up and around before you know it.”


  “Back on the moon-run, maybe?” he offered. “Listen, Martha, I been planet-bound too long. I’m not too old for the moon-run, am I? Sixty-three’s not so old.”


  That had been carrying things too far. She knew he was hoaxing, and dabbed at her eyes again. The dead must humor the mourners, he thought, and the sick must comfort the visitors. It was always so.


  But it was harder, now that the end was near. His eyes were hazy, and his thoughts unclear. He could move his arms a little, clumsily, but feeling was gone from them. The rest of his body was lost to him. Sometimes he seemed to feel his stomach and his hips, but the sensation was mostly an illusion offered by higher nervous centers, like the “ghost-arm” that an amputee continues to feel. The wires were down, and he was cut off from himself.


  He lay wheezing on the hospital bed, in his own room, in his own rented flat. Gaunt and unshaven, gray as winter twilight, he lay staring at the white net curtains that billowed gently in the breeze from the open window. There was no sound in the room but the sound of breathing and the loud ticking of an alarm clock. Occasionally he heard a chair scraping on the stone terrace next door, and the low mutter of voices, sometimes laughter, as the servants of the Keith mansion arranged the terrace for late afternoon guests.


  With considerable effort, he rolled his head toward Martha who sat beside the bed, pinch-faced and weary.


  “You ought to get some sleep,” he said.


  “I slept yesterday. Don’t talk, Donny. It tires you.”


  “You ought to get more sleep. You never sleep enough. Are you afraid I’ll get up and run away if you go to sleep for a while?”


  She managed a brittle smile. “There’ll be plenty of time for sleep when . . . when you’re well again.” The brittle smile fled and she swallowed hard, like swallowing a fish-bone. He glanced down, and noticed that she was squeezing his hand spasmodically.


  There wasn’t much left of the hand, he thought. Bones and ugly tight-stretched hide spotted with brown. Bulging knuckles with yellow cigaret stains. My hand. He tried to tighten it, tried to squeeze Martha’s thin one in return. He watched it open and contract a little, but it was like operating a remote-control mechanism. Goodbye, hand, you’re leaving me the way my legs did, he told it. I’ll see you again in hell. How hammy can you get, Old Donegal? You maudlin ass.


  “Requiescat,” he muttered over the hand, and let it lie in peace.


  Perhaps she heard him. “Donny,” she whispered, leaning closer, “won’t you let me call the priest now? Please.”


  He rattled a sigh and rolled his head toward the window again. “Are the Keiths having a party today?” he asked. “Sounds like they’re moving chairs out on the terrace.”


  “Please, Donny, the priest?”


  He let his head roll aside and closed his eyes, as if asleep. The bed shook slightly as she quickly caught at his wrist to feel for a pulse.


  “If I’m not dying, I don’t need a priest,” he said sleepily.


  “That’s not right,” she scolded softly. “You know that’s not right, Donny. You know better.”


  Maybe I’m being too rough on her? he wondered. He hadn’t minded getting baptized her way, and married her way, and occasionally priest-handled the way she wanted him to when he was home from a space-run, but when it came to dying, Old Donegal wanted to do it his own way.


  He opened his eyes at the sound of a bench being dragged across the stone terrace. “Martha, what kind of a party are the Keiths having today?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” she said stiffly. “You’d think they’d have a little more respect. You’d think they’d put it off a few days.”


  “Until—?”


  “Until you feel better.”


  “I feel fine, Martha. I like parties. I’m glad they’re having one. Pour me a drink, will you? I can’t reach the bottle anymore.”


  “It’s empty.”


  “No, it isn’t, Martha, it’s still a quarter full. I know. I’ve been watching it.”


  “You shouldn’t have it, Donny. Please don’t.”


  “But this is a party, Martha. Besides, the doctor says I can have whatever I want. Whatever I want, you hear? That means I’m getting well, doesn’t it?”


  “Sure, Donny, sure. Getting well.”


  “The whiskey, Martha. Just a finger in a tumbler, no more. I want to feel like it’s a party.”


  Her throat was rigid as she poured it. She helped him get the tumbler to his mouth. The liquor seared his throat, and he gagged a little as the fumes clogged his nose. Good whiskey, the best—but he couldn’t take it any more. He eyed the green stamp on the neck of the bottle on the bed-table and grinned. He hadn’t had whiskey like that since his space-days. Couldn’t afford it now, not on a blastman’s pension.


  He remembered how he and Caid used to smuggle a couple of fifths aboard for the moon-run. If they caught you, it meant suspension, but there was no harm in it, not for the blastroom men who had nothing much to do from the time the ship acquired enough velocity for the long, long coaster ride until they started the rockets again for Lunar landing. You could drink a fifth, jettison the bottle through the trash lock, and sober up before you were needed again. It was the only way to pass the time in the cramped cubicle, unless you ruined your eyes trying to read by the glow-lamps. Old Donegal chuckled. If he and Caid had stayed on the run, Earth would have a ring by now, like Saturn—a ring of Old Granddad bottles.


  “You said it, Donny-boy,” said the misty man by the billowing curtains. “Who else knows the gegenschein is broken glass?”


  Donegal laughed. Then he wondered what the man was doing there. The man was lounging against the window, and his unzipped space rig draped about him in an old familiar way. Loose plug-in connections and hose-ends dangled about his lean body. He was freckled and grinning.


  “Caid,” Old Donegal breathed softly.


  “What did you say, Donny?” Martha answered.


  Old Donegal blinked hard and shook his head. Something let go with a soggy snap, and the misty man was gone. I’d better take it easy on the whiskey, he thought. You got to wait, Donegal, old lush, until Nora and Ken get here. You can’t get drunk until they’re gone, or you might get them mixed up with memories like Caid’s.


  Car doors slammed in the street below. Martha glanced toward the window.


  “Think it’s them? I wish they’d get here. I wish they’d hurry.”


  Martha arose and tiptoed to the window. She peered down toward the sidewalk, put on a sharp frown. He heard a distant mutter of voices and occasional laughter, with group-footsteps milling about on the sidewalk. Martha murmured her disapproval and closed the window.


  “Leave it open,” he said.


  “But the Keiths’ guests are starting to come. There’ll be such a racket.” She looked at him hopefully, the way she did when she prompted his manners before company came.


  Maybe it wasn’t decent to listen in on a party when you were dying, he thought. But that wasn’t the reason. Donegal, your chamber-pressure’s dropping off. Your brains are in your butt-end, where a spacer’s brains belong, but your butt-end died last month. She wants the window closed for her own sake, not yours.


  “Leave it closed,” he grunted. “But open it again before the moon-run blasts off. I want to listen.”


  She smiled and nodded, glancing at the clock. “It’ll be an hour and a half yet. I’ll watch the time.”


  “I hate that clock. I wish you’d throw it out. It’s loud.”


  “It’s your medicine-clock, Donny.” She came back to sit down at his bedside again. She sat in silence. The clock filled the room with its clicking pulse.


  “What time are they coming?” he asked.


  “Nora and Ken? They’ll be here soon. Don’t fret.”


  “Why should I fret?” He chuckled. “That boy—he’ll be a good spacer, won’t he, Martha?”


  Martha said nothing, fanned at a fly that crawled across his pillow. The fly buzzed up in an angry spiral and alighted on the ceiling. Donegal watched it for a time. The fly had natural-born space-legs. I know your tricks, he told it with a smile, and I learned to walk on the bottomside of things before you were a maggot. You stand there with your magnasoles hanging to the hull, and the rest of you’s in free fall. You jerk a sole loose, and your knee flies up to your belly, and reaction spins you half-around and near throws your other hip out of joint if you don’t jam the foot down fast and jerk up the other. It’s worse’n trying to run through knee-deep mud with snow-shoes, and a man’ll go nuts trying to keep his arms and legs from taking off in odd directions. I know your tricks, fly. But the fly was born with his magnasoles, and he trotted across the ceiling like Donegal never could.


  “That boy Ken—he ought to make a damn good space-engineer,” wheezed the old man.


  Her silence was long, and he rolled his head toward her again. Her lips tight, she stared down at the palm of his hand, unfolded his bony fingers, felt the cracked calluses that still welted the shrunken skin, calluses worn there by the linings of space gauntlets and the handles of fuel valves, and the rungs of get-about ladders during free fall.


  “I don’t know if I should tell you,” she said.


  “Tell me what, Martha?”


  She looked up slowly, scrutinizing his face. “Ken’s changed his mind, Nora says. Ken doesn’t like the academy. She says he wants to go to medical school.”


  Old Donegal thought it over, nodded absently. “That’s fine. Space-medics get good pay.” He watched her carefully.


  She lowered her eyes, rubbed at his calluses again. She shook her head slowly. “He doesn’t want to go to space.”


  The clock clicked loudly in the closed room.


  “I thought I ought to tell you, so you won’t say anything to him about it,” she added.


  Old Donegal looked grayer than before. After a long silence, he rolled his head away and looked toward the limp curtains.


  “Open the window, Martha,” he said.


  Her tongue clucked faintly as she started to protest, but she said nothing. After frozen seconds, she sighed and went to open it. The curtains billowed, and a babble of conversation blew in from the terrace of the Keith mansion. With the sound came the occasional brassy discord of a musician tuning his instrument. She clutched the window-sash as if she wished to slam it closed again.


  “Well! Music!” grunted Old Donegal. “That’s good. This is some shebang. Good whiskey and good music and you.” He chuckled, but it choked off into a fit of coughing.


  “Donny, about Ken—”


  “No matter, Martha,” he said hastily. “Space-medic’s pay is good.”


  “But, Donny—” She turned from the window, stared at him briefly, then said, “Sure, Donny, sure,” and came back to sit down by his bed.


  He smiled at her affectionately. She was a man’s woman, was Martha—always had been, still was. He had married her the year he had gone to space—a lissome, wistful, old-fashioned lass, with big violet eyes and gentle hands and gentle thoughts—and she had never complained about the long and lonely weeks between blast-off and glide-down, when most spacers’ wives listened to the psychiatrists and soap-operas and soon developed the symptoms that were expected of them, either because the symptoms were chic, or because they felt they should do something to earn the pity that was extended to them. “It’s not so bad,” Martha had assured him. “The house keeps me busy till Nora’s home from school, and then there’s a flock of kids around till dinner. Nights are a little empty, but if there’s a moon, I can always go out on the porch and look at it and know where you are. And Nora gets out the telescope you built her, and we make a game of it. ‘Seeing if Daddy’s still at the office,’ she calls it.”


  “Those were the days,” he muttered.


  “What, Donny?”


  “Do you remember that Steve Farran song?”


  She paused, frowning thoughtfully. There were a lot of Steve Farran songs, but after a moment she picked the right one, and sang it softly . . .


  “O moon whereo’er the clouds fly, Beyond the willow tree, There is a ramblin’ space guy I wish you’d save for me.


  “Mare Tranquillitatis, O dark and tranquil sea, Until he drops from heaven, Rest him there with thee . . .”


  Her voice cracked, and she laughed. Old Donegal chuckled weakly.


  “Fried mush,” he said. “That one made the cats wilt their ears and wail at the moon.


  “I feel real crazy,” he added. “Hand me the king kong, fluff-muff.”


  “Keep cool, Daddy-O, you’ve had enough.” Martha reddened and patted his arm, looking pleased. Neither of them had talked that way, even in the old days, but the out-dated slang brought back memories—school parties, dances at the Rocketport Club, the early years of the war when Donegal had jockeyed an R-43 fighter in the close-space assaults against the Soviet satellite project. The memories were good.


  A brassy blare of modern “slide” arose suddenly from the Keith terrace as the small orchestra launched into its first number. Martha caught an angry breath and started toward the window.


  “Leave it,” he said. “It’s a party. Whiskey, Martha. Please—just a small one.”


  She gave him a hurtful glance.


  “Whiskey. Then you can call the priest.”


  “Donny, it’s not right. You know it’s not right—to bargain for such as that.”


  “All right. Whiskey. Forget the priest.”


  She poured it for him, and helped him get it down, and then went out to make the phone-call. Old Donegal lay shuddering over the whiskey taste and savoring the burn in his throat. Jesus, but it was good.


  You old bastard, he thought, you got no right to enjoy life when nine-tenths of you is dead already, and the rest is foggy as a thermal dust-rise on the lunar maria at hell-dawn. But it wasn’t a bad way to die. It ate your consciousness away from the feet up; it gnawed away the Present, but it let you keep the Past, until everything faded and blended. Maybe that’s what Eternity was, he thought—one man’s subjective Past, all wrapped up and packaged for shipment, a single space-time entity, a one-man microcosm of memories, when nothing else remains.


  “If I’ve got a soul, I made it myself,” he told the gray nun at the foot of his bed.


  The nun held out a pie pan, rattled a few coins in it. “Contribute to the Radiation Victims’ Relief?” the nun purred softly.


  “I know you,” he said. “You’re my conscience. You hang around the officers’ mess, and when we get back from a sortie, you make us pay for the damage we did. But that was forty years ago.”


  The nun smiled, and her luminous eyes were on him softly. “Mother of God!” he breathed, and reached for the whiskey. His arm obeyed. The last drink had done him good. He had to watch his hand to see where it was going, and squeezed the neck until his fingers whitened so that he knew that he had it, but he got it off the table and onto his chest, and he got the cork out with his teeth. He had a long pull at the bottle, and it made his eyes water and his hands grow weak. But he got it back to the table without spilling a bit, and he was proud of himself.


  The room was spinning like the cabin of a gyro-gravved ship. By the time he wrestled it to a standstill, the nun was gone. The blare of music from the Keith terrace was louder, and laughing voices blended with it. Chairs scraping and glasses rattling. A fine party, Keith, I’m glad you picked today. This shebang would be the younger Keith’s affair. Ronald Tonwyler Keith, III, scion of Orbital Engineering and Construction Company—builders of the moon-shuttle ships that made the run from the satellite station to Luna and back.


  It’s good to have such important neighbors, he thought. He wished he had been able to meet them while he was still up and about. But the Keiths’ place was walled-in, and when a Keith came out, he charged out in a limousine with a chauffeur at the wheel, and the iron gate closed again. The Keiths built the wall when the surrounding neighborhood began to grow shabby with age. It had once been the best of neighborhoods, but that was before Old Donegal lived in it. Now it consisted of sooty old houses and rented flats, and the Keith place was really not a part of it anymore. Nevertheless, it was really something when a pensioned blastman could say, “I live out close to the Keiths—you know, the Ronald Keiths.” At least, that’s what Martha always told him.


  The music was so loud that he never heard the doorbell ring, but when a lull came, he heard Nora’s voice downstairs, and listened hopefully for Ken’s. But when they came up, the boy was not with them.


  “Hello, skinny-britches,” he greeted his daughter.


  Nora grinned and came over to kiss him. Her hair dangled about his face, and he noticed that it was blacker than usual, with the gray streaks gone from it again.


  “You smell good,” he said.


  “You don’t, Pops. You smell like a sot. Naughty!”


  “Where’s Ken?”


  She moistened her lips nervously and looked away. “He couldn’t come. He had to take a driver’s lesson. He really couldn’t help it. If he didn’t go, he’d lose his turn, and then he wouldn’t finish before he goes back to the academy.” She looked at him apologetically.


  “It’s all right, Nora.”


  “If he missed it, he wouldn’t get his copter license until summer.”


  “It’s okay. Copters! Hell, the boy should be in jets by now!”


  Several breaths passed in silence. She gazed absently toward the window and shook her head. “No jets, Pop. Not for Ken.”


  He glowered at her. “Listen! How’ll he get into space? He’s got to get his jet licenses first. Can’t get in rockets without ‘em.”


  Nora shot a quick glance at her mother. Martha rolled her eyes as if sighing patiently. Nora went to the window to stare down toward the Keith terrace. She tucked a cigaret between scarlet lips, lit it, blew nervous smoke against the pane.


  “Mom, can’t you call them and have that racket stopped?”


  “Donny says he likes it.”


  Nora’s eyes flitted over the scene below. “Female butterflies and puppy-dogs in sport jackets. And the cadets.” She snorted. “Cadets! Imagine Ron Keith the Third ever going to space. The old man buys his way into the academy, and they throw a brawl as if Ronny passed the Compets.”


  “Maybe he did,” growled Old Donegal.


  “Hah!”


  “They live in a different world, I guess,” Martha sighed.


  “If it weren’t for men like Pops, they’d never’ve made their fortune.”


  “I like the music, I tell you,” grumbled the old man.


  “I’m half-a-mind to go over there and tell them off,” Nora murmured.


  “Let them alone. Just so they’ll stop the racket for blast-away.”


  “Look at them!—polite little pattern-cuts, all alike. They take pre-space, because it’s the thing to do. Then they quit before the pay-off comes.”


  “How do you know they’ll quit?”


  “That party—I bet it cost six months’ pay, spacer’s pay,” she went on, ignoring him. “And what do real spacers get? Oley gets killed, and Pop’s pension wouldn’t feed the Keiths’ cat.”


  “You don’t understand, girl.”


  “I lost Oley. I understand enough.”


  He watched her silently for a moment, then closed his eyes. It was no good trying to explain, no good trying to tell her the dough didn’t mean a damn thing. She’d been a spacer’s wife, and that was bad enough, but now she was a spacer’s widow. And Oley? Oley’s tomb revolved around the sun in an eccentric orbit that spun-in close to Mercury, then reached out into the asteroid belt, once every 725 days. When it came within rocket radius of Earth, it whizzed past at close to fifteen miles a second.


  You don’t rescue a ship like that, skinny-britches, my darling daughter. Nor do you salvage it after the crew stops screaming for help. If you use enough fuel to catch it, you won’t get back. You just leave such a ship there forever, like an asteroid, and it’s a damn shame about the men trapped aboard. Heroes all, no doubt—but the smallness of the widow’s monthly check failed to confirm the heroism, and Nora was bitter about the price of Oley’s memory, perhaps.


  Ouch! Old Donegal, you know she’s not like that. It’s just that she can’t understand about space. You ought to make her understand.


  But did he really understand himself? You ride hot in a roaring blastroom, hands tense on the mixer controls and the pumps, eyes glued to instruments, body sucked down in a four-gravity thrust, and wait for the command to choke it off. Then you float free and weightless in a long nightmare as the beast coasts moonward, a flung javelin.


  The “romance” of space—drivel written in the old days. When you’re not blasting, you float in a cramped hotbox, crawl through dirty mazes of greasy pipe and cable to tighten a lug, scratch your arms and bark your shins, get sick and choked up because no gravity helps your gullet get the food down. Liquid is worse, but you gag your whiskey down because you have to.


  Stars?—you see stars by squinting through a viewing lens, and it’s like a photo-transparency, and if you aren’t careful, you’ll get an eyeful of Old Blinder and back off with a punch-drunk retina.


  Adventure?—unless the skipper calls for course-correction, you float around in the blast-cubicle with damn little to do between blast-away and moon-down, except sweat out the omniscient accident statistics. If the beast blows up or gets gutted in space, a statistic had your name on it, that’s all, and there’s no fighting back. You stay outwardly sane because you’re a hog for punishment; if you weren’t, you’d never get past the psychologists.


  “Did you like horror movies when you were a kid?” asked the psych. And you’d damn well better answer “yes,” if you want to go to space.


  Tell her, old man, you’re her pop. Tell her why it’s worth it, if you know. You jail yourself in a coffin-size cubicle, and a crazy beast thunders berserk for uncontrollable seconds, and then you soar in ominous silence for the long, long hours. Grow sweaty, filthy, sick, miserable, idle—somewhere out in Big Empty, where Man’s got no business except the trouble he always makes for himself wherever he goes. Tell her why it’s worth it, for pay less than a good bricklayer’s. Tell her why Oley would do it again.


  “It’s a sucker’s run, Nora,” he said. “You go looking for kicks, but the only kicks you get to keep is what Oley got. God knows why—but it’s worth it.”


  Nora said nothing. He opened his eyes slowly. Nora was gone. Had she been there at all?


  He blinked around at the fuzzy room, and dissolved the shifting shadows that sometimes emerged as old friendly faces, grinning at him. He found Martha.


  “You went to sleep,” said Martha. “She had to go. Kennie called. He’ll be over later, if you’re not too tired.”


  “I’m not tired. I’m all head. There’s nothing much to get tired.”


  “I love you, Old Donegal.”


  “Hold my hand again.”


  “I’m holding it, old man.”


  “Then hold me where I can feel it.”


  She slid a thin arm under his neck, and bent over his face to kiss him. She was crying a little, and he was glad she could do it now without fleeing the room.


  “Can I talk about dying now?” he wondered aloud.


  She pinched her lips together and shook her head.


  “I lie to myself, Martha. You know how much I lie to myself?”


  She nodded slowly and stroked his gray temples.


  “I lie to myself about Ken, and about dying. If Ken turned spacer, I wouldn’t die—that’s what I told myself. You know?”


  She shook her head. “Don’t talk, Donny, please.”


  “A man makes his own soul, Martha.”


  “That’s not true. You shouldn’t say things like that.”


  “A man makes his own soul, but it dies with him, unless he can pour it into his kids and his grandchildren before he goes. I lied to myself. Ken’s a yellow-belly. Nora made him one, and the boots won’t fit.”


  “Don’t, Donny. You’ll excite yourself again.”


  “I was going to give him the boots—the over-boots with magnasoles. But they won’t fit him. They won’t ever fit him. He’s a lily-livered lap-dog, and he whines. Bring me my boots, woman.”


  “Donny!”


  “The boots, they’re in my locker in the attic. I want them.”


  “What on earth!”


  “Bring me my goddam space boots and put them on my feet. I’m going to wear them.”


  “You can’t; the priest’s coming.”


  “Well, get them anyway. What time is it? You didn’t let me sleep through the moon-run blast, did you?”


  She shook her head. “It’s half an hour yet . . . I’ll get the boots if you promise not to make me put them on you.”


  “I want them on.”


  “You can’t, until Father Paul’s finished.”


  “Do I have to get my feet buttered?”


  She sighed. “I wish you wouldn’t say things like that. I wish you wouldn’t, Donny. It’s sacrilege, you know it is.”


  “All right—‘anointed’,” he corrected wearily.


  “Yes, you do.”


  “The boots, woman, the boots.”


  She went to get them. While she was gone, the doorbell rang, and he heard her quick footsteps on the stairs, and then Father Paul’s voice asking about the patient. Old Donegal groaned inwardly. After the priest, the doctor would come, at the usual time, to see if he were dead yet. The doctor had let him come home from the hospital to die, and the doctor was getting impatient. Why don’t they let me alone? he growled. Why don’t they let me handle it in my own way, and stop making a fuss over it? I can die and do a good job of it without a lot of outside interference, and I wish they’d quit picking at me with syringes and sacraments and enemas. All he wanted was a chance to listen to the orchestra on the Keith terrace, to drink the rest of his whiskey, and to hear the beast blast-away for the satellite on the first lap of the run to Luna.


  It’s going to be my last day, he thought. My eyes are going fuzzy, and I can’t breathe right, and the throbbing’s hurting my head. Whether he lived through the night wouldn’t matter, because delirium was coming over him, and then there would be the coma, and the symbolic fight to keep him pumping and panting. I’d rather die tonight and get it over with, he thought, but they probably won’t let me go.


  He heard their voices coming up the stairs . . .


  “Nora tried to get them to stop it, Father, but she couldn’t get in to see anybody but the butler. He told her he’d tell Mrs. Keith, but nothing happened. It’s just as loud as before.”


  “Well, as long as Donny doesn’t mind—”


  “He just says that. You know how he is.”


  “What’re they celebrating, Martha?”


  “Young Ronald’s leaving—for pre-space training. It’s a going-away affair.” They paused in the doorway. The small priest smiled in at Donegal and nodded. He set his black bag on the floor inside, winked solemnly at the patient.


  “I’ll leave you two alone,” said Martha. She closed the door and her footsteps wandered off down the hall.


  Donegal and the young priest eyed each other warily.


  “You look like hell, Donegal,” the padre offered jovially. “Feeling nasty?”


  “Skip the small talk. Let’s get this routine over with.”


  The priest humphed thoughtfully, sauntered across to the bed, gazed down at the old man disinterestedly. “What’s the matter? Don’t want the ‘routine’? Rather play it tough?”


  “What’s the difference?” he growled. “Hurry up and get out. I want to hear the beast blast off.”


  “You won’t be able to,” said the priest, glancing at the window, now closed again. “That’s quite a racket next door.”


  “They’d better stop for it. They’d better quiet down for it. They’ll have to turn it off for five minutes or so.”


  “Maybe they won’t.”


  It was a new idea, and it frightened him. He liked the music, and the party’s gaiety, the nearness of youth and good times—but it hadn’t occurred to him that it wouldn’t stop so he could hear the beast.


  “Don’t get upset, Donegal. You know what a blast-off sounds like.”


  “But it’s the last one. The last time. I want to hear.”


  “How do you know it’s the last time?”


  “Hell, don’t I know when I’m kicking off?”


  “Maybe, maybe not. It’s hardly your decision.”


  “It’s not, eh?” Old Donegal fumed. “Well, bigawd you’d think it wasn’t. You’d think it was Martha’s and yours and that damfool medic’s. You’d think I got no say-so. Who’s doing it anyway?”


  “I would guess,” Father Paul grunted sourly, “that Providence might appreciate His fair share of the credit.”


  Old Donegal made a surly noise and hunched his head back into the pillow to glower.


  “You want me?” the priest asked. “Or is this just a case of wifely conscience?”


  “What’s the difference? Give me the business and scram.”


  “No soap. Do you want the sacrament, or are you just being kind to your wife? If it’s for Martha, I’ll go now.”


  Old Donegal glared at him for a time, then wilted. The priest brought his bag to the bedside.


  “Bless me, father, for I have sinned.”


  “Bless you, son.”


  “I accuse myself . . .”


  Tension, anger, helplessness—they had piled up on him, and now he was feeling the after-effects. Vertigo, nausea, and the black confetti—a bad spell. The whiskey—if he could only reach the whiskey. Then he remembered he was receiving a Sacrament, and struggled to get on with it. Tell him, old man, tell him of your various rottennesses and vile transgressions, if you can remember some. A sin is whatever you’re sorry for, maybe. But Old Donegal, you’re sorry for the wrong things, and this young jesuitical gadget wouldn’t like listening to it. I’m sorry I didn’t get it instead of Oley, and I’m sorry I fought in the war, and I’m sorry I can’t get out of this bed and take a belt to my daughter’s backside for making a puny whelp out of Ken, and I’m sorry I gave Martha such a rough time all these years—and wound up dying in a cheap flat, instead of giving her things like the Keiths had. I wish I had been a sharpster, contractor, or thief . . . instead of a common laboring spacer, whose species lost its glamor after the war.


  Listen, old man, you made your soul yourself, and it’s yours. This young dispenser of oils, substances, and mysteries wishes only to help you scrape off the rough edges and gouge out the bad spots. He will not steal it, nor distort it with his supernatural chisels, nor make fun of it. He can take nothing away, but only cauterize and neutralize, he says, so why not let him try? Tell him the rotten messes.


  “Are you finished, my son?”


  Old Donegal nodded wearily, and said what he was asked to say, and heard the soft mutter of Latin that washed him inside and behind his ghostly ears . . . ego te absolvo in Nomine Patris . . . and he accepted the rest of it lying quietly in the candlelight and the red glow of the sunset through the window, while the priest anointed him and gave him bread, and read the words of the soul in greeting its spouse: “I was asleep, but my heart waked; it is the voice of my beloved calling: come to me my love, my dove, my undefiled . . .” and from beyond the closed window came the sarcastic wail of a clarinet painting hot slides against a rhythmic background.


  It wasn’t so bad, Old Donegal thought when the priest was done. He felt like a schoolboy in a starched shirt on Sunday morning, and it wasn’t a bad feeling, though it left him weak.


  The priest opened the window for him again, and repacked his bag. “Ten minutes till blast-off,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do about the racket next door.”


  When he was gone, Martha came back in, and he looked at her face and was glad. She was smiling when she kissed him, and she looked less tired.


  “Is it all right for me to die now?” he grunted.


  “Donny, don’t start that again.”


  “Where’s the boots? You promised to bring them?”


  “They’re in the hall. Donny, you don’t want them.”


  “I want them, and I want a drink of whiskey, and I want to hear them fire the beast.” He said it slow and hard, and he left no room for argument.


  When she had got the huge boots over his shrunken feet, the magnasoles clanged against the iron bedframe and clung there, and she rolled him up so that he could look at them, and Old Donegal chuckled inside. He felt warm and clean and pleasantly dizzy.


  “The whiskey, Martha, and for God’s sake, make them stop the noise till after the firing. Please!”


  She went to the window and looked out for a long time. Then she came back and poured him an insignificant drink.


  “Well?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “I saw Father Paul on the terrace, talking to somebody.”


  “Is it time?”


  She glanced at the clock, looked at him doubtfully, and nodded. “Nearly time.”


  The orchestra finished a number, but the babble of laughing voices continued. Old Donegal sagged. “They won’t do it. They’re the Keiths, Martha. Why should I ruin their party?”


  She turned to stare at him, slowly shook her head. He heard someone shouting, but then a trumpet started softly, introducing a new number. Martha sucked in a hurt breath, pressed her hands together, and hurried from the room.


  “It’s too late,” he said after her.


  Her footsteps stopped on the stairs. The trumpet was alone. Donegal listened; and there was no babble of voices, and the rest of the orchestra was silent. Only the trumpet sang—and it puzzled him, hearing the same slow bugle-notes of the call played at the lowering of the colors.


  The trumpet stopped suddenly. Then he knew it had been for him.


  A brief hush—then thunder came from the blast-station two miles to the west. First the low reverberation, rattling the windows, then the rising growl as the sleek beast knifed skyward on a column of blue-white hell. It grew and grew until it drowned the distant traffic sounds and dominated the silence outside.


  Quit crying, you old fool, you maudlin ass . . .


  “My boots,” he whispered, “my boots . . . please . . .”


  “You’ve got them on, Donny.”


  He sank quietly then. He closed his eyes and let his heart go up with the beast, and he sank into the gravity padding of the blastroom, and Caid was with him, and Oley. And when Ronald Keith, III, instructed the orchestra to play Blastroom Man, after the beast’s rumble had waned, Old Donegal was on his last moon-run, and he was grinning. He’d had a good day.


  Martha went to the window to stare out at the thin black trail that curled starward above the blast-station through the twilight sky. Guests on the terrace were watching it too.


  The doorbell rang. That would be Ken, too late. She closed the window against the chill breeze, and went back to the bed. The boots, the heavy, clumsy boots—they clung to the bedframe, with his feet half out of them. She took them off gently and set them out of company’s sight. Then she went to answer the door.


  THE STOKER AND THE STARS


  Algis Budrys


  When you’ve had your ears pinned back in a bowknot, it’s sometimes hard to remember that an intelligent people has no respect for a whipped enemy . . . but does for a fairly beaten enemy.


  Know him? Yes, I know him—knew him. That was twenty years ago.


  Everybody knows him now. Everybody who passed him on the street knows him. Everybody who went to the same schools, or even to different schools in different towns, knows him now. Ask them. But I knew him. I lived three feet away from him for a month and a half. I shipped with him and called him by his first name.


  What was he like? What was he thinking, sitting on the edge of his bunk with his jaw in his palm and his eyes on the stars? What did he think he was after?


  Well . . . Well, I think he—You know, I think I never did know him, after all. Not well. Not as well as some of those people who’re writing the books about him seem to.


  I couldn’t really describe him to you. He had a duffelbag in his hand and a packed airsuit on his back. The skin of his face had been dried out by ship’s air, burned by ultraviolet and broiled by infra red. The pupils of his eyes had little cloudy specks in them where the cosmic rays had shot through them. But his eyes were steady and his body was hard. What did he look like? He looked like a man.


  It was after the war, and we were beaten. There used to be a school of thought among us that deplored our combativeness; before we had ever met any people from off Earth, even, you could hear people saying we were toughest, cruelest life-form in the Universe, unfit to mingle with the gentler wiser races in the stars, and a sure bet to steal their galaxy and corrupt it forever. Where these people got their information, I don’t know.


  We were beaten. We moved out beyond Centaurus, and Sirius, and then we met the Jeks, the Nosurwey, the Lud. We tried Terrestrial know-how, we tried Production Miracles, we tried patriotism, we tried damning the torpedoes and full speed ahead . . . and we were smashed back like mayflies in the wind. We died in droves, and we retreated from the guttering fires of a dozen planets, we dug in, we fought through the last ditch, and we were dying on Earth itself before Baker mutinied, shot Cope, and surrendered the remainder of the human race to the wiser, gentler races in the stars. That way, we lived. That way, we were permitted to carry on our little concerns, and mind our manners. The Jeks and the Lud and the Nosurwey returned to their own affairs, and we knew they would leave us alone so long as we didn’t bother them.


  We liked it that way. Understand me—we didn’t accept it, we didn’t knuckle under with waiting murder in our hearts—we liked it. We were grateful just to be left alone again. We were happy we hadn’t been wiped out like the upstarts the rest of the Universe thought us to be. When they let us keep our own solar system and carry on a trickle of trade with the outside, we accepted it for the fantastically generous gift it was. Too many of our best men were dead for us to have any remaining claim on these things in our own right. I know how it was. I was there, twenty years ago. I was a little, pudgy man with short breath and a high-pitched voice. I was a typical Earthman.


  We were out on a God-forsaken landing field on Mars, MacReidie and I, loading cargo aboard the Serenus. MacReidie was First Officer. I was Second. The stranger came walking up to us.


  “Got a job?” he asked, looking at MacReidie.


  Mac looked him over. He saw the same things I’d seen. He shook his head. “Not for you. The only thing we’re short on is stokers.”


  You wouldn’t know. There’s no such thing as a stoker any more, with automatic ships. But the stranger knew what Mac meant.


  Serenus had what they called an electronic drive. She had to run with an evacuated engine room. The leaking electricity would have broken any stray air down to ozone, which eats metal and rots lungs. So the engine room had the air pumped out of her, and the stokers who tended the dials and set the cathode attitudes had to wear suits, smelling themselves for twelve hours at a time and standing a good chance of cooking where they sat when the drive arced. Serenus was an ugly old tub. At that, we were the better of the two interstellar freighters the human race had left.


  “You’re bound over the border, aren’t you?”


  MacReidie nodded. “That’s right. But—”


  “I’ll stoke.”


  MacReidie looked over toward me and frowned. I shrugged my shoulders helplessly. I was a little afraid of the stranger, too.


  The trouble was the look of him. It was the look you saw in the bars back on Earth, where the veterans of the war sat and stared down into their glasses, waiting for night to fall so they could go out into the alleys and have drunken fights among themselves. But he had brought that look to Mars, to the landing field, and out here there was something disquieting about it.


  He’d caught Mac’s look and turned his head to me. “I’ll stoke,” he repeated.


  I didn’t know what to say. MacReidie and I—almost all of the men in the Merchant Marine—hadn’t served in the combat arms. We had freighted supplies, and we had seen ships dying on the runs—we’d had our own brushes with commerce raiders, and we’d known enough men who joined the combat forces. But very few of the men came back, and the war this man had fought hadn’t been the same as ours. He’d commanded a fighting ship, somewhere, and come to grips with things we simply didn’t know about. The mark was on him, but not on us. I couldn’t meet his eyes. “O.K. by me,” I mumbled at last.


  I saw MacReidie’s mouth turn down at the corners. But he couldn’t gainsay the man any more than I could. MacReidie wasn’t a mumbling man, so he said angrily: “O.K., bucko, you’ll stoke. Go and sign on.”


  “Thanks.” The stranger walked quietly away. He wrapped a hand around the cable on a cargo hook and rode into the hold on top of some freight. Mac spat on the ground and went back to supervising his end of the loading. I was busy with mine, and it wasn’t until we’d gotten the Serenus loaded and buttoned up that Mac and I even spoke to each other again. Then we talked about the trip. We didn’t talk about the stranger.


  Daniels, the Third, had signed him on and had moved him into the empty bunk above mine. We slept all in a bunch on the Serenus—officers and crew. Even so, we had to sleep in shifts, with the ship’s designers giving ninety per cent of her space to cargo, and eight per cent to power and control. That left very little for the people, who were crammed in any way they could be. I said empty bunk. What I meant was, empty during my sleep shift. That meant he and I’d be sharing work shifts—me up in the control blister, parked in a soft chair, and him down in the engine room, broiling in a suit for twelve hours.


  But I ate with him, used the head with him; you can call that rubbing elbows with greatness, if you want to.


  He was a very quiet man. Quiet in the way he moved and talked. When we were both climbing into our bunks, that first night, I introduced myself and he introduced himself. Then he heaved himself into his bunk, rolled over on his side, fixed his straps, and fell asleep. He was always friendly toward me, but he must have been very tired that first night. I often wondered what kind of a life he’d lived after the war—what he’d done that made him different from the men who simply grew older in the bars. I wonder, now, if he really did do anything different. In an odd way, I like to think that one day, in a bar, on a day that seemed like all the rest to him when it began, he suddenly looked up with some new thought, put down his glass, and walked straight to the Earth-Mars shuttle field.


  He might have come from any town on Earth. Don’t believe the historians too much. Don’t pay too much attention to the Chamber of Commerce plaques. When a man’s name becomes public property, strange things happen to the facts.


  It was MacReidie who first found out what he’d done during the war.


  I’ve got to explain about MacReidie. He takes his opinions fast and strong. He’s a good man—is, or was; I haven’t seen him for a long while—but he liked things simple.


  MacReidie said the duffelbag broke loose and floated into the middle of the bunkroom during acceleration. He opened it to see whose it was. When he found out, he closed it up and strapped it back in its place at the foot of the stoker’s bunk.


  MacReidie was my relief on the bridge. When he came up, he didn’t relieve me right away. He stood next to my chair and looked out through the ports.


  “Captain leave any special instructions in the Order Book?” he asked.


  “Just the usual. Keep a tight watch and proceed cautiously.”


  “That new stoker,” Mac said.


  “Yeah?”


  “I knew there was something wrong with him. He’s got an old Marine uniform in his duffel.”


  I didn’t say anything. Mac glanced over at me. “Well?”


  “I don’t know.” I didn’t.


  I couldn’t say I was surprised. It had to be something like that, about the stoker. The mark was on him, as I’ve said.


  It was the Marines that did Earth’s best dying. It had to be. They were trained to be the best we had, and they believed in their training. They were the ones who slashed back the deepest when the other side hit us. They were the ones who sallied out into the doomed spaces between the stars and took the war to the other side as well as any human force could ever hope to. They were always the last to leave an abandoned position. If Earth had been giving medals to members of her forces in the war, every man in the Corps would have had the Medal of Honor two and three times over. Posthumously. I don’t believe there were ten of them left alive when Cope was shot. Cope was one of them. They were a kind of human being neither MacReidie nor I could hope to understand.


  “You don’t know,” Mac said. “It’s there. In his duffel. Damn it, we’re going out to trade with his sworn enemies! Why do you suppose he wanted to sign on? Why do you suppose he’s so eager to go!”


  “You think he’s going to try to start something?”


  “Think! That’s exactly what he’s going for. One last big alley fight. One last brawl. When they cut him down—do you suppose they’ll stop with him? They’ll kill us, and then they’ll go in and stamp Earth flat! You know it as well as I do.”


  “I don’t know, Mac,” I said. “Go easy.” I could feel the knots in my stomach. I didn’t want any trouble. Not from the stoker, not from Mac. None of us wanted trouble—not even Mac, but he’d cause it to get rid of it, if you follow what I mean about his kind of man.


  Mac hit the viewport with his fist. “Easy! Easy—nothing’s easy. I hate this life,” he said in a murderous voice. “I don’t know why I keep signing on. Mars to Centaurus and back, back and forth, in an old rust tub that’s going to blow herself up one of these—”


  Daniels called me on the phone from Communications. “Turn up your Intercom volume,” he said. “The stoker’s jamming the circuit.”


  I kicked the selector switch over, and this is what I got:


  “—so there we were at a million per, and the air was gettin’ thick. The Skipper says ‘Cheer up, brave boys, we’ll—’ ”


  He was singing. He had a terrible voice, but he could carry a tune, and he was hammering it out at the top of his lungs.


  “Twas the last cruise of the Venus, by God you should of seen us! The pipes were full of whisky, and just to make things risky, the jets were . . .”


  The crew were chuckling into their own chest phones. I could hear Daniels trying to cut him off. But he kept going. I started laughing myself. No one’s supposed to jam an intercom, but it made the crew feel good. When the crew feels good, the ship runs right, and it had been a long time since they’d been happy.


  He went on for another twenty minutes. Then his voice thinned out, and I heard him cough a little. “Daniels,” he said, “get a relief down here for me. Jump to it!” He said the last part in a Master’s voice. Daniels didn’t ask questions. He sent a man on his way down.


  He’d been singing, the stoker had. He’d been singing while he worked with one arm dead, one sleeve ripped open and badly patched because the fabric was slippery with blood. There’d been a flashover in the drivers. By the time his relief got down there, he had the insulation back on, and the drive was purring along the way it should have been. It hadn’t even missed a beat.


  He went down to sick bay, got the arm wrapped, and would have gone back on shift if Daniels’d let him.


  Those of us who were going off shift found him toying with the theremin in the mess compartment. He didn’t know how to play it, and it sounded like a dog howling.


  “Sing, will you!” somebody yelled. He grinned and went back to the “Good Ship Venus.” It wasn’t good, but it was loud. From that, we went to “Starways, Farways, and Barways,” and “The Freefall Song.” Somebody started “I Left Her Behind For You,” and that got us off into sentimental things, the way these sessions would sometimes wind up when spacemen were far from home. But not since the war, we all seemed to realize together. We stopped, and looked at each other, and we all began drifting out of the mess compartment.


  And maybe it got to him, too. It may explain something. He and I were the last to leave. We went to the bunkroom, and he stopped in the middle of taking off his shirt. He stood there, looking out the porthole, and forgot I was there. I heard him reciting something, softly, under his breath, and I stepped a little closer. This is what it was:


  “The rockets rise against the skies, Slowly; in sunlight gleaming With silver hue upon the blue. And the universe waits, dreaming.


  “For men must go where the flame-winds blow, The gas clouds softly plaiting; Where stars are spun and worlds begun, And men will find them waiting.


  “The song that roars where the rocket soars Is the song of the stellar flame; The dreams of Man and galactic span Are equal and much the same.”


  What was he thinking of? Make your own choice. I think I came close to knowing him, at that moment, but until human beings turn telepath, no man can be sure of another.


  He shook himself like a dog out of cold water, and got into his bunk. I got into mine, and after a while I fell asleep.


  I don’t know what MacReidie may have told the skipper about the stoker, or if he tried to tell him anything. The captain was the senior ticket holder in the Merchant Service, and a good man, in his day. He kept mostly to his cabin. And there was nothing MacReidie could do on his own authority—nothing simple, that is. And the stoker had saved the ship, and . . .


  I think what kept anything from happening between MacReidie and the stoker, or anyone else and the stoker, was that it would have meant trouble in the ship. Trouble, confined to our little percentage of the ship’s volume, could seem like something much more important than the fate of the human race. It may not seem that way to you. But as long as no one began anything, we could all get along. We could have a good trip.


  MacReidie worried, I’m sure. I worried, sometimes. But nothing happened.


  When we reached Alpha Centaurus, and set down at the trading field on the second planet, it was the same as the other trips we’d made, and the same kind of landfall. The Lud factor came out of his post after we’d waited for a while, and gave us our permit to disembark. There was a Jek ship at the other end of the field, loaded with the cargo we would get in exchange for our holdful of goods. We had the usual things; wine, music tapes, furs, and the like. The Jeks had been giving us light machinery lately—probably we’d get two or three more loads, and then they’d begin giving us something else.


  But I found that this trip wasn’t quite the same. I found myself looking at the factor’s post, and I realized for the first time that the Lud hadn’t built it. It was a leftover from the old colonial human government. And the city on the horizon—men had built it; the touch of our architecture was on every building. I wondered why it had never occurred to me that this was so. It made the landfall different from all the others, somehow. It gave a new face to the entire planet.


  Mac and I and some of the other crewmen went down on the field to handle the unloading. Jeks on self-propelled cargo lifts jockeyed among us, scooping up the loads as we unhooked the slings, bringing cases of machinery from their own ship. They sat atop their vehicles, lean and aloof, dashing in, whirling, shooting across the field to their ship and back like wild horsemen on the plains of Earth, paying us no notice.


  We were almost through when Mac suddenly grabbed my arm. “Look!”


  The stoker was coming down on one of the cargo slings. He stood upright, his booted feet planted wide, one arm curled up over his head and around the hoist cable. He was in his dusty brown Marine uniform, the scarlet collar tabs bright as blood at his throat, his major’s insignia glittering at his shoulders, the battle stripes on his sleeves.


  The Jeks stopped their lifts. They knew that uniform. They sat up in their saddles and watched him come down. When the sling touched the ground, he jumped off quietly and walked toward the nearest Jek. They all followed him with their eyes.


  “We’ve got to stop him,” Mac said, and both of us started toward him. His hands were both in plain sight, one holding his duffelbag, which was swelled out with the bulk of his airsuit. He wasn’t carrying a weapon of any kind. He was walking casually, taking his time.


  Mac and I had almost reached him when a Jek with insignia on his coveralls suddenly jumped down from his lift and came forward to meet him. It was an odd thing to see—the stoker, and the Jek, who did not stand as tall. MacReidie and I stepped back.


  The Jek was coal black, his scales glittering in the cold sunlight, his hatchet-face inscrutable. He stopped when the stoker was a few paces away. The stoker stopped, too. All the Jeks were watching him and paying no attention to anything else. The field might as well have been empty except for those two.


  “They’ll kill him. They’ll kill him right now,” MacReidie whispered.


  They ought to have. If I’d been a Jek, I would have thought that uniform was a death warrant. But the Jek spoke to him:


  “Are you entitled to wear that?”


  “I was at this planet in ‘39. I was closer to your home world the year before that,” the stoker said. “I was captain of a destroyer. If I’d had a cruiser’s range, I would have reached it.” He looked at the Jek. “Where were you?”


  “I was here when you were.”


  “I want to speak to your ship’s captain.”


  “All right. I’ll drive you over.”


  The stoker nodded, and they walked over to his vehicle together. They drove away, toward the Jek ship.


  “All right, let’s get back to work,” another Jek said to MacReidie and myself, and we went back to unloading cargo.


  The stoker came back to our ship that night, without his duffelbag. He found me and said:


  “I’m signing off the ship. Going with the Jeks.”


  MacReidie was with me. He said loudly: “What do you mean, you’re going with the Jeks?”


  “I signed on their ship,” the stoker said. “Stoking. They’ve got a micro-nuclear drive. It’s been a while since I worked with one, but I think I’ll make out all right, even with the screwball way they’ve got it set up.”


  “Huh?”


  The stoker shrugged. “Ships are ships, and physics is physics, no matter where you go. I’ll make out.”


  “What kind of a deal did you make with them? What do you think you’re up to?”


  The stoker shook his head. “No deal. I signed on as a crewman. I’ll do a crewman’s work for a crewman’s wages. I thought I’d wander around a while. It ought to be interesting,” he said.


  “On a Jek ship.”


  “Anybody’s ship. When I get to their home world, I’ll probably ship out with some people from farther on. Why not? It’s honest work.”


  MacReidie had no answer to that.


  “But—” I said.


  “What?” He looked at me as if he couldn’t understand what might be bothering me, but I think perhaps he could.


  “Nothing,” I said, and that was that, except MacReidie was always a sourer man from that time up to as long as I knew him afterwards. We took off in the morning. The stoker had already left on the Jek ship, and it turned out he’d trained an apprentice boy to take his place.


  It was strange how things became different for us, little by little after that. It was never anything you could put your finger on, but the Jeks began taking more goods, and giving us things we needed when we told them we wanted them. After a while, Serenus was going a little deeper into Jek territory, and when she wore out, the two replacements let us trade with the Lud, too. Then it was the Nosurwey, and other people beyond them, and things just got better for us, somehow.


  We heard about our stoker, occasionally. He shipped with the Lud, and the Nosurwey, and some people beyond them, getting along, going to all kinds of places. Pay no attention to the precise red lines you see on the star maps; nobody knows exactly what path he wandered from people to people. Nobody could. He just kept signing on with whatever ship was going deeper into the galaxy, going farther and farther. He messed with green shipmates and blue ones. One and two and three heads, tails, six legs—after all, ships are ships and they’ve all got to have something to push them along. If a man knows his business, why not? A man can live on all kinds of food, if he wants to get used to it. And any nontoxic atmosphere will do, as long as there’s enough oxygen in it.


  I don’t know what he did, to make things so much better for us. I don’t know if he did anything, but stoke their ships and, I suppose, fix them when they were in trouble. I wonder if he sang dirty songs in that bad voice of his, to people who couldn’t possibly understand what the songs were about. All I know is, for some reason those people slowly began treating us with respect. We changed, too, I think—I’m not the same man I was . . . I think—not altogether the same; I’m a captain now, with master’s papers, and you won’t find me in my cabin very often . . . there’s a kind of joy in standing on a bridge, looking out at the stars you’re moving toward. I wonder if it mightn’t have kept my old captain out of that place he died in, finally, if he’d tried it.


  So, I don’t know. The older I get, the less I know. The thing people remember the stoker for—the thing that makes him famous, and, I think, annoys him—I’m fairly sure is only incidental to what he really did. If he did anything. If he meant to. I wish I could be sure of the exact answer he found in the bottom of that last glass at the bar before he worked his passage to Mars and the Serenus, and began it all.


  So, I can’t say what he ought to be famous for. But I suppose it’s enough to know for sure that he was the first living being ever to travel all the way around the galaxy.


  THE GREATER THING


  Tom Godwin


  The Thing in the City had an immense mass of knowledge, and the immense power that stems from vast knowledge. But—it lacked something which, because it was lacking, it could not know it lacked, until it engulfed the girl . . .


  The thing in the dead city was conceived the night the city died. It was created by chance, but unlike that first life on Earth, it was not mothered by the calm earth and water and fathered by the young sun. Its mother was the blasted, riven soil and the screaming winds of concussion, and its father was the fierce radiation of the shattered atomic pile.


  It began somewhere under the ruins and single-celled speck of protoplasm, insensate and without purpose, hardly more than a chemical change. But there was a difference—it grew. It grew, and the radiations hastened its evolution, contracting millennia into days. As it grew it changed from in parts. Parts of it died, unsuited for survival, while the remainder grew stronger and more complex. It acquired the first beginnings of intelligence, and its intelligence became greater as its body became more complex. It developed extensions that crept along the subterranean ruins the explored upward into the sunlight. It expanded, its blobs and webs reaching outward; constantly evolving until it could change form at will, and parts of it could separate from the whole for a while, then merge again with it.


  And it thought. At first its thoughts had been merely sensations; the awareness of itself, the will to live, the form of the shattered city. But as its physical body grew more complex, its thoughts became more complex. At last its blobs and webs reached throughout the city and it had attained physical maturity. It stopped growing and had nowhere to go and nothing to do—but think.


  It constructed a multitude of eyes and other organs to examine its world. It studied and learned, the laws of matter and energy. Its mind knew the secrets of the physical universe, but its great body knew only the city and it, alone, moved there.


  It studied the skeletal remains of the beings who had built the city and learned their physical structure. It studied their records and learned their way of life, but it could not understand. It knew only absolute logic; the precisely predictable, unvarying reactions of physical things. It could not understand how the builders of the city had thought, nor why they had destroyed themselves, and it wondered. It did not care, for it was as devoid of emotion as the physical things it knew so well. It merely wondered, and waited for the day these beings might come to it and enable it to learn the reasons for their actions.


  It waited patiently, for the problem was of only minor importance to it. It was fully aware of the power of the weapons that had destroyed the city, but it felt no fear of the coming of the beings who possessed these weapons. It knew that in its knowledge of physical forces it was invincible. It was neither vain nor proud, for such emotions do not spring from cold logic. It knew that it was invincible and, to it, the knowledge was no more than a commonplace fact.


  It realized its tremendous powers for destruction or construction, but it had no motive fore wither. It had but two instincts: the will to live, and the curiosity without which its great intelligence would have remained an unused, and useless, potential.


  It was fifteen years old when the first humans entered the city. It was telepathic and could read their thoughts but it could not comprehend the emotions that drove them. It learned that the first two were to die at the hands of the others who followed and its interest increased. But it was content to remain unseen and merely observe; it had no reason to interfere.


  The long ridge in the distance was sharp against the sunset’s afterglow and Thorne waited, watching the saddle where their pursuers would cross—if they were as near as he feared.


  A black dot appeared in the saddle, tiny but distinct against the sky. He focused his eyes on the spot until all else blurred, counting the dots as they appeared for a moment, then disappeared down the near side of the ridge. He counted nine, then the saddle was empty again.


  He turned away, his face bleak and grim. Nine little dots against the sky; nine sweating, eager State police closing in for the kill. But they had been too eager, they had betrayed their nearness by not waiting for darkness to conceal them as they crossed the ridge. They should have restrained their impatience for a few minutes, then taken up the trail. They were fools. In their eagerness they had delayed the moment when they could crowd in with the lean bloodhound straining at its leash and anticipation glistening in their eyes.


  He hurried into the trees where the girl lay sleeping. She was lying as he had left her; the yellow hair tumbled about her shoulders and her breathing tired and slow.


  He shook her shoulder. “Time to go, Lorrine—they’re coming.”


  She came to her feet at once, her eyes wide-awake and alert. “How far?” she asked.


  “Not over a mile. They must have followed all day without a break.”


  She brushed the leaves from her hair, trying to comb it with her fingers. The links of broken chain dangling from the manacles on her wrists tinkled metallically. “Still only four of them?” she asked, then ceased trying to comb her hair as she read the answer in his face. “Nine?”


  He nodded.


  “Then . . . they’ve killed all the others, already. They didn’t take any of them back alive.”


  “They never do—not escaped Underground prisoners,” he answered shortly. “We can’t help the others, now—and our turn is next. Let’s go!”


  She followed silently as he struck out through the shadowy woods. They came to an open field as darkness fell and a glow in the eastern sky heralded the rising of the full moon. He set as fast a pace as he dared, aware that the land days march had told on the girl more than she would admit but with the certainty in his mind that her only chance for survival this one more night lay in forcing her tired legs to carry her on, lengthening the distance between themselves and the snuffling bloodhound for so long as they could.


  They came to a creek as the moon lifted above the horizon, a creek running nearly at right angles to their own course. Its swift, shallow waters would erase their tracks and leave no scent for the hound and they splashed down it until it turned too far away from their own course.


  The countryside began to change after they left the creek, the shells of houses appearing in the distance. They came to a road and followed it. It came to a junction with a highway and they followed the highway, their footsteps sharp and quick on the broken pavement. The houses became more closely grouped together as they walked on, and when the moon had climbed halfway to the zenith they came to the outskirts of the city; the first broken and fallen walls.


  The girl’s breath was coming hard, and she stumbled with increasing frequency as they hurried. He watched her without comment or softening of the bleak hardness of his face, but he called a halt when the first turn of the highway into the city hid them from the country behind. She dropped to the ground, her back against the concrete wall of the roofless shell beside the highway, the hard laboring of her lungs fast and desperate in the stillness.


  “We’ll rest a while,” he said. “You’ve about reached your limit, and I think we may have lost them for a few hours by taking to that creek.”


  He moved out a little way from her, where he could watch back down the long ribbon of moonlit highway. It was clear, and he turned his attention to the short distance he could see into the city. Some of the buildings were almost untouched by the bombing, but there was no sign of any inhabitation; a thing to be expected with the population reduced to one third by the bacteriological warfare that had followed the bombing. The State found it best to concentrate the remaining population in the more industrially and agriculturally productive areas, both for greater production and for its more rigid control over them.


  He unslung the police carbine and laid it across his knees, making sure once again that the extra clip of cartridges was still in his pocket. Two cartridges left in the magazine, five in the clip. Seven shots and nine police. A regulation rifle would have been better with the vicious jut of its bayonet to rip at their guts when the rifle was empty, but beggars and Undergrounders can’t be choosers. He had been lucky to get his hands on the carbine during the brief, wild turmoil of the escape.


  The girl’s hard breathing died away as they rested and she smiled at him with a rueful shake of her head. “That was quite a pace you set. Walking is supposed to be healthful; in our case most decidedly so. But how long can we keep on with this forever running?”


  “Well—” he shrugged his shoulders. “We can run or we can take the alternative.”


  She toyed with the chain on her wrist, staring unseeingly across the street. “Yes, we could take the alternative,” she said. “The knife and the whip and the fist until they were satisfied we had told all we knew, and then the bullet. So—we keep running.”


  “You could have had safety and the benevolent regard of the State,” he remarked, watching her curiously. “Only volunteers are in the Underground.”


  “Benevolent.” Her lip curled with distaste.


  “How long have you been in the Underground?” he asked.


  “Three years.”


  “Why did you join?”


  “For the same reasons you did, and everyone else—because humans should be more than helpless automatons obeying every whim of the State.”


  “What was your job in the Underground?” he asked.


  “The State would say I was a propagandist—I prefer to think of myself as a teacher of the truth. This was once a great, free nation where a man could cross it from east to west, north to south, without question or interference. It was his country, and he was proud of it. He was proud, not afraid. His home was his own, inviolable, his family was his to care for and love. Children were taught to respect rights and decency, and to hate oppression and cruelty. People were proud and free—not humble and afraid as they are now. And, above all, there was a mutual trust and kindness between people, not the suspicion of each other and the indifference that the State tries so hard to sow.


  “Now, only the State is to be trusted or loved; the State is good and all else is evil. My job was to help show the lie of this, and to prove the lie of the State when it says that all was poverty and evil before the coming of the State; that only the great, benevolent State stands between the people and decadence and starvation. My job was to prove these lies were lies, and to show that people can be free again, to show them that no man has the right to dictate the lives of other men. And to show them that the State is not omnipotent; show then, and never let them forget, that the great all-powerful, all-wise State is one man, one scheming, bloated little ego-maniac. The older people know these things but they don’t dare speak. The younger ones can be shown and, when they see, all will have a unity of purpose. All will have a common goal, freedom. The State will fall before their unity and people can once again be more than obedient sheep.”


  Her eyes flashed with the intensity of her convictions and Throne smiled faintly. She saw it and demanded challengingly, “Is it funny?”


  Thorne continued to regard her with the faint, humorless smile. “Did you ever try to convince a herd of sheep that the only reason they were being taken from pasture to pasture was to condition them for the slaughter?”


  “People aren’t sheep!” she retorted. “People are as fins as they once were. The older ones know, but they don’t dare speak or the State will hear. The younger ones are the same, at heart—they don’t know, they’ve never had the chance to know, but they will believe when they’re shown.”


  “So we of the Underground devote our lives to trying to show them until one of them informs the police, and wins the little gilded ‘Loyal Citizen’ medal.”


  “You’re judging them all by the few rats among them,” she said coldly. “And the others—do you think they want those medals? When the lives of a man’s family are at stake he has to talk. He doesn’t want to—he doesn’t want to tell the police what he knows of the Underground—but the life one Undergrounder can’t balance against the lives of his family. So he has to tell what he knows, and he has to take the gilded medal. And he hates the thing—it’s a badge of dishonor in the eyes of all but the State. He wants to throw it back in their faces and kill them. But he can’t; he has to take it and let the shame and guilt of what he’s done be with him the rest of his life.”


  “I know,” he answered, no longer smiling. “Some of them have no choice. I joined the Underground for the same reason you did, but a long time before you did. I felt as you do, at first, but as the years go by and we make so little progress against the State—well, it takes the fine edge off your hopes.”


  “We’re making progress,” she insisted. “We can’t expect to undo in a few years what was so long in the making. The last war was only the culmination of the leader’s plans that they had laid years before. It gave them the complete emergency powers they needed to make our country into a State. They got a head start on us, but we’ll become stronger as time goes by.”


  “I hope so,” he said, without conviction. “When I joined the Underground I believed as you do; I believed that people should, and could, be free. I hated the State and I believed that the people could be awakened to its murderous rottenness. Now, I’m not so sure about awakening the people, but I hate the State more than ever.”


  “The people know what the State is—all the older ones and most of the younger ones. But they’re afraid to speak against it, yet; the penalty is death for such treason against the State. And, if they escape to the Underground, the penalty will be inflicted on their families. But the State can’t stamp out their wish to be friends with all others—it can’t replace human sympathy and understanding with nothing but suspicion and distrust for each other. The human heart want’ made to hold only hate—it was made to hold kindness and understanding for others, and all the guns and whips in the State can’t change it. And, in the end, this will be what unites the people and the State will fall.”


  Thorne smiled at her again, gently, as one might smile at a child. Her faith was her own, and not his to discourage. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said. “I hope so. And now—rest as best you can. We’ll go on after a little while and we’ll find some way to lose them before the night is over.


  He looked again up the road, listening and watching for the tiny black dots that would eventually come. It was silent and clear, so far as he could see, and he turned back to the girl, conscious of her state. She had not relaxed, but was sitting straight against the wall, watching him. She was toying with the chain on her wrist again, her jingling of it reflecting the troubled uncertainty on her face.


  “You’d better rest while you can,” he advised again.


  “There’s something I have to know, first,” she said. “And a promise I want you to make. Do you really think we’ll be able to lose them tonight?”


  “I think so,” he lied without hesitation.


  “I think you’re a liar,” she replied calmly. “It’s a good, white lie, but it’s a lie. I’ve had a feeling all day that something was going to happen, and it keeps growing stronger. And I think you have, too . . . I think you’re as sure as I am that this will be the last lap of our little race.”


  “Maybe so . . . maybe not,” he answered. “We can only try, and take what comes.”


  “I know,” she said. “I’m not crying or feeling sorry for myself. I knew, when I joined the Underground, that it might end like this. But this feeling keeps getting stronger and there’s this promise I want you to make. I’m not afraid to die; not yet, anyway, and I don’t think I’ll be afraid when the end comes.”


  In the face of her seriousness Thorne found he did not have the heart to belittle her fears with the shallow bluff of false optimism. And despite her words, it seemed to him she was just a little frightened. A voice from Omar came to his mind, unbidden, from where it had lain forgotten so long:


  And when the Angel of the darker Drink


  At last should find you by the river-brink


  And, offering his Cup, invite your Soul


  Forth to your Lips to Quaff—you shall not drink.


  “We won’t’ be the first, not the last, to die for what we think is right,” she went on, “and I don’t regret the kind of life I chose. I don’t want to die, but I’m not afraid. And I know that others will carry on our work—I know my faith in people is true, that the good in people can never be destroyed. Only”—she paused as though searching for the right words—“there are different ways to die, and I don’t want to die the police way. And there’s an alternative to the alternative.”


  “I know.”


  “It would be better, wouldn’t it?” she asked, her eyes on his. “You would rather take it, yourself, wouldn’t you?”


  “I suppose so. It would be better than the other.”


  “Then I want you to promise me, when you see it’s really the end, that you won’t let them get me.”


  He could take his own life as the least unpleasant of tow unpleasant choices. It would be cruel and illogical to not do the same for her, but the thought of deliberately taking her life was painfully disturbing to contemplate.


  “Will you promise?” she asked again.


  “Of course,” he said, keeping his voice flat and impersonal. “But they haven’t got us yet.”


  “Of course not!” She smiled up at his bleakness. “I only wanted your promise because I have that feeling. It’s a bridge we haven’t reached yet—maybe it won’t be there.”


  “Bridges should never be crossed until you get to them,” he said. “One of the best ways to keep that bridge from being there is for you to rest while you can.”


  She obeyed meekly, drawing her knees up close and pillowing her forehead on her crossed forearms. He watched her for a moment, knowing that she was only pretending to be almost asleep but satisfied that she was relaxed with the burden of the way of her dying lifted from her mind.


  He searched the road once more, and found it empty. He looked again into the city but it was as still as ever, with the moonlight whitewashing its deserted streets. A two-story building stood across the street from him, with a yawning blackness where the show window of the first floor had been. The glass remained in the two windows of the second floor, giving them the appearance of two eyes staring blankly above a gaping mouth. Part of the sign over the show window was visible: . . . GR . . . . T . . . . . . .


  It was not enough to five a clue as to the name of the city and he doubted that knowing the name would help any. This was a section of country far removed from the centers of population, and unknown to him. And it was only a dead city, with nothing to offer them, despite his words to Lorrine. They could hide in the city, but for how long: Even if, by some miracle, they eluded the police until morning it would gain them no more than another day’s respite, then the helicopter patrol would appear on the scene. In this land of open plains they could not escape both the bloodhound behind and the eyes watching from the air above. There could be only one way for it to end—


  His thought broke as he saw something gray and shapeless move in the darkness behind the empty show window. It was there for a moment, long enough for the carbine to come to his shoulder and the sights to catch it, then it was gone. He held his breath and waited, his finger on the trigger, but there was nothing more to see other than the empty blackness under the staring, glassy eyes of the windows; nothing to hear but the soft sound of his own heart, the breathing of Lorrine and, from a long way off, the sleepy chirping of a bird.


  He lowered the rifle and glanced at Lorrine. She was in the same position as before and had not seen him move. Nerves, he thought. Nerves and imagination. Or a puff of wind had stirred the dust in the old building—but there was no wind.


  He watched the blackness again, listening. Nothing moved there but, as he listened, he heard another sound. It was the sound he had known he would hear too soon, coming from far back along the road and carrying faintly through the night air—the sound of human voices.


  It was content to remain unseen and merely observe; it had no reason to interfere and it had no desire to serve as the catalysis that might deflect the human reactions from their norm. Its curiosity was as great as its intelligence and it found, in the thoughts and behavior of the humans, a problem more intricate than any it had ever encountered. It read their minds and tried to analyze what it found there, correlating the data with all its vast intelligence. It found that correlation was impossible, that the two humans were motivated by incomprehensible nonphysical things; many different things which seemed to stem from one basic human characteristic.


  Into its analysis of the problem went all its tremendous wisdom, but it could find no solution. Something motivated the humans, driving them on to do illogical things that would result in their deaths, but the motivating force was nonphysical. It was a human characteristic, intangible and nonmaterial, and the thing in the city could not define it. It was a factor vital to its solution of the problem, but it was as impalpable as smoke.


  So it continued to observe as the two humans resumed their flight into the city, waiting for their further actions to reveal the missing factor of the analysis. And it would, before long, observe another reaction it had never observed before—it had never watched a living thing die.


  Thorne turned to the girl, reluctant to arouse her and lead her again in the futile flight, but there was no choice.


  “Lorrine.”


  She raised her head with the alertness of the hunted animal. “They’re coming,” she said, not making it a question.


  “Too far away to see them in the moonlight, but I heard their voices. Keep to the shadows until we get farther in the city.”


  The street curved, hiding the road behind them, and they walked down the center of it, away from the broken masonry that littered the walks. Their course was erratic, zigzagging at random but drawing nearer the heart of the city. At times they walked down streets almost untouched, their footsteps echoing loudly from the walls, while other sections were littered with heaps of rubble which the climbed over. Occasionally a section was so completely destroyed that they were forced to detour whole blocks.


  They came to another section almost untouched, where the street ran east as far as they could see. It would do as well as any, Thorne decided, and Lorrine wouldn’t be able to take much more climbing over the bombed areas. There was still no plan, other than the aimless fleeing, and this clean street would have as much to offer them in the way of a miracle as any other. He had hoped that they might find something, anything, which might offer them a chance of survival, but there was nothing but the empty, dead streets and the cold, blank stare of the dark doorways.


  If he could know where they were and what lay beyond—but the street signs gave no clue. ELM 34—CENTRAL ROAD 265—NO LEFT TURNS.


  They passed what had been a bank. An inclosure inside, with six steel-grated windows, faced the front. The street window was broken but one section, larger than the others, was lying on the walk. The dim gold lettering was still visible: GREEN CIT—FIR—NA—IO.


  Green City. He remembered the name vaguely. Too far from the centers of population to be of any value to the State. One of the first cities bombed—center of atomic research work. He had seen a map of it once, at Underground headquarters. A topographic map which he had glanced at and laid aside.


  As they walked on he tried to recall the features of the map. It had meant nothing to him at the time, but something about the map kept gnawing at the back of his mind. There was something the map had shown in the city—or was it beyond the city? The thing stirred deep in his memory and demanded to be recognized. It had not interested him at the time, but it was something of vital importance, now.


  He tried to visualize the map. It had been white, with brown for the topographic lines and black for the roads. And blue—that was it—blue! A small river east of the city—at the very eastern edge of the city. A river, and freedom.


  “Lorrine!” There was almost jubilance in his voice. “I know now where we are. There’s a river just beyond the city—it will take us away. We can use something for a raft, anything that will float. They can’t float down the river any faster than we can, and we’ll have a head start on them. And they’ll never know where we left the river.”


  Some of the weariness left her at the words and she laughed, the moonlight bright on her upturned face. “Maybe I did try to cross a bridge too soon. I think a raft would be much better. Maybe this feeling I have is silly imagination, and we can laugh about it, tomorrow.”


  The river was east of the city and they followed the street they were on. Its canyon stretched straight and clean before them, the moon shining down its length. The blocks fell behind them until it angled to the right and another took its place, the full moon still straight behind them. There was a street sign at the junction and it read: RIVERSIDE DRIVE.


  “Riverside Drive—it can’t be far, now,” he said. “It won’t be long until we can be on our way down the river and Harker and his little army will find the track comes to a dead end at the river’s bank.”


  “That will set him back, if we escape,” Lorrine observed. “It takes the capture of a lot of Undergrounders to win a promotion, but the loss of only two can set a Section Supervisor back to a one-stripe Squad Leader.”


  “No, the State doesn’t let incompetence go unpunished,” he said. “But to get to be a Section Supervisor, Harker must have been an exceptionally thorough butcher up till now. I was never in his section before . . . do you know anything about him?”


  Her answer was like a vicious, unexpected blow to the stomach.


  “It seems he made a name for himself when he was in the Helicopter Scouts.”


  He kept his face expressionless, not letting her see the effect of her words. The Helicopter Scouts—they were a roving patrol, unattached to any section. As a former Scout, Harker would have known of the river and conjectured that it would be their objective. While he and Lorrine wandered through the city and his memory lay dormant Harker would have planned, and carried out his plans. While they zigzagged through the city in their attempt to elude him he would have sent a detachment straight through to the river. There they would wait—or were waiting now—while the others came in behind, the bloodhound sniffing along the trail.


  They were trapped.


  But there was no need to tell Lorrine, perhaps he was wrong in his dark surmise, and perhaps Lorrine was wrong in her premonition. Perhaps.


  They came to a corner where the show window was still intact, and the moon shone full on the dusty goods inside. Lorrine glanced briefly back the way they had come, as he stopped to scan it as thoroughly as possible in the moonlight, then she shaded the glass with her hands and stared into the store.


  “It was a toy shop,” she said, as they walked on. “It must have been just before Christmas; there was a star there—the Star of Bethlehem.”


  A dusty tinsel star—peace on Earth and good will to all men. A pathetic little symbol, outlawed by the State, still shining dimly in a dead and silent city.


  “It was a beautiful symbol,” she said, when he made no answer.


  “Yes, it was.” He unconsciously accented the last word.


  “It is,” she said. “It will always be. People have followed that star for two thousand years—how many tyrants and States have died and been forgotten in that time?”


  He did not answer, his eyes darting down the cross streets as they crossed another intersection. The city was brilliant with the moonlight, but for the inky shadows on the moonward side of the cross streets. It seemed to him he had never seen the moon so bright; it washed the street with bright silver and paled only a little the gold of Lorrine’s hair. It glinted along the barrel of his rifle and threw white lances of light from the fragments of glass on the walk. All was light and brilliance where they walked, but the river was straight ahead, and so was the moon. They could only walk on and chance the cross street shadows where, if anywhere short of the river, Harker’s men would be waiting for them.


  When the intersection was behind them Lorrine spoke again. “Were you an orphan?” she asked.


  “My father died when I was three and my mother died a year later. Why do you ask?”


  “I thought so—I’ve seen others who never had any families. Did you stay in an orphan’s home until after the war?”


  “Yes.”


  “And then the State put you in a State Home. How old were you, then?”


  “Nine. I ran away when I was fifteen. Why do you ask?”


  “Because I’ve seen others like you, with the same hardness. In the Homes they learn only discipline and dogma. They can’t know what the love of a mother is like, or even friendship. They either learn to obey, or they learn to hate.”


  “Yes.” He smiled thinly. “It was there that I learned to hate them. When I was fifteen I knew what I wanted to do.”


  “And what was that?” she asked.


  “Destroy them—all of them.”


  “You told me that, at first, you believed as I do,” she reminded him.


  “So I did. When I ran away the Underground took me in and there was an old man there, old even then, who seemed to take a special interest in me. He believed as you do, and I believed as he did. He insisted that I read—all the old books the State forbids, now. He was in idealist and I believed in his ideals in the years I knew him. He was an idealist and a dreamer, but he was a fine old man. The police got him the year I was twenty.”


  “And you hated them all the more, then?”


  “Of course. All his kindness and faith in the goodness of people meant nothing to the rat who identified him to the police. That was when I began to lose my own faith.”


  “Then you’ve never had but one friend?” she asked. “If you had had the chance to know the love of a family, to see the things people will do—the good things—for those they love, the sacrifices they will make, you wouldn’t feel as you do.”


  “Hate or idealism—the goal is the same,” he said. “Destroy the State.”


  “But it isn’t the same, to do something because you believe in it and to do it because you want to destroy something you hate.”


  “The goal is the same,” he repeated. “And if, by some miracle, we should ever succeed, my satisfaction at the destruction of the State will be just as great as your joy at the freeing of your sheep.”


  “No,” she shook her head. “It isn’t the same, Johnny.”


  “Johnny—the old man had called him Johnny. How many years, now, had he been John Thorne? Or just Thorne? Odd how the addition of two letters could change it from just a name to something close and friendly.


  “And, but for the old man, you’ve never had anyone who cared for you, or anyone you cared for?” she asked, with a gentleness to her voice that made it more a statement than a question.


  There was a sympathy and understanding of him in her words that touched too close to the thing he wanted to keep hidden from her, and his answer was brittle and almost defiant. “No—I prefer it that way.”


  She turned her eyes to the street before her, not letting him see it if the sharpness of his reply had hurt her. He felt the quick stab of confusion and added, less harshly, “This is no time to argue, anyway.”


  “No,” she said, looking up at him again. “Let’s not argue—not now. Let’s talk about all the things we’ll do when we’re free, all the wonderful things that we will do.”


  She talked to him, then, as they walked along; little familiar things of herself and her childhood, her hopes and plans for the future. The little things, close to the heart, which tow who face a common danger will reveal to each other. And, though nothing she said disclosed it, it seemed to him that her words covered the dark undercurrent of her premonition; that she was still afraid, and her talk of their freedom to come was only a whistling in the dark.


  Troubled by the new emotion that had grown so swiftly in the past day and night, he lapsed into a taciturn silence. He had always believed that there was only one way a man could go through life with no heartaches, and that was to never let anyone be near or dear. Perhaps there had been a time when a man could give way to the yearning for friendship or love, but the life of the Underground was too uncertain. It was a grim game, and sentiment had no part in it. The weak and sentimental could have the brief happiness of friendship and love; let them have it, clutching it to them, then weeping when it was snatched away. He would take the high, lone road where there was neither love nor happiness—nor regret. So he had believed.


  But now, as Lorrine talked to him, it seemed he had never realized just how high and lonely his road had been. She had broken through the armor which had protected him so long, which had warded off the friendship and love that led to regret. She had done so without trying, with only the courage of her smile and the warmness of her heart. She was inside his armor and he felt that he would like to tell her she was there, and ask her to never leave. It was a weakness he had always been contemptuous of in others, and he cursed it now in himself. It was for others, for the weaklings, not for him. If Harker’s men were waiting by the river, a display of sentiment would not affect their fate. It would not be necessary to precede the end with fond and tearful farewells. She was inside his armor and, somehow, he could not remove her, but it would gain neither of them to tell her she was there.


  As they walked on she hesitated before the rebuff of his dark silence, then said no more. He ignored the questioning, uncertain look in her eyes and made no comment when her voice trailed away.


  The buildings became farther apart, and residential in structure. The lawns were shaggy with grass and the hedges were grown into thick masses and barriers. A breeze drifted toward them, carrying the unmistakable fresh, damp smell of the river.


  His thoughts began their vain circling again. Freedom—if Harker’s men were not there. But for how long? And for what? Only to try once more to arouse the spirit of the frightened sheep. to hide, and slink through the night. And watch—always and forever watch, for the police have a thousand eyes. It was a task without reward, without gratitude, with only the satisfaction of destroying a little of something you hate.


  He envied Lorrine her idealism, her faith in the goodness of humanity, and he wished he could regain the idealism he, himself, had had at the beginning. The Underground had been a Cause, then, flaming and noble. They, the Undergrounders, had been the sword that would free men from their bondage. They had been the Nathan Hales, they had been St. George against the dragon—they had been, he thought with savagery, Don Quixote against the windmills.


  Yet, perhaps Lorrine was right. There was goodness in men—they were helpless and afraid. A man will reveal the identity of a traitor to the State when the lives of himself and his family are at stake. Mothers still loved their children as they always had, and their tears were hot with mingled grief and hate when the State took them at the age of six.


  But if the Underground was to ever succeed it would have to be soon. The children who would grow up in the State Homes would be subjected from earliest recollection to the dogma that the State was supreme, all-wise and all-powerful; that the State, alone, is fitted to direct the lives of men, that it is their protector, and that without it all would be chaos and evil.


  To teach them differently would be to batter against the stone wall of their State-formed convictions that the State is good and omnipotent, that anything which would refute that is something wicked and dangerous, something to be destroyed.


  But that would be in the years to come. Now there were only part of them who did not understand—and the others were afraid.


  The thought again of Lorrine’s idealism, feeling a sense of something lost; something he could never regain. If this was their night, if Harker’s men were waiting by the river, Lorrine would face it with her faith undimmed while he would have only the grim humor of having cheated the State to allay the mockery of the futility.


  They walked on another block, two blocks, three blocks, then the trees loomed before them and there, its ripples flashing in the moonlight, was the river.


  “It’sl really there!” Lorrine’s smile flashed up at him and her hand tugged at his arm. “I was afraid to hope—but we did it! Let’s go—let’s hurry before this turns out to be too good to be true.”


  The weariness was gone from her in the excitement of her returned hope and she tried to hurry him on, as though the river might vanish in a moment and they would again face the dark end of her presentiment.


  “Wait,” he said, seeing already the crushing of her hope and feeling the pain of it. “Listen.”


  She stood motionless with her hand on his arm, holding her breath as he held his. The river gurgled past its concrete walls and the breeze coming up the river carried the river’s freshness and the smell of the trees. As they listened the breeze brought to them the sound he had expected: the murmur of voices.


  Lorrine’s fingers dug into his arm and she said, almost inaudibly, “Oh!” Then her fingers relaxed and she smiled again, only a little of the tightness in her throat s she said, “I guess is was too good to be true.”


  They came in sight as Thorne watched down the river, walking with slow assurance. Two of them. One of them fired three quick shots in the air and a rifle answered from somewhere up the river. He looked back up the street they had come down and saw the distant figures closing in behind them.


  They were surrounded—Harker had planned well and there would be no escape. His men were coming with caution, but with deliberate confidence. They would want to take their quarry alive if they could. There were questions to be asked, and there were ways of getting the answers—the knife and the whip and the fist.


  Thorne looked about him. The small stone house nearest them would do as well as any and they walked toward it, not hurrying. There was no longer any need to hurry.


  The heavy door still swung on its hinges. He pushed it open and stepped through, the carbine held before him. Moonlight poured through the broad, high windows, flooding the room with silver. The farther side was in darkness and he again had the impression that, for just a moment, something gray and shapeless moved there. It was gone before he could be sure.


  There was a small iron bar to secure the door from the inside. He heard Lorrine click it in place while he examined the room. It was square and devoid of any object but for a small grille in the floor near the farther wall; a conduit leading to some central heating unit, perhaps. It was too small to offer them any hope of escape.


  There was another door opposite the one they had entered by, and he made sure it was barred. The screws holding it were red and misshapen with rust; that would be the door by which the police would break into the room.


  One of the windows commanded a view of the river and he waited by it, watching. Lorrine walked softly across the room, to stop by the moonlit wall and wait as silently as he. He kept his eyes on the shadows under the trees, the rifle nestled to his cheek, the knowledge of what she waited for cold and sharp within him.


  A figure darted across a moonlit space and the carbine in his hands roared twice. The figure ran on, to disappear in another group of trees. He took the other clip from his pocked and shoved it in the carbine. Five shots—count three.


  Lorrine was watching him, her back against the moon-silvered wall. “Count three, Johnny, Remember your promise.”


  He turned back to the window without answering. He would remember, and there was nothing to say. He watched the shadows along the river again, the rifle ready. The river still tossed the moonbeams from its ripples and he could see the swift roll of its current. It would have carried them to safety but they had come too late. They had hurried to it, seeking escape from the death behind, but death had hurried faster. The lines of the verse came back to him—


  And when the Angel of the Darker Drink


  At last shall find you by the river-brink—


  It had found them.


  He snapped a shot at another fleeting shadow, silently cursing the misaligned sights as the figure staggered, then ran on. Four shots—count two.


  Something heavy, a battering ram, struck the door with the rusted bar. It creaked and a screw head snapped off, to fly across the room. He fired twice through the door, suddenly sick and weary to his soul and wanting to do what he would have to do, wanting to get it over with.


  There was a cry of pain from behind the door and a sound of retreating footsteps. He heard them stop at a distance and speak softly among themselves.


  And he had two cartridges left. Their impotent stand was over, their little flare of resistance had come to its end. He turned to Lorrine.


  “I guess this is it,” he said slowly. “This is where you and I get off. I’m sorry . . . I wish—”


  He stopped. What did he wish? What does a man wish when he loves a girl with golden hair and he stands before her with the black muzzle of a rifle at her heart? What does he say when she stands as he had known she would stand, with her head back and the golden hair about her shoulders, with the light in her eyes and the radiance about her? What can he say in the last fleeting moments?


  “Don’t be sorry, Johnny,” she said, the tightness no longer in her throat.


  The battering ram struck the door and it bulged inward. They would break through the next time. He raised the rifle.


  “Don’t be sorry,” she said again, “and good-by, Johnny.”


  He aimed at the spot where her heart would be fluttering—


  The battering ram crashed into the door and he pressed the trigger.


  The rifle roared savagely and she stiffened for the briefest moment against the wall, then fell to her knees. She tried to say something, but blood welled from her mouth and choked her. He saw where the bullet had struck her—high, too high. She would die, but with her own blood choking in her throat.


  He raised the rifle again, his mind a red flare of impotent rage and regret, then the police were upon him. A rifle butt struck the base of his skull and he felt himself fall to the floor, the darkness of unconsciousness descending upon him. He fought against it and was dimly aware of a voice saying, “She dead?” And the answer, “Dying. Let’s go—Harker’s waiting.” Then the darkness engulfed him and he knew no more.


  It had never watched a living thing die, but its own logic told it that avoidance of death should be the strongest of all desires. It knew Lorrine’s thoughts as she waited for death, standing against the wall, and it knew her thoughts as the bullet tore through her and she fell to the floor. It knew her thoughts and it knew she was dying with the thing that had led her to her death, the intangible thing that had motivated her, still strong and undiminished within her.


  Even in her dying she revealed nothing that could enable it to understand the reasons for her actions, to find the unknown factor, and its curiosity increased. It had tried with all its logic to understand, and it had failed. Perhaps it was something about her body or mind—something within her that it did not suspect.


  The police tramped away with their captive and she was left lying on the floor. It went to her as she died, not caring that she died but eager to find the missing factor; the intangible thing that had impelled her to give up her life for others.


  Its abilities were great and it could, without destruction of tissue, reach into every cell of her body. It did so as she died, and it knew every thought she had ever had, every memory, every emotion. In that moment of her death it reproduced within itself her ego.


  When it did so it found the missing factor and it understood, at last, why it had been unable to analyze it; why its own mind, alone, could never have analyzed it.


  The missing factor was a purpose, and a wisdom that had grown with that purpose for two billion years. It was a field of learning so different to its own learning, covering a period of time so inconceivably long, that its vast intelligence reeled before the magnitude of it.


  When it reproduced her ego within itself it reproduced her emotions and motivations and it understood. With the understanding came, for a little while, near-insanity.


  Thorne was first aware if the roes that bound him to the concrete pillar, cutting into his wrists as his weight sagged forward against them. His head cleared and he opened his eyes, then shifted his bound hands behind the pillar until he could stand straight.


  He had been taken back up the street, the same street he and Lorrine had followed. He recognized a corner toward the river—the toy shop.


  The police were squatting before him, the anticipation stark and naked on their faces. One of them laughed and said, “He’s back with us!”


  “Why don’t Harker show up?” another asked querulously. “Why did we have to drag this guy up the street for? Harker ain’t crippled so he can’t walk, is he?”


  The first one stared at him speculatively. “You ever let Harker hear you say something like that and you will be.”


  “He’s inside that old hotel across the street,” another volunteered. “He’s got the walkie-talkie in there, holdin’ a big confab with field headquarters. I hear the helicopters spotted something suspicious back the way we came and I think we’re gonna have to hotfoot it over there.”


  “Yeah?’ It was the querulous one. “How far?”


  “Almost all the way.”


  “So we walk and Harker takes it easy until a helicopter shows up for him!”


  “You mean we won’t get to see the show?” There was scowling disappointment on the first one’s face. “It ought to be good—Harker’s madder than I ever saw him. It ought to really be good!”


  “When Harker makes ‘em holler, he makes ‘em holler good and loud,” another one observed, staring at Thorne curiously. “Yes sir, good and loud!”


  Thorne’s lip curled with his contempt for them and the first one stood up, to smile and very deliberately smash his fist into Thorne’s mouth.”


  “I wouldn’t do that,” advised one. “You know Harker wants ‘em in good shape when he starts in on ‘em.”


  Thorne spat the blood from his mouth and the striker stepped sullenly back. Another of them appeared with an armload of broken boards. He piled them a few feet in front of Thorne and laid a blackened knife beside them.


  “No use getting’ in a hurry, Jack,” one said. “If Squint is right, we won’t be here to see it—we’ll be pluggin’ back the way we come.”


  “You mean that we have to walk it again?” the one called Jack demanded. “We walk, and that—”


  “Here he comes now!” another interjected tensely.


  Thorne watched the approaching Harker as he crossed the street. The police stood respectfully aside and he strode through with arrogant disdain. He stopped before Throne, thick and stocky, his feet wide apart and the small eyes glittering in his heavy face.


  “So you’re John Thorne?” he said. “And the woman was Lorrine Calvert?”


  Thorne said nothing and Harker smiled. “I’m not asking you, I’m telling you. When I get ready to ask some question I have—you’ll answer. And it might help you to know that none of the others escaped. You would be surprised at what we learned from them. But every little bit of information helps, and you might be able to add something. I’m sure you’ll try.”


  He laughed softly at his joke and the police joined in, eager to show their appreciation of it. He turned to them, his tone curtly authoritative. “I can take care of this without any help. Get on back the way we came, and don’t stop to pick any daisies on the way. I want you all at that lone mountain by daylight. I’ll be there then in a helicopter to tell you where to go. Get going!”


  They hurried away, all their resentment hidden by their fear of him, and he turned back to Thorne.


  “You gave us quite a chase, Thorne,” he said. “And I understand you killed the woman, yourself. That was a touching bit of melodrama.”


  Melodrama—waiting for the bullet with all her faith and courage burning the brighter—Don’t be sorry, Johnny—Dying alone on the cold, gray floor—Don’t be sorry—


  Harker’s hand struck him viciously across the face.


  “When I talk, rats listen!” he snarled, his face flushed with sudden anger. “Did you hear what I said?”


  “No.” Thorne made his answer insolent in its disinterest.


  “You—” Harker struck him again, harder, and stepped back, breathing heavily. He swallowed, and the hate stood out in livid outline on his face. He swallowed again, but when he spoke his voice was normal in pitch but for a thick undernote of fury.


  “Your noble little wench is dead. Don’t let it grieve you too much—I think I can take your mind off your sorrow. And, while you were playing the hero, you should have thought of yourself, too. Or did you lose your nerve?”


  “Your dogs were too fast for me, Harker.”


  “A rat never stands a chance against a dog,” Harker returned.


  “I’m sorry I called them dogs,” Thorne said evenly. “I apologize to all dogs for that.”


  Harker’s had lifted, then fell to his side. “This is a pleasant little exchange. I’m sure, but not quite informative enough.” He smiled almost sweetly. “Shall we remedy that?”


  He dropped to one knee and touched a match to the pile of kindling. It began to burn, snapping and crackling, and he thrust the long, black blade of the knife into the fire.


  “Yes,” he went on amiably as he straightened again, “this will be a chummy little party. Just the two of us, standing by the warm fire and talking. There seems to be something about the cheery warmth of a fire that induces conversaion. The friendly flicker of the flames, the ruddy glow of the hot steel—they seem to destroy a man’s reticence.


  Thorne pressed his back hard against the pillar and felt a slight loosening of the rope that bound his hands together behind it. Harker was in front of him, and could not see the movements of his hands. He began the slow, painful effort to work his right hand free, the rough rope cutting into the skin as he strained against it.


  It might take an hour, with his movements kept hidden from Harker, and he would have minutes. But he would have to try—


  “I’m a man with ambition, Thorne,” Harder said. “I’ve come up a long way in the State, but I have my eye on the top—on the very top step of the ladder. I know where I want to go, and I know how to get there. It won’t be too many years from now until Leader Stettnor is going to find himself toppled from his perch—by me. To do that, I have to have more than ambition; I have to have a record of loyalty to the State and a record of efficient accomplishment. You’re going to help me in that, Thorne—you’re going to help me add to my record as an irresistible destroyer of the Underground. You’re going to talk, and what you are going to tell me, added to what the others told me, will give me enough to make a clean sweep of the Underground in my section. And that will cause the State to promote me another step up the ladder.”


  Harker kicked more wood on the fire and it blazed up, reddening his face and paling the moonlight. Thorne felt the rope cut deeper as it reached the largest part of his hand, but it was still moving.


  “I want to know all you know about the Underground,” Harker said. “I want names, places, dates, plans. I want to know all you’ve ever done, and all that you intended to do. I want to know everything that you know. Everything—do you understand?”


  The rope was cutting like the grip of a vice, but it was almost off. He strained at it with all the strength of his forearms.


  “I know what you want, Harker,” he said. “But sometimes a man gets disappointed. Do you remember that old proverb: He who lives by the sword—? You’ve climbed a long way on the bodies of men and women, and even children, who had the guts to try to stand up against your State. How many have you cut and burned with that knife until they were mindless?”


  Harker laughed and took the knife from the fire, smiling at the glowing point of it. “It’s nothing for you to worry about; you’ll only be one more, and there will be others after you. Call this my sword if you want to, and say that I live by it. I have—I’ve lived, where the likes of you existed from day to day. And I’ll live all the merrier when it cuts a way for me to the top step.”


  Harker stepped forward and Thorne felt the heat of the blade. “A red hot blade is a powerful thing—for the hand that holds it,” Harker said. “And it’s my hand that holds it. You’re going to start talking now, and you’re going to see how efficient a hot blade can be, for the hand who holds it. And it will hurt, Thorne—it will hurt like hell.”


  The glowing point touched him as he jerked free of the rope, with the burn of torn skin. His hands whipped forward and caught the knife from Harker’s hand, bending down his wrist with a cracking of bone. Harker screamed a curse and snatched at his holstered revolver, awkwardly, with his left hand. Thorne slashed down with the still glowing blade, through the leather of the gun belt, through cloth and flesh, driving the knife deep in and through the thick paunch.


  The holstered revolver clattered to the pavement and Harker dropped to his knees, his arms hugged about his stomach, moaning and gibbering. Thorne cut the ropes that bound his legs to the pillar and picked up the revolver. He stared down at Harker and watched him wilt, still moaning, until he was half sitting, half lying, on the ground. All the arrogance had left him, all the domineering cruelty was gone from his face. He looked up at Throne, sweat standing out on his ashen face and only fear showing in it.


  “I’m dying—you killed me!” He mouthed the words with numb and terrified accusation. “I’m going to die!”


  Thorne’s smile was like a thin sliver of frosted steel. “It was pleasant to watch the others die, wasn’t it? But it’s different when it’s yourself—and the cut of hot blade hurs, doesn’t it? It hurts like hell, doesn’t it?”


  “I . . . I—” Harker tried to speak, then his eyes widened as he looked through and beyond Thorne, seeing something that was utter horror. He shuddered convulsively and sank limply to the pavement. His throat rattled harshly, once, then he was still.


  Thorne looked down at the silent, shapeless thing that had been Harker. Sometimes there was a little justice in the world—Harker had surely died by his sword.


  He turned away and started back toward the river. The brief, brittle satisfaction was over. Harker had died—he had killed him as he had wanted to do—but it could not fill the empty years before him. He would return to the river and go back to the old, hopeless life; live out the empty years ahead.


  The empty years—They had been empty before, but he had not know how empty until a slender, courageous girl had filled a day and night of them with her warmth. Now, they would be all the lonelier for her brief presence.


  The moon was high overhead, and the room where she lay would no longer be flooded with its light. She would be lying there in the darkness, with the light gone from her eyes, and he should go to her. He should brush the golden hair back from her face and fold her hands, with the chains tinkling on her wrists. He should tell her once again that he was sorry—


  He passed the toy shop, and the ghost of Lorrine seemed to walk with him. The Star of Bethlehem—It was a beautiful symbol—It will always be—How deep and gently had been her faith.


  He walked on, the familiar street bringing back the memory of her with aching vividness. It was here she had said, “You’ve never had anyone who cared for you?” and he had cut her with the coldness of his answer. And it was here that she had told him of the things they would do when they were free. He had been grim and silent—he should have talked to her and let their last hour be one of friendship, and the confidences of those who face the same peril.


  She had known, somehow, that it was her last hour and she had wanted him to talk to her, to pretend with her that it was not her last hour and to warm the cold dread of it. She had been frightened by the loneliness of it and she had appealed to him, in her way, to not let her be so alone.


  He had thought it better to act hard and indifferent. He had not really understood, then, and now it was too late.


  “Johnny!”


  He jerked his head up and saw her coming down the walk toward him. It was Lorrine, her footsteps clicking loudly as she hurried toward him, the chain on her wrists jingling and the tenderness and radiance in her smile.


  He waited, his face hard and haggard. It was an illusion, something to turn the knife deeper in his heart. Lorrine was dead—he had killed her. This was a vision conjured by his own sorrow, and she would vanish in a moment. She would stand before him, to drive the knife deeper, then, when he reached out to touch her, she would not be there. She would be gone, but the knife in his heart would remain.


  She stopped before him, the smile trembling uncertainly. “Johnny! Aren’t you . . . aren’t you glad to see me?”


  “No!” he answered harshly. “You’re not Lorrine . . . I killed her!”


  “I am!” She laid her hand on his arm. “See—I am as real as you are.”


  Her hand was warm and real. He held to it, as though by so doing he could prevent her from vanishing.


  “But I shot you,” he said. Doubt assailed him, and he demanded fiercely, “Are you really Lorrine, or are you something sent to torment me?”


  “I’m Lorrine,” she said. “I wouldn’t ever want to hurt you. I’m Lorrine—it was the thing in this city.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It’s like an amoeba in a way, only much more complex. It can change form at will, and it can do almost anything. It was watching us all the time we were coming through the city. It couldn’t understand why we did the things we did—why we believed in something enough to die for it. It couldn’t understand, and it wanted to know. It’s more intelligent than humans, but only with physical things. It had no emotions and couldn’t comprehend such things. So, when I was dying, it came to me and reproduced my mind and emotions in itself.


  “It was an experience different from anything it had ever known and, for a long time, I don’t think it was itself. But it remembered me and began to work on me before it was too late. It took all this time for it to reconstruct the tissues, and it came back to normal and remembered you just after you killed Harker. It saw you weren’t hurt, so it let me go and it went back to the central part of the city.


  “And do you know what it’s doing?” There was joyous elation in her eyes. “It’s getting ready to help us! Now it wants to do what I wanted to do, and it can—it can make things for us that will let us overthrow the State in a week. And it’s going to do that. It’s going to help us, and then our people will be free!”


  “It’s hard to believe,” he said. “I couldn’t believe such a thing at all, but you’re here and alive.” He drew her closer to him. “A man gets weary of death and violence and he wants things he knows he can never have. If this is true, what you said, maybe it will mean the end of it all—maybe the time will come when a man can have these things he wants.”


  “It will!” she said. “I know it will!”


  “If this thing can help us destroy the State, what then?” he asked. “We’ll owe it our freedom and our lives. How will we repay it?”


  “It doesn’t want us to feel grateful,” she said. “It’s helping us because it wants to help us. And it said it would retire behind a force-field barrier after its work was done. It said it would be better for it to do that. But it will lower the barrier years and years from now, and when humans come into the city it will have something it wants to tell them.”


  “I don’t understand, and I find it hard to believe,” he said. “But if this is true, it doesn’t matter whether I understand this things’ way of thinking. It has promised to help us, and it gave you back to me—that’s all that really matters after all.”


  He stood for a while, content to hold her close and let the reality of her presence wash away all the hurt and bitterness of the hours before.


  “It’s been a long and lonely night, Lorrine, and I thought I had lost you. Now we’ll see a new day, and the loneliness is over.”


  “The loneliness is over, Johnny—forever and ever!”


  An intelligent entity can learn much in fifteen years, of things that are non-life and of the here and now; of things that react for but the moment, with neither will nor purpose.


  But in the motivations of Lorrine was a purpose that went back into Time; back to the very beginning; back, back down two billion years. In her motivations was not unreason but a wisdom accumulated during millennia upon millennia of experience with life and living; a wisdom gained from lessons hard-learned by trial and error and born as instincts into the succeeding generations.


  As it realized the true extent of Lorrine’s learning in the first brief moment of inspection, it suddenly realized another thing for the first time—it knew nothing of life. It was a living thing, itself, yet it knew nothing of life; all its knowledge was of physical nonlife.


  It could learn of life from Lorrine; it could find in her all the accumulated learning of an organism that had evolved and changed and fought to survive, trying and dying and learning—learning, always learning—while the sun swung ten times around the galactic Center; ten great, slow swings of two hundred million years each.


  Trying and learning for ten times two hundred million years—and it had been learning for fifteen years!


  Its thirst for knowledge was insatiable and it hasted to accept the new learning, eager to add it to its own storehouse of physical learning. With the reproduction of her emotions it understood, but it was not like the learning of a physical fact.


  In the emotions it absorbed was all the power of the wisdom and the purpose; a power so unexpected, so irresistible in its impact, that with the first understanding came, for a little while, near-insanity. For a little while its cold logic blurred into a mist of nothing and it was dazed by the wonder of what it had found.


  It was the sudden acquisition of a heritage; not of fifteen years but of two billion years. It had a true conception, for the first time, of the multitude of things a speck of protoplasm must learn to survive and evolve for thousands upon hundreds of thousands of generations. It was an understanding of the prime purpose of life; to live, not alone as an individual for one lifetime but as an immortal species for all the lifetimes into eternity.


  It was both an understanding and a feeling—and in the feeling of the old, old lessons were embodied as a dynamic, driving force. Faith was there, and hope. Faith and hope for a tomorrow that would dawn on a free people; both beckoning onward toward the infinitely distant goal. Courage was there, and hate; courage to fight for that tomorrow and for that infinitely distant goal; and hard, sharp hatred for those who lived only for self and refused to understand. Many things were there; things that, without their full absorption, an objective, analytical mind could not comprehend—all the things that make up human emotions. Their understanding was not like the learning of a physical fact; it was both a wisdom of the mind and emotions within—overpoweringly vital and alive.


  It was something difficult to fully perceive at first, blindingly difficult to fully perceive, but it was wonderful. It was not existence, it was living! And it was wonderful—radiantly, unbelievably wonderful.


  It adjusted itself slowly to the new learning but a part of its mind remembered Lorrine before it was too late. It acted, in those short minutes that lie between the last beat of the heart and the swiftly reaching hand of irrevocable death, and set her still heart to beating again. It began to restore the destroyed flesh but, even with its powers, the restoration was slow and it had fully adjusted itself by the time the wound was healed.


  It adjusted itself and it had, for the first time in its life, a purpose. It had, for the first time in its life, an understanding of the difference between physical things and living things. It was no longer content to exist in the here and now; it was a living thing and it had learned that life cannot be as one single mortal unit; that it must go on as a never-ending stream of generation upon generation.


  It had a purpose at last. It knew what it wanted to do, what it must do. It could not remain aloof from this life form that had taught it of life; it was human in the emotions and learning it had absorbed; it could not be other than human in all its desires. It had absorbed the idealism of Lorrine and it knew, now, that her ideals were not illogical but knew that they were an expression of the never-ending trying and learning and a manifestation of the ceaseless drive of the prime purpose.


  It could divide its body into as many parts as it wished, and the parts could assume any form, either temporary or permanent in cellular structure. It was human in all its desires and motivations, intensely, utterly human, and it had no reason to retain its natural shapeless mass. So it began to divide its great body, sending it out into the night as human forms; forms that were human in structure, completely, perfectly human to the tiniest cell and with the heritage and idealism that had been Lorrine’s. And they took with them something else; the means to carry out her desires, the physical learning that had been the city-being’s.


  A small portion of the city-being would remain behind. It would join the others soon; as soon as the State was overthrown and there was no longer the need for the manufacture of the things necessary to destroy it.


  Then it would throw up its barrier, and the last of itself would go out into the night. Within the barrier a radium clock would count off the years until all its human forms had merged, generation upon generation, with all other humans. Then, far down the years to come, the clock would reach the time set for it and the barrier would fall. Humans would enter the city, curious to know the thing it had promised to tell them.


  But they would find the city empty, and only an inscription on a stainless steel plate in a small stone building:


  Here a woman died for something intangible and I wondered why. I was curious and I absorbed her learning to find the nature of her motivations.


  When I acquired her learning I discovered myself for what I was; an entity without purpose or plan, without a heritage of the past to teach me. I had possessed knowledge, but wisdom comes only with time and time had been denied me. In my existence had been no purpose, no conception of purpose. I was a single unit of life, living in the present.


  I found in humanity a life that had never ceased for two billion years; a life that had been learning for two billion years and intended to live and learn for all time to come.


  I was Life, without knowledge of life. When I acquired the learning of a life two billion years old I could now logically do other than abide by that learning. When I accepted the learning I could not do other than accept the purpose. In return I gave humanity my physical knowledge, to better carry out the purpose.


  I had knowledge and power, but humanity had something greater; wisdom and a purpose.


  So do not look for me in this city—you, yourselves, are that which you seek.


  SOLUTION DELAYED


  Mark Clifton


  Before you can solve a problem you must acknowledge the problem exists» To acknowledge it exists, you must acknowledge you don’t know the answer. But if you don t know the answer, then how can you solve it.


  The offices and buildings of Tech Control were not impressive. Impressiveness was still the prerogative of World Government, Political. Tech Control, the centers of actual world government, seemed to pride itself on offices which remained small, humble, almost shoddy. In that, at least, they were wise. As yet, human nature had not changed. The pomp and circumstance of political control was still mistaken for strength and power by the public. Tech Control was thus left free to concern itself with the things which really mattered.


  Nor do tech engineers require gilt and glitter to get their work done. They remain impatient with enormous systems which exist for the sake of their own complexity. Engineers, unlike synthesist administrators, seem to feel it is the bare essentials which count. As such, even the most complex engineering project becomes relatively easy to handle—say such a project as governing an entire world.


  Even the Southwestern Division Offices of Tech Control shared the custom of obscurity rather than follow the custom of Greater Los Angeles for the glorification of front. Only two blocks away from the vast buildings of Intersol, manufacturers of interplanetary ships, there on the edge of the Mojave Desert, Div Tech occupied a squat four-story building. It sought no attention, nor got it from the public.


  Yet it was from this office that the entire program of colonization of planets and satellites stemmed. In every major city throughout the world there were World Government, Political buildings, with thousands of clerks and administrators to interview the thousands of families who thought they might like to colonize—if conditions were made quite comfortable, comparable to those on Earth, you understand. And still more clerks and administrators to answer the hundreds of thousands of questions, feeding the spurious movies and news releases to the general public.


  But World Government, Political knew no more what families were finally chosen, or what really happened on the planets than did the general public.


  Strangest of all, considering such a thing of tremendous import, there was comparatively little more than apathy. For Earth was a comfortable and comforting place to live. The great problem had been solved. Man was learning to live with himself and took the indolent attitude of an overgrown lazy lad, “Who wants to buck reality when the beds at home are so soft, the food so good, and the treatment so indulgent?” Nor was there anything in the contrived films and releases to excite the spirit of adventure.


  Spot checks revealed that, as with the old propaganda films released on TV, ninety-nine and 33/100ths per cent of the people immediately punched irritably at video-control buttons to pick up something interesting instead.


  Little of all this filtered back to the squat building of Div Tech, and that which did, received most attention from the heat-control engineer who complained of burning so much paper


  in his furnaces.


  Seeming to match the squat building of Div Tech, and the sparse offices, Business Agent Follette Langley, a man insignificant in appearance, sat behind his desk in an office equally insignificant. With apparent indolence, face tending to flabbiness, hair beginning to thin, eyes mild and expressionless, his attitude toward his visitor was one of patient tolerance. He would waste time hearing his visitor’s grievance; but without supporting curves and charts, without math formulae, without trajectories of slide-rule calculated plots, Langley’s attitude seemed to imply that the conversation was no more than that—a waste of time.


  Arthur Cameron sat in his chair across the desk from Langley, but he was neither relaxed nor indolent. Involuntarily his dark eyes flashed in hostility at the reception he was obtaining. But as with a long line of Labor Relations men before him, when dealing with Business Agents, Cameron kept his voice under control.


  “These restrictions, inspections, red tape tie-ups in the selection and training of workers are ruining us,” he said forcefully. “You’ve got a shop steward over at Intersol who thinks he’s a dictator. I tell you Langley, it’s come to a showdown. Either you get him out of there, or I get out. We can’t both be Labor Relations Director. We’re simply grinding down to a halt with his constant interference in my work.”


  “Seems to me you’ve just completed Interplanetary Ship#, haven’t you?” Langley answered mildly. “That doesn’t look as if Intersol is grinding to a stop.” He took an old-fashioned tobacco cigarette from a case and held the tip of it against an infrared lighter. His entire gesture was one of boredom.


  “But in spite of Slater and his spies,” Cameron said more bitingly than he had intended. Every time he talked to this man, Langley, he grew furious in spite of himself.


  “Slater is all right,” Langley said soothingly. “Perhaps a little over-zealous at times. He’s just making sure that the covenants of Tech Control are not being violated. It would be very simple, you know, for your company to start manufacturing weapons under the guise of something else, or make an undue profit on these ships at the expense of the public.”


  “Nonsense,” Cameron exploded, and leaned forward in his chair. “Do you think we’re foolish enough to buck the Union of Physical Scientists? How could we make such things without accredited engineers, your own members, knowing about it? Who would there be to design them? Design the machinery to make them, design the production flow to turn them out, except members of the Union of Physical Scientists? And who would use weapons if we made them? The entire world runs on technology. Nothing can happen in it without the knowledge of technologists, members of UPS. What earthly purpose does it serve to have Slater and his crowd eternally spying, sneaking in microphones, tapping intercom videos, hiding in dark corners—”


  “Your sermon is showing, Cameron,” Langley said quietly, and made no effort, to hide the amusement in his eyes. “Didn’t you once write a book on human tensions?” he switched the topic suddenly, “And wasn’t it your central theme that there was a productive and self-satisfying place for every member of our society, regardless of the warp of his tensions?” He sat up a little straighter and seemed to take a greater interest in his theme.


  “It has been better than fifty years now since UPS delivered its ultimatum. You remember that ultimatum, Cameron. Every schoolboy knows it. No technologist will work on an implement of war. No technologist will work on a project where graft for a few men will be at the expense of the many.”


  “I’ll not deny it was a great dream,” Cameron conceded. “In principle.”


  “Not too difficult to achieve, either,” Langley said reflectively. “No more difficult than the early days of trade unions generally. Easier, in fact. What uneducated and often unthinking men could do was not too difficult for the trained technologists.”


  “Incompatible though, with the very training and education they had,” Cameron commented.


  “Oh no. We had just one hurdle to overcome. Prior to UPS it was the contention of technologists throughout the world that theirs was not the field of sociology, that they had no responsibilities to mankind for the use to which their work was put. Until they realized, almost simultaneously all over the world, that sociology is every man’s job; that man could never solve his Great Problem by not letting his right hand know what his left hand was doing; that the making and using of an implement is all one continuous flow of cause-effect-sequence, and cannot be separated by any arbitrary line of responsibility evasion. When that hurdle was passed, UPS became a spontaneous reality.” He paused significantly, as if there were no more to be said.


  “I’m not so sure it was a wise thing,” Cameron said slowly.


  “Not wise?” Langley asked curiously, and leaned forward. “Not wise to take the simplest, most direct, infallible means of keeping mankind from destroying himself? But even if there had been nothing else, no other reason at all, UPS still had to come into existence for the very guarantee of the continued life of science itself. What kind of scientist would it be who would take no means to protect himself and the world against the results of his research? Scientists may be many things, Cameron, but they are not irrational.”


  “I’m not so sure,” Cameron repeated stubbornly. “Perhaps your very logic, in the end, will be the destruction of man.”


  “That’s a curious statement,” Langley opened his eyes wider.


  “To me there is something ominous about this slide rule, cybernetic kind of thinking,” Cameron leaned forward and placed his clasped hands on the desk top. “It’s thin, too thin; as if equations were being substituted for wisdom. I feel it all about me, a sort of stasis, a frozen mold; as if nothing but technology can develop, and even that frozen into molded patterns of thinking. The capacity of man for unlogic, illogic, may yet be his only solution.”


  “Oh now, now,” Langley leaned back in his chair and shook his head in mild exasperation. “Coming from a man of some intelligence—Look, man,” he interrupted himself, “for the first time in history we are governed by reason, instead of superstition and power madness. In these fifty years there has been no war, or threats of war, or persecution of minorities, or graft, or profiteering—”


  “I consider the social force which funnels the best of our young men into just such thought patterns, to be a subtle form of persecution,” Cameron interrupted quietly.


  “Anybody been throwing stones at you lately,” Langley asked as if he were talking to a small child in a tantrum. “Or calling your children nasty names?”


  “I think neither of us will ever understand the other,” Cameron said hopelessly, as if to end the conversation. “You think man has found the solution—the beneficent rule of technology. I think your control system is no superior to any other that man has ever devised, in that it is equally narrow in outlook to all the others. All have come eventually to a dead end. And I see the dead end here, already, in this tension that there is no future except technology and the slide rule is its prophet.” Then angrily, “But even that will grind to a halt if you fill our shops with Slaters!”


  “What would you have us do with the Slaters of the world?” Langley asked curiously. “Crime, as such, has been virtually eliminated. People are too comfortable to get themselves into such messes. You know as well as I that our police forces have been reduced to a minimum. They don’t even need to help old ladies across the street any more. Traffic servomechanisms handle that. There is no need in general society now for the kind of talents, or tensions, you seem to think Slater has.”


  “Think he has!” Cameron exploded and stood up suddenly. “That nasty, spying, Peeping Tom—”


  “But as a shop steward,” Langley put the tips of his fingers together and ignored Cameron’s outburst, “he is productive. He is using his tensions for the benefit of society. Turn him loose upon his community, without productive direction for the satisfaction of his tensions—No Cameron, you are quite typical of those without the engineering brand of trained thinking. You contradict yourselves so much, and so wildly.”


  “I take it you refuse to do anything about Slater.” Cameron held onto the back of his chair with white knuckles.


  “When you get back to the plant, you might send him over. Apparently he hasn’t been very clever,” Langley conceded, and obviously suppressed a grin.


  Cameron glared at him, and then laughed bitterly. His thin, strong face was a study in frustrations.


  “I see,” he said with finality. “That’s all I’ve gained.”


  “And Cameron,” Langley said placating, “don’t worry about it. Just go ahead as you always have, smoothing out the little tensions, allowing people to blow off steam to you, arbitrating the little grievances. You’re a valuable man, Cameron, with that bedside manner of yours. And you talk the language of the ordinary people who can’t, and don’t want to learn to think. But let us worry about the production of spaceships. That’s really our job, you know. We are the technologists.”


  He watched Cameron walk angrily through the door. There was a speculative look in Langley’s eyes, and he pressed his finger down upon a signal button.


  In another office a clerk caught the signal, and stopped stalling.


  “Why yes, Miss Hills,” he said suddenly and flashed her a smile. “I think I can arrange for your inspection party of the new ship. As the plant’s dietician, you’ll be most interested. It’s all fitted and stocked, you know; ready for the take-off. Of course we will seal the control room, that’s classified. But the men on this list, with their wives and families are welcome to make an inspection of the rest of the ship. Nice public relations. Tomorrow evening? Will that be all right?”


  As she nodded her acceptance and turned away, the clerk pressed a button which signaled Langley’s office.


  The speculative look in Langley’s eye changed to a smile. He breathed a small sigh. Satisfaction? Regret? Could it have been loneliness? Envy? He shrugged his mood away, and prepared to have his talk with Slater.


  “Slater! They’re coming into the room now!” The whisper brought the shop steward into the room from the hall. It was characteristic of Barnes that though they were seven stories below the room they were spying, he must still whisper hoarsely. Slater came swiftly across the dim basement room to where his assistant crouched over the tape recorder.


  Barnes squinted up at him from a round, heavily featured face and grinned triumphantly.


  “They’re milling around, and there’s a lot of incidental crowd noise,” he said. “Guess Cameron hasn’t come in yet.”


  “Cameron,” Slater exploded, as if it were an expletive.


  “Yeah?” Barnes commented with a rising questioning note. “What happened over at Div Tech this afternoon?” He was a huge shapeless blur as he crouched before the recorder, making final adjustments with fat fingers.


  “Cameron put the beef on me again,” Slater said shortly.


  “Bad?” Barnes asked quickly, and turned his head to look up over his shoulder.


  Slater grinned down at him, and pulled down the corner of his mouth. His eyes were derisive; his thin face filled with contempt and triumph.


  “Yeah,” Barnes almost barked the word in relieved admiration, as he interpreted the expression. “Know what you mean, chief. You’d think Cameron’d realize he hasn’t got the drag with Div Tech that you have.”


  “Div Tech knows who’s loyal,” Slater commented; then added significantly, “Same as I do. You rig up that decoy mike?”


  “Sure, chief,” Barnes chuckled. “Handled it myself, personally. Put the video eye in back of the light reflector. If they look for it, they’ll be looking right into the light and can’t see what’s behind it. Then I hid in a dummy mike which won’t be too hard for them to find.”


  “That’s right,” Slater complimented. “That was a smart idea you had, chief.” Barnes said with extravagant admiration. “They get rid of the dummy mike and then think they’re safe. Smart, chief.” A part of his admiration was genuine, a part of it job insurance.


  “You got to be smart to hold my job,” Slater commented. “Div Tech don’t give a stupid man a second chance. Them engineers want just one thing, results. Got the real mike connected to the recorder? I want evidence this time. Real evidence.”


  “Sure, chief,” Barnes answered. “Turn on the video, so we can see what’s going on up there,” Slater commanded. He looked about the storage room critically.


  “I checked this room, chief, personally,” Barnes reassured him hurriedly. “Nobody’s got a spyeye on us.”


  “You’re sure of that.”


  “Sure I’m sure, chief.”


  Slater walked over and took a chair in front of the video. Barnes and his assistant, who had been hovering unobtrusively in the background while the great men talked, sat down in chairs behind their chief. Theirs was the exaggerated respect and deference to a superior found in men who are arrogant to those they can command, slavish to those who command them. Technology had gone ahead, but psychology was still blundering around in its blind alleys; not yet ready to give up its fond theories; still preferring to tailor men to fit the theories; still looking through the wrong end of the microscope. Thus there had been no relief for men, such as these, from their warps, pressures, tensions. They still must find their satisfactions as best they could from the frustrations and unrealities psychology still fostered.


  “You recording the video, too?” Slater asked.


  “Sure, chief,” Barnes answered. It was wonderful how he had done everything the chief had thought of. He felt a warm glow of self-approbation. “Installed the recorder right behind the eye in the ceiling, like you said.”


  “You check the mechanism to make sure nothing will go wrong?” There was a sharpness to the question.


  “Why no, chief,” Barnes answered in apprehension. Then caught himself. Why hadn’t he lied? “I thought you checked it,” he alibied hurriedly. “You handed it to me and said install it. I thought . . . I’m not . . . I didn’t—”


  “All right, all right,” Slater shut him off disgustedly. “Sloppy, Barnes. Sloppy! Too late now. I got no time to check every little detail. I got conferences over at Div Tech to attend to. Not one man in a million gets called in to Div Tech, Barnes. You know that. A man who gets called to conferences in Div Tech has a right to have assistants he can depend on,”


  “Yes, chief, you sure have.”


  “Figure it out, Barnes,” Slater went on slowly, remorselessly. “I think I got a man here I can depend on to handle the details. I leave it in your hands. Confident I got me a good assistant. But you don’t check it. And you call yourself a Security man!”


  Barnes was crushed, abject, then roused to turn on his assistant fiercely.


  “You check it?”


  The assistant looked up startled. Secretly he had been enjoying Barnes’ discomfort, unable to look far enough ahead to realize it would all turn on him.


  “Forget it, I said,” Slater commanded through thin lips. “Don’t pass the buck, Barnes. Too late now, anyway. We’ll just have to take our chances that nothing will go wrong. But I don’t like it. A good Security man doesn’t take chances. None at all.”


  “I—” Barnes started to rise to his feet, as if to come over to the side of his chief.


  “Forget it, I said, and siddown!” Slater shouted at him. Then more quietly, “I said I wanted to check this meeting. There’s Cameron now. He’s already come in and is going up to the front of the room. You guys yak-yaking made me miss what he’s been saying. Security men!” he exploded in added disgust.


  The two men sat on the edge of their chairs behind him, hardly breathing, dreading the thought of a future where they might not be permitted to carry on their work; might not enjoy the secret feel of power over other men; the delicious sensation of storing up little remarks, actions, emphases, to bring back to the chief. His praise. Self-sacrificing, noble, loyal men. Somebody has to look out for the welfare of the company, Div Tech.


  They sat in abject misery, alternating looks at one another with looks at Slater’s back.


  Slater, conscious of their apprehension, pointedly doing nothing to relieve it, leaned forward and turned up the volume on the speaker.


  “Gentlemen, and Miss Hills,” Cameron opened the meeting. He stood, slender and intense, at a small table in the front of the room, and looked over the dozen men and one woman who sat in front of him. “I’ve called you here this evening for a purpose. I know it is after hours, but during the day it’s hard to get you all together. You’re all key men in the company, and I’ve brought you here to ask your co-operation—”


  “Hey, Art,” a voice called from the back of the room.


  Cameron stopped suddenly and looked at the speaker questioningly.


  “You don’t have to be careful, Art,” the man called out. “I found their mike. They were even more careless than ever. Hid it in back of that table over there in the corner. I just sort of accidently shifted the table against it, hard, and smashed it. They won’t hear anything, and they’ll think their mike got smashed by accident.”


  Cameron grinned at them with relief, and relaxed his official pose.


  “Good going,” he said. “I couldn’t ask, you know.” Then he became deadly serious, and this time he took control of the meeting without any make-believe about it.


  “Mona tells me she got that list of us approved for a tour of the ship tomorrow night.”


  There was a stir around the room, a collective sigh of relief, looks of congratulation in the direction of Mona Hills.


  “You know what that means,” Cameron continued. “Tomorrow night we and our families will enter the ship on an inspection tour. Big privilege for special people!” he exclaimed ironically. “We will close the locks, break the seal on the control room door. We then, instead of Div Tech’s picked puppets, will take that ship and head out for our planned destination.” There was complete silence in the room, not even the rustle of cloth.


  In the basement room below there was a sharp gasp from Barnes as he heard the incredible conspiracy. He leaned forward as if to see around Slater better. The side of Slater’s face was set in a grim mask, and Barnes felt a warmth of anticipation.


  “I know you’ve all briefed your families again and again,” Cameron was saying now from the video. “No favorite toys for the children. No treasured wedding presents from Aunt Minnie. Just the clothes you have on, nothing more. There must be nothing to arouse suspicion from Slater’s security guards. They’ll be suspicious enough, as it is, because we’ve all brought our children, without giving them anything else to excuse their looking closer.


  “It’s not going to be easy, leaving everything,” one of the men sighed aloud.


  “It’s never easy to break away from comfort and security, old ties and sentiments,” Cameron said firmly. “But it’s even more difficult to stay here; to watch this civilization deteriorate into another thousand years of dark ages. With all our fine glittering technology, we’re making no more progress than was made a thousand years ago. Technical science can become as stern an inhibitor as superstition.”


  He broke off suddenly, and grinned wanly.


  “Excuse me, folks. I’m riding my hobbyhorse again. We’ve been all over it before. No one in this room would be here unless we all knew, beyond all doubt, that each agreed the only hope for man was for some of us to break away, get our children away, before they, too, become robotic in their thinking—little animated cybernetic machines.


  “And there’s no other out. I went over to Div Tech this afternoon; on an excuse to complain about Slater, but hoping I could arouse some spark, some doubt that technology is heaven and all’s right with the world. Not a chance. They are so fatuous, so smug in their rightness; so closed of mind that not even the slightest doubt penetrates.


  “Most of you are technologists; most of you are members of UPS. I don’t need to review the long months and years I tested you before I voiced my plan. But I found that you, too, wondered if the fate of man wasn’t something more than just to make bigger and better machines.


  “We have a good cross section here of the necessary sciences; one of you is an astrogator, another is an experienced test pilot, Mona is our authority on domestic sciences. All of you have been training yourselves in supplementary sciences, and your wives.


  “I’ve visited your homes, I saw no spoiled and whining brats. You’ve been training your children to sustain in a harsher environment. You’ve gone against the tenets of psychology whose purpose is apparently to create irresponsible and dependent weaklings. Your children are brave and stoic, perhaps better able to withstand the rigors of a hostile environment than you and I.


  “The ship is fitted. It alone will sustain us for two years while we adapt. Gentlemen, and Mona, we have been preparing for a long, long time. We have every chance of succeeding. And we have already proved trustworthy to one another. No one suspects. Tomorrow night, then, we—


  His words were interrupted with a faint clatter of some mechanism, as if a ratchet had slipped its bearing and was whirring against an obstruction. Every eye turned in alarm toward the source of the sound—the light fixture.


  Seven stories below, the three Security men saw every face turned directly to the spy eye. Barnes, stricken, buried his face in his hands, as if to shut out the sight, shut out the sound of the whirring, clattering noise picked up by their mike. He rocked back and forth in an agony of apprehension.


  “No, no, no,” he moaned over and over. “The scanning disk. It must have slipped. How could it have slipped? Chief, they just don’t slip! I should have checked it. I should have checked it.”


  Slater sat and watched the video screen impassively, his lips a thin white line. He saw the men in the room above pull a table over to get at the light fixture in the ceiling. He saw one of them pick up a chair and begin smashing at the light fixture, poking a chair leg at the spyeye. The video screen went dark, the sound shut off suddenly. There was silence in the basement room, broken only by Barnes’ soft moaning.


  “I should have checked it. I should have checked it.”


  He stumbled to his feet, his eyes wild, his only thought to get out of the room before Slater could turn upon him in slashing wrath; before the terrible words could be said which would sever him from his job. Blindly, he rushed out into the hall and slammed the door shut behind him. Maybe if Slater got time to cool off first; maybe then Slater wouldn’t say the fateful words at all.


  There should be some way to keep Slater from saying them, some way he could redeem himself. He thought of the men in the meeting room upstairs. What would they do now? They’d been discovered and knew it. He paused in his headlong flight down the hall and stood still. Of course! He could still redeem himself!


  “Put a tail on everyone of them,” he mumbled aloud. “I got plenty of men. I’m still second in command. Get a man to follow every one of them. Report back to me what they do. I’ll hide. Tell the men to bring the reports to me. Slater won’t know. Then I’ll get all the evidence and turn it over to Slater. He won’t fire me then. He’ll be proud of me.”


  He rushed his great bulk to the elevator, urgently pressed against the signal button, giving the emergency signal which would make the operator skip everything and rush with express speed to this basement floor.


  In the darkened room above, Cameron’s voice came to each of the members of the conspiracy, bitter and bleak.


  “That tears it,” he said. “Our inspection permit isn’t worth the paper it’s written on now. As soon as Slater can get anybody to listen to him over at Div Tech, it’ll be canceled. And that’s the least of our worries.”


  “Maybe that’s our clue,” a voice, obviously being controlled with effort, came out of the darkness of the room. “As soon as he can get anybody to listen to him, you said, Art. And who’s over at Div Tech this time of night with authority to cancel it?”


  “We’ll carry out the plan tonight, then,” Cameron answered quietly. “Get your families together. Now. Assemble in an hour or less at the recreation hall across from the entrance to the blast field. We’ll try to bluff it. Tell the guards the tour was set this late at night to avoid publicity.”


  “If they notice the wrong date on the permit?” Mona asked.


  “Bluff that, too. A clerical error, we’ll say. Even Div Tech makes mistakes.”


  No dissent was voiced. They might still carry out their plans. There was a movement of chairs as the standing people unfroze from their surprise at discovering the spy eye, and moved through the darkness toward the door.


  Light from the hallway streamed in as someone opened the door.


  “And gentlemen,” Cameron called loudly, “please attempt to be more prompt with your reports, hereafter.” He had no hope that the meeting had been unobserved, but with the secrecy which was Slater’s nature, he hoped Slater would tell no one before he went to Div Tech. To carry on nonchalantly might still win them through.


  “O.K., Mr. Cameron,” someone called back to him.


  “Him and his infernal reports!” someone else grumbled, as they went down the hall toward the elevators. One never knew what lurking Security officer might be hiding around a corner, or in an office with the door open a crack.


  The group walked leisurely down the hall, commenting on the points raised in an imaginary meeting; wondering, as department heads normally do, if Cameron was as smart as he pretended to be; and where he got the authority to call them into a meeting this late in the evening.


  As they left the building, and parted outside the Security gate, each was picked up by a Security man assigned to follow him.


  Barnes sat slumped at his desk, head pulled down into the hard roll of fat which ringed his neck. His heavy lips jutted out as he turned his hand over on its back, and flipped it palm down, again and again,


  “You call yourself a Security man!” He heard the scorn in Slater’s voice rasp across his memory, and drew his heavy brows together. The pressure of anger and frustration was too great to allow him to sit still. He flung himself out of the swivel chair and began to pace the floor.


  “When will they start reporting?” he questioned aloud. The acoustic board of the walls and ceiling muffled his voice. He looked at the clock set in the wall and realized that only an hour had passed since that crowd of subversives had left the building. He continued to lumber heavily about the room in his nervous pacing.


  “You call yourself—” He shook his head bullishly to shake off the echo of Slater’s contempt. He felt his heart quicken, the gnawing at his stomach as, in his imagination, he looked at the blue slip of an Unfit Discharge; the obscurity of the Common Labor Pool. Of course, there, he might pick up quite a little information, get reinstated. And then realized that even there the men would avoid him, dummy up when he came around. There is no contempt like that of men against one who has tried to trap and snare them; deliberately made a career of doing it.


  In his sharp turn, the holster of his gun pressed against his side. He looked at it and the blued steel of the butt winked back up at him. His hand fell to caress the satin of the metal. With a spasm of despair, his hand gripped hard around the butt of (he gun, drawing reassurance from its strength. Rather than part with it—


  The red glow of the intercom winked at him from the desk. In two strides he was leaning over the desk, not taking time to get around to his chair.


  “Barnes here!” he grunted at its speaker.


  “Barnes, this is Littlefield!” The voice at the other end was gasping as if the speaker had run a long way, and excitement mixed with terror in the tones. “They’re . . . they’re going to make the break tonight!” Barnes remembered that Littlefield had been the assistant in the spyroom with them. He had forgotten the assistant, and his witnessing the scene of his disgrace. Time to take care of Littlefield later.


  “They’re what?” Barnes’ hand gripped the edge of the desk until the knuckles stood out in sharp white against the red flesh. “What are you talking about?”


  “Barnes, listen!” Littlefield was urgent, frantic. “They slugged me. I was outside Cameron’s window listening. I heard him tell his wife. Then something hit me. When I came to, the house was dark, everybody was gone, and I was tied up. I worked loose, and got to an intercom phone so I could call you direct, like you—”


  “Hold it!” Barnes shouted back into the intercom. “See any other guards? Check with the main gate?”


  “No, I—”


  “And you call yourself a Security man!” Barnes roared the words into the speaker grid.


  “But you said not to—”


  “Shut up!” Barnes commanded. “Get off the line!”


  He flipped the switch and glared about the room. Tonight. That meant immediately. No telling how long that fool Littlefield had been knocked out, what had happened since.


  “I’ll break him,” he mumbled to himself. “I’ll break him down so low—” He felt it was his duty to break Littlefield, not realizing his satisfaction in it came from revenge for Littlefield’s having been a witness to his own disgrace. He flipped the switch on again.


  “Slater!” he instructed the speaker grid. The instrument sat silent. Barnes could wait no longer. He pressed the emergency key down and held it.


  “No answer,” the robot responded.


  “There has to be an answer,” he said desperately, as if he were talking to a human being.


  “No answer,” the robot repeated.


  “Pattern six,” Barnes commanded. “Open line.” That was the search pattern, the robot operator ringing all the places in the building where Slater might be. Barnes listened, as one by one people answered the call through the vast area.


  “Not here.”


  “Not here.”


  “Not here.”


  Barnes began pacing the room again, as the reports went on and on. What was he to do? They were going to steal the ship, might be trying it right now, and Slater wasn’t to be found. A phrase from the Security Handbook ran through his mind. “Security men must be able to act on their own discretion where formal chain of command breaks in an emergency.”


  He stopped his pacing. Yes. Not finding Slater could be a bigger advantage. The record of all his attempts to find Slater would be on the tape. He began to hope the intercom could not find Slater. Missing at a time of great emergency. Slater not to be found. He began to pant in his eagerness. It would be checkmate. Slater wouldn’t dare fire him then. Don’t tell on me and I won’t tell on you.


  At first, just the cancellation of errors. Then the implications began to grow on Barnes. Not for just now would he be protected, but in the future, too. All the things he’d wanted to do, and hadn’t dared. A parade of faces began to flow through his mind: The sullen eyes, the concealed sneer around the lips, the sudden stop of voices when he came upon a group of men. A little roughing up would change that. Change contempt to fear. And he could get away with it now. There’d always be that record hanging over Slater, to prevent him from stopping it.


  There was a sudden change in the monotonous negatives coming from the intercom.


  “Try Div Tech,” somebody said. Barnes felt a flare of frustration. He’d find out who that was. He’d—


  But it would be on the tape. He felt his plans come crashing down around him, a physical weight.


  “Try Div Tech,” he instructed the intercom needlessly. He waited. He listened for the Div Tech robot’s answering report. It came.


  “Slater is in meeting. No one can be disturbed here.”


  That, too, would be on the tape. He felt his hopes spring up again. But the record must be complete.


  “Emergency,” he said dully, fearing the word might get him through.


  “Repeat,” the mechanism answered. “No one can be disturbed.”


  The flare of hope, triumph. Now it was all his. He’d tried everything. A checkback of tape records would show, when the investigation came.


  Then the enormity of it hit him. In gathering the guards to stop the Cameron crowd something could go wrong. Maybe somebody would get hurt, killed. Did he want that responsibility? What went on over there at Div Tech? When they were questioning him later what instruments would be concealed in his chair or around the room, recording how he felt about things. The lie detector!


  No! Slater had to be found! Had to take the rap!


  “I’ll go to Div Tech in person,” he mumbled. It was a resolution of desperation. He had never been in the building. Only Big Shots ever got in. But Slater had to be found, to take the rap.


  He rushed out of the office, down the hall to the elevator, fumed impatiently at the inactivity of standing still while it carried him to street level, and then out through the gate to the street. The lights so near to the plant made the street as bright as the daylight, and the pedestrians could see his uniform and gun holster clearly. For this once, he took no pleasure in the sudden set of their mouths and the wary expressions of their eyes.


  He ran across the intersection, narrowly avoiding a pedestrian standing on the opposite curb. He ignored the trafficservo and the warning siren whine as he broke the red light’s electric beam. He knew a picture of himself had been taken in the act of jaywalking, and he would hear about it, but the emergency—the emergency!


  He broke into a sprint, only partly conscious of the stares of the passersby—stupid weaklings who were never faced with momentous emergencies. A time such as this made up for all the accusations of sitting around and doing nothing.


  Half a block away, the low outlines of Div Tech arose out of the night.. At the corner of the building he slowed to a walk, and approached the inconspicuous door of the building. They were so sure of themselves, they didn’t bother to post Security guards, even at the entrance.


  His feet were still slower as he approached the three low steps which led into the recess where the steel doors waited. He forced himself to walk up the steps, as if he belonged there, as if this weren’t the first time he had ever dared, as if the spasms of awe and indecision were not gnawing at his stomach.


  His hand faltered as he reached out to touch the entrance button. He felt the eyes of the scanners on him, knew that his trial was being taped. Would he be censured or praised?


  “No admittance!” a mechanical voice instructed him. That was all.


  He turned away. Div Tech had refused him.


  A surge of unreasoning anger. He wasn’t good enough to be admitted to Div Tech. There hadn’t even been an inquiry. It might be the most vital thing in the world! It was!


  He would show them. He would accomplish the entire thing by himself. Without Slater, or Div Tech, or anybody. And so simply. All he had to do was instruct the guards at the entrance of the launching field not to admit the Cameron party. That was all.


  He started to run, heading for the belt which would carry him to the launching field. As he ran he checked the gun in its holster, exulting in the feel of it against his palm, regretting that he might not get a chance to use it, that stopping the Cameron party would be a routine thing only. He hoped one of them would argue, start a scuffle, maybe. What was the good of carrying a gun if you couldn’t use it when you needed it?


  He rushed through an entrance of the guard rail, and leaped upon the belt. It was too slow. It crept at a snail’s pace. He started running down it, adding its speed to his own.


  “Stand still,” the command came mechanically. “It is dangerous to move while on the belt.” There would be another picture of him violating a safety code. He ran ahead, receiving repeated warnings as he passed two more check points. Then the belt slowed, and a barrier sprang up in front of him and behind him. He had forgotten that. Forgotten that when one didn’t obey them, the mechanisms could retaliate. A siren began to sound.


  He vaulted over the guard rail and ran down the sidewalk again. He was almost there. Far up the street he heard a general police car pull around a corner, its siren giving him plenty of time to escape. No matter, he was there now. The huge pilings which framed the entrance gate loomed in front of him, and seated under the light inside the guardhouse, the Security man was on duty. The man heard the distant sirens coming closer, heard the running feet, and came over to the application counter.


  “Hey you! Why . . . er . . . Mr. Barnes!” he stammered. “Excuse me Mr. Barnes, I’d never have shouted—”


  “Never mind, never mind!” Barnes stormed at him. “Anyone go out to the ship tonight?”


  “Yes, sir. Of course, sir. The inspection party, sir—” He broke off as Barnes grabbed him and began shaking him.


  “Where are they? Where are they, stupid?”


  “Out at the ship, sir. They were official, sir.”


  “How long ago?”


  “Perhaps fifteen, twenty minutes. Wait a minute, I’ll check the tape.”


  “Never mind, you fool! And I suppose you gave them station wagons.”


  “Well, sir, I didn’t give them cars, no sir. I sent along drivers. They were official, sir. Had an authorization signed by—”


  “I know, I know. Oh you stupid fool!”


  “But it’ll be all right, sir. In fact, sir, here they come back now.”


  Barnes squinted down the long road leading out to the distant gleam of the ship. He could barely make it out past the two returning cars, bathed in their own floodlights.


  “It’s not possible,” he muttered to himself. “And they wouldn’t be coming back so soon from an inspection party anyway.”


  “Something’s wrong,” he shouted. “Signal them to hurry.”


  The two cars gave a sudden lurch of speed and pulled up to the gate within another minute. Before they had stopped, it was apparent they were empty, except for their drivers.


  “Get this gate open!” Barnes shouted. “I’m going out to the ship.”


  “Look!” the gateman shouted as loudly and pointed.


  There was a flare of light around the huge ship. Slowly, ponderously, seeming to rest on its mushroom of flame for an eternity, the ship arose, inched upward, and then began to streak, faster and faster.


  “Well, gentlemen, there they go.” The quiet voice of Langley cut across the silence in the room, the understating quality of it somehow relieving the drama, reducing it to routine. “They made it. On schedule.”


  The eyes of the other men still followed the bright streak of the ship, the fading afterglow of incandescent air molecules. After a while, that, too, was gone. Only the stars blinked clear and cold, sharp in the desert air, bright through the huge quartz window of the upper floor of Div Tech.


  The chief administrator of World Tech Control, visiting the Pacific Coast for this occasion, dropped the heavy curtain with a sigh—longing?—envy?—doubt?—and walked back to his chair in the corner of the room. Someone turned on the lights again, and the dozen men, assembled, looked at one another, self-consciously washing the dream from their expressions. It was Slater who voiced the doubts, a Slater whose face would hardly be recognized by his Security Hen, a Slater of quiet, profound wisdom, of deep compassion. He expressed the inevitable doubts which arose each time a ship of colonists went out into the void.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know if they were the right ones. I’d begun to doubt they’d go through with it. Seemed to me it took an extra amount of needling, irritating, annoying, pressuring them into doing it. I had to encourage some pretty nasty tensions in my men. and then at the last frustrate them.”


  He thought of Barnes, knowing his patterns intimately, feeling as if they were his own, Barnes’ desperation when the old-fashioned disk scanner had slipped and revealed itself, slipped as he had planned it would when he carefully rigged it. He knew’, also, the subsequent moves of Barnes, as certainly as if he had observed them—the uncertainty, the scheming, the frustration, the purposeless activity, all of which would prevent Barnes from ever coming to a decision until it was too late for him to interfere. Slater shook his head sadly.


  “I had to set up the events of tonight,” he said, “in order to give them that last minute desperation. Very nearly destroyed my man by doing it. I was afraid that if I didn’t push them into it, they’d back out at the last minute. I don’t know if they were the right ones. Even as late as this afternoon, they were still undecided. That’s why Cameron came over to see you, Langley. He still hoped they wouldn’t have to go. It was nip and tuck. If you d said the wrong thing—”


  “Yes,” Langley said, “but it’s always nip and tuck. Put too much pressure on a man and you break him. Put not enough pressure on, and he adapts to it, makes the best of it, willing to pay that price to be let alone. In that sense, Cameron’s crowd was no different from the others. Just the right pressure to shake a man out of his inertia, and yet not break him, requires some pretty careful calculation at times.”


  “But were still agreed,” the chief administrator said with a questioning note, “that we are following the right program. Aren’t we, gentlemen?”


  At their slow and considered nods of agreement, he reviewed their program briefly.


  “We recognized a long time ago that no one development of a civilization will find the solution. In all the past, each civilization of history has developed something, but never more than two or three things of significance. They pursued this particular path they chose until they became too specialized in it, then they died. Cameron was right, you know. Technology is not the solution, either. Not the whole solution.”


  “But Cameron did overlook this,” Langley said, “that we are smart enough to realize we haven’t got the solution.”


  “He’d never have got his crowd together and escaped, if he’d recognized that,” Slater commented. “He’d have waited, hoping the solution would be found some quick and easy way.”


  “But suppose Cameron’s colony does survive and develop its own trend to a logical conclusion,” one of the men seated along the wall commented, “what will he contribute? It seemed to me he was too well balanced, too well adjusted. That his whole crowd was. You know, as well as I, that the great contributions to mankind, the great surges of history have come from the aberrated, the fanatic, not the rational.”


  “Yes,” another individual agreed. “The reasoning and well-balanced individual plays his part later, after the blood and dust have settled. It is then that he rationalizes this aberration into an advancement for mankind, and integrates it into the lives of men generally. I don’t think Cameron was fanatic enough to contribute—”


  “That’s the point, gentlemen,” the chief administrator said. “We can’t know where the final solution may come from.


  “But consider this: We have said these aberrated surges have constituted human progress. Maybe they haven’t. Maybe they have kept man perpetually on the verge of self-destruction. We can’t know. If we knew, then we could postulate the solution here and now.


  “We know this, or think we do: That the law of life is that the strong shall survive. In order to survive the vicissitudes of another planet or the larger satellites, the bad atmosphere, gravity conditions, who knows what forms of hostile life, a group has to be strong, daring, determined; as purposeful as the Pilgrim Fathers, and as desperately driven. Strong enough to escape Tech Control, gentlemen; to conspire against and believe they have outwitted Earth.


  “Civilizations on Earth developed independently, and therefore followed divergent paths, as long as there was no community of the intersocial. But Earth has become all one community, and all concerned with technology to the virtual exclusion of anything else. If we openly and officially populated the planets, and later the stars, then those offshoots would carry the Earth trend along with them, communicating freely hack and forth.


  “It has to be done the way we are doing it. Colonies of people whose disagreement with us makes them want to try something else. And the only way to keep them there, once they have made the break, is to make them afraid to return to Earth—afraid to run back to Mama when the going gets tough.


  “Some of them may be balanced and sensible children, such as the Cameron colony; some are no doubt criminals; some of them . . . I can’t seem to get Ship No. 4 out of my mind, gentlemen. Stolen by that zany crowd of hopped up, hotrod szepcats. Just kids. What kind of a civilization will they produce?”


  He sighed, and the men around the room slumped down in their chairs. Theirs was the burden of waiting. Langley put it into words.


  “This is only the seventh group,” he said. “We must not be impatient. Perhaps the solution won’t come until it is our grandchildren, or theirs, who are sitting where we now do. Perhaps not until the seven hundredth, or the seven thousandth—”


  “And that may still be too few,” the chief administrator agreed. “Many of the colonies won’t make it. A few years vegetating while their ship sustains them, and then too weak or too indolent to adapt. Others destroy themselves as we have done by internal conflicts. And this has occurred to us all: We might seed all the universe, and still never find the answer to that simple little perplexity—how can men live together?”


  Langley looked at Slater. Slater arose to his feet.


  “We may fail,” he answered, “but not because we didn’t try. Shall we begin, gentlemen, to decide which little seedling we will next mature and permit to escape us out to the stars?”


  BE IT EVER THUS


  Robert Moore Williams


  Men have fought and died for life and liberty since the beginning of time, and they will continue the fight until time finally comes to an end. Here is a thoroughly readable story about just such a situation—a story which could well be a forecast of the chilling future of your children and ours.


  This was Graduation Day. The senior class from the Star Institute of Advanced Science was scheduled to go through the Museum of the Conquered and observe the remnants of the race that had once ruled this planet. There were many such museums maintained for the purpose of allowing the people to see the greatness their ancestors had displayed in conquering this world and also to demonstrate how thorough and how complete that conquest had been. Perhaps the museums had other reasons for existing, but the authorities did not reveal these reasons. Visiting such a museum was part of the exercises of every graduating class.


  Billy Kasker arrived early, to take care of all last minute problems for Mr. Phipper, the instructor who would take the group through the museum, and to make certain that all of the members of the graduating class knew what they were supposed to do on the trip. Billy Kasker was class president. A handsome, husky youth, accommodating, generous, and thoughtful to a fault. He was well liked both by the faculty and the students. He was pleasant to everybody, even to Joe Buckner, who called him “teacher’s pet” and sneeringly remarked that he had been elected class president as a result of a superb job of boot-licking.


  Even such remarks as these had not disturbed Bill Kasker. He still acted as if Joe Buckner was his best friend.


  “Are we all here, Billy?” the instructor called.


  “All here, sir,” Billy Kasker answered.


  “Very well. Let’s start to the museum. As we go through you may ask any questions you wish. However, I must insist you stay close to me and not wander from the group. We will be in no danger, you understand—the creatures living in the museum have had their fangs pulled most effectively—but even so we must not take chances.”


  The instructor led off. He was a fussy little person in a shiny black coat and a soft hat that was too big for him. No matter how much paper he stuffed inside the brim, the hat never seemed to fit right. Peering through glasses that were always threatening to fall off, he moved away from the Star Institute toward the nearby museum. The class of eight girls and nine boys followed him.


  “Why do we have to go through this old museum?” Joe Buckner complained. “We already know everything about it.”


  “It’s the rule,” Billy Kasker answered. “The faculty thinks we should see the situation at first hand. Then we will have a better understanding of it.”


  Joe Buckner grunted disdainfully. “You’re always sucking in with the big shots and telling everybody what they say.”


  “You asked me. I tried to tell you.” Billy Kasker’s voice was still pleasant. If a slight glint appeared in his eyes, it remained there for only a second.


  The museum was an open area many miles long. It was enclosed by a high, electrically charged fence along which guard towers were placed at regular intervals. There was only one gate, to which the instructor led the class. A captain, resplendent in a brilliant uniform, came out of the guard house to greet them.


  “The graduating class from the Star Institute, eh? Good. We had notice that you were coming. Guard, bring Mr. Phipper a Thor gun, then open the gates.” The last was spoken in a brisk tone to the guard who had followed the captain.


  The Thor gun was brought immediately. It was a small weapon, with a belt and holster. The captain took it from the holster. Watching, Billy Kasker had the impression that the weapon was made of glittering, spun glass. It had a short, heavy barrel in which tiny instruments were visible. Billy Kasker watched very closely.


  “Do you know how to use it?” the captain asked.


  “Oh, yes,” the instructor answered.


  “Is it so dangerous in there that we need a Thor gun?” Susan Sidwell said. Susan had majored in ionic chemistry and had graduated with high honors.


  “No, it isn’t dangerous at all,” the instructor answered hastily. “The weapon is worn merely for the sake of tradition.”


  “No danger at all, young lady,” the captain said. “Nothing to worry about. Not while you’ve got this, anyhow.” He patted the Thor gun which the instructor was buckling to his waist.


  The gates were open. The instructor in the lead, the group passed through. Billy Kasker brought up the rear. Joe Buckner was directly ahead of him.


  They went first to see the wreckage of the city—shattered walls, tumbled buildings, streets with rubble still piled in them. Weeds and creeping vines grew over the broken bones of this city as if they were attempting to hide the ugly scars.


  The instructor adjusted his voice to the proper tone. He had made this same speech to many graduating classes and he knew exactly what he was going to say.


  “You understand, of course, that this part of the old city was almost completely destroyed in our attack of the year 4021 After Yevbro, or the year 1967, according to the way the natives reckoned time on this planet. This part of it has been allowed to remain the way our ships left it, as an example of the effectiveness of our weapons.”


  His voice gave the impression that he was personally participating in that attack and was enjoying the destruction that had taken place. He stood straight, squared his shoulders and breathed deeply.


  “What happened to the natives who lived here?” Billy Kasker asked.


  The instructor frowned. “Oh, they were killed.” At first he was a little irritated at the question, then again satisfaction came back into his voice.


  “They got what was coming to them for trying to resist our sky ships,” Joe Buckner said.


  “Oh, yes, they deserved their fate.” The instructor hitched the Thor gun a little higher on his hip.


  Billy Kasker was silent.


  “We will go next to the fields, then to the factory section—such of as there is—then to that part of the city which we have allowed the natives to rebuild. Come.”


  The class moved out of the city. Here they saw their first natives. Clad mostly in rags—many of them bent and stooped, some of them showing the marks of hunger—they were a quiet people who kept strictly out of the way of the class group. But except for the clothing and the marks of hunger, they were identical in appearance with their conquerors.


  “Why, they look just like us!” Joe Buckner said indignantly. He sounded outraged at the resemblance.


  “There are many differences,” the instructor said quickly. “Note their clothing, how poorly made it is. They make it themselves out of the wool of some kind of animal—deer, I believe, or bear.”


  “Sheep,” Billy Kasker corrected.


  “Oh, yes, sheep is the name of the animal. Thank you, Billy.”


  “You’re welcome, sir.”


  “But they oughtn’t to look like us!” Joe Buckner continued.


  “There are chemical differences,” Susan Sidwell said. “Once, in the laboratory, we analyzed their blood. The color was different for one thing. They also have a much different metabolism.”


  “But suppose one of them escaped from the museum and got into our part of the world. How would we know he wasn’t one of us, if he put on our clothes?” Joe Buckner sounded outraged.


  “That is one purpose our bracelets serve,” the instructor answered. “A very good question, Joe. As you know, each of us receives a bracelet at birth, which is slipped over the hand and onto the wrist. Made of plasticum, which cannot be cut by any method, the bracelet has the unique property of expanding in size as the wearer grows. It cannot be removed except by cutting off the arm of the wearer.” He laughed as if he had made a good joke. “But I am sure no one would ever think of doing that. The bracelet carries the serial number assigned to each of us.”


  He held up his arm, exhibiting the gleaming circle of plasticum on his wrist. To him—to all of them—it was a badge of honor, a mark that proved one belonged to a superior race. “If one of the natives escaped, the absence of a bracelet would disclose his identity at once. We would take measures to have him eliminated.”


  “I see,” Joe Buckner said. He sounded mollified. “How would we eliminate him?”


  “I believe it is customary to use a Thor gun in such cases—a large caliber which will disintegrate him instantly. The model I have will only blast a hole a few inches in diameter.”


  “I’m going to be a Thorgunman,” Joe Buckner said with sudden enthusiasm.


  “Good!” the instructor said. “That is a very fine calling. If I had my life to live over again—” He sighed for lost opportunities.


  At the announcement of his ambition, Joe Buckner rose higher in the opinion of the class.


  “Observe how they make their living,” the instructor continued.


  The class saw the natives at work tilling the soil. The technique used here was very crude but mildly interesting. They used plows and harrows for loosening the soil, devices that were pulled by large animals.


  “Horses, I believe they call the animals. Of course, we don’t allow them to have power-drawn equipment.”


  “It’s not at all like the way we obtain our food,” Billy Kasker said thoughtfully.


  “Oh, no,” the instructor answered. “We synthesize our foods. As a matter of fact, they are required to grow their food. That way, they have to spend so much time finding something to eat that they can’t cause trouble.” He grinned as if something in the idea pleased him.


  “Serves them right,” Joe Buckner said.


  The natives working in the fields seemed not to see the class. When the group came near, they stopped talking and worked harder.


  “Scared to talk when we’re around,” Joe Buckner said. “They’re yellow!”


  “Now for the factory section,” the instructor said.


  The factories were small and unimpressive. Working here with very crude tools and with no power equipment, the natives were making farm machinery.


  “Why don’t we give them better tools?” Billy Kasker asked.


  “What have they got coming?” Joe Buckner exclaimed. “They lost, didn’t they?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “If you had your way you’d be sucking in and helping the side that lost. Pretty soon you’d discover you had lost!”


  “Hardly that,” Billy Kasker replied. “But it seems more human—”


  “Human? That’s a laugh!” Joe Buckner slapped his thighs and roared with laughter.


  “Come along,” the instructor said.


  “Look—there are children playing games!” Susan Sidwell observed. “Horrible-looking little brats, aren’t they?” She pointed to a group of brown-skinned youngsters playing some kind of a game that involved a ball and a club. One threw the ball, the second struck at it with the club.


  “What a stupid way to play,” Joe Buckner said.


  As soon as the young natives saw the graduating group coming, they stopped their game and ran away. They seemed very frightened.


  “The young ones fear us,” the instructor explained. “The older ones fear us too, but they don’t show it so much.” He watched the fleeing youngsters with every evidence of great inward satisfaction.


  Billy Kasker’s lips closed in a thin straight line.


  “Now we will go to the rebuilt section.”


  They walked on.


  “One of the natives is following us,” Susan Sidwell suddenly said.


  Turning, the group saw that a member of the conquered race was coming along the street behind them. He was dressed all in brown—his hat, his shirt, his pants.


  The instructor put his hand on the butt of the Thor gun.


  The native walked past the group without seeming to see it. He was whistling between his teeth. He walked on ahead of them, turned down an alley, and disappeared. The instructor took his hand off the Thor gun.


  “He wasn’t really following us; he wouldn’t dare. Does anybody have any questions?” He looked brightly around the group.


  “Yes, I have,” Joe Buckner said. “Why don’t we just kill all of these natives? They’re not any good to us.”


  The instructor smiled slyly. “I’ll tell you a little secret about that. It’s awfully hard to kill all of any race. No matter how thoroughly you do the job, a few always manage to escape. Then they breed and increase in spite of everything you do.


  “After we had conquered this planet we had trouble catching all of the natives. They were the most cantankerous, persistent race you can imagine. So these museums were set up, to lure them in here. We announced that these places would be set aside and that they would not be bothered as long as they remained in the museums. All in all, we made the museums rather attractive places, hoping that—”


  “I see the plan!” Joe Buckner said glowingly. “After you got them all into the museums—blooie!—knock all of them off at once!”


  The instructor smiled. He looked as pleased as if he had thought of the idea himself. A little stir of applause ran through the group as they expressed their gratitude to their rulers for making this world safe for them.


  “Why haven’t they been killed before now?” Billy Kasker asked. “These museums were opened over forty years ago. Surely—”


  “I don’t know about that,” the instructor answered. “I think probably our rulers are waiting for a propitious time, or perhaps for an incident that will give them an excuse to carry out their plan.”


  “I hope they don’t wait too long,” Joe Buckner said. “Golly, I want to be a Thorgunner and get in on the mop-up when it comes!”


  The group stirred, seemed to look forward to the day of the final slaughter.


  “Any other questions?” the instructor asked.


  “I have one,” Billy Kasker said hesitantly. “It doesn’t exactly have anything to do with our trip through the museum—it’s something I ran across in a book—but I don’t quite understand it, and I wondered—”


  “Go right ahead, Billy. What do you have on your mind?”


  “Well, ah, did—did you ever hear of a changeling? I know it’s a kind of a silly question but—”


  “A changeling?” The instructor frowned.


  “I think it comes out of a fairy story or something like that,” Billy Kasker said.


  “Oh, yes. Now I recall the word.” The instructor’s face lighted. “It’s a story about the fairies taking one child from its crib and substituting another for it. The substituted child was called a changeling. Or perhaps some poor mother, wishing to give her child a better chance, stole the child of a rich mother and put her child in its place. I really don’t remember too much about it.”


  “Thank you, sir. You have explained it very lucidly.”


  The instructor beamed.


  Joe Buckner sniffed. “Asking a question, then telling the instructor he has explained it very clearly when you didn’t even ask a sensible question in the first place—that’s what I call sucking in! Who ever heard of a changeling?”


  The group moved on. They came to the section of the city that had been repaired. The streets had been cleared of the rubble, houses had been rebuilt, and here and there little touches of green grass showed where an attempt to add a touch of beauty had been made.


  They saw very few of the natives. Far ahead of them they occasionally glimpsed a native slipping furtively out of the way. Behind them, always at a distance, heads occasionally poked around corners at them.


  “They’re very cowardly,” the instructor said.


  “Where’s Billy Kasker?” Susan Sidwell suddenly asked.


  The group halted. Billy Kasker was no longer following them. A little stir of consternation ran through them as they realized the class president was missing.


  “Billy! Billy!” the instructor called.


  There was no answer.


  “I just don’t understand this. He knows he should remain with us.”


  “Maybe some of these horrible natives grabbed him!” Susan Sidwell said. The group was startled—and suddenly afraid.


  The instructor took a deep breath. “I have a Thor gun. I’ll go find him. Joe, you are in charge of the group until I return. All of you remain in the middle of the street and don’t move.”


  The instructor went back along the street. He was exasperated and a little alarmed. If anything happened to Billy, how could he explain the matter to the gate captain or to Billy’s parents?


  “Billy!” he called again and again.


  Suddenly he had an answer from an alley.


  “Here, sir—here I am. Are you looking for me? I’m sorry, sir.” Billy himself appeared in the alley.


  Reassured at the sight of the youth, but angry, the instructor moved into the alley. “What is the meaning of this? You have alarmed all of us.”


  “I’m awfully sorry, sir. But I saw something back here that interested me, and I stopped to take a look. I hope you will forgive me.” His manner was so contrite and his chagrin so complete that the instructor had no choice but to forgive him.


  “Of course, Billy. But you mustn’t do anything like this again. It might be dangerous.”


  “I won’t, sir. I promise. But I wonder, since you are here, if you would be good enough to explain to me the thing I saw back here. It will only take a minute.”


  “What is it?”


  “It’s something in one of the houses. I came back looking at something else, then caught a glimpse of this. If you will come into the back yard you can see it. I would really like to have you explain it to me, sir. You are always so clear in your explanations.” Billy Kasker’s manner was very winning.


  “Well, if it will only take a minute—” The instructor followed Billy into the back yard. At the rear was a shed with an open window. A plot of grass separated the shed from the house. On the second floor of the house, a window had been shattered.


  “There’s something up there in that broken window. If you will come here, sir, you can see it better.”


  “Um. Ah! Oh, yes.” The instructor’s back was to the open window of the shed. He stared upward at the house.


  Two brown-coated arms came out of the window of the shed and clamped a fierce grip around his throat, jerking him backward against the wall. He grabbed frantically for the Thor gun.


  The face of the brown native appeared in the window of the shed. “Get that gun, Billy!”


  Billy Kasker was already in action. He snatched the gun from the instructor’s flailing hands.


  The brown native leaned from the window. Muscles bulging in his powerful arms, he lifted the instructor upward and through the window. A thump came from inside the shed. Billy Kasker, Thor gun ready for use, went through the door.


  The instructor was writhing on the floor. The native had a knee on his chest, a knife in his hand.


  “This is for the race you think you’ve conquered!” the native said. He plunged the knife into the instructor’s throat. Green liquid spurted from the wound.


  “Green blood!” the native said. “One of the chemical differences.” He came to his feet. The dying instructor was forgotten. The native’s hand went out. “Billy, am I glad to see you. I was afraid you wouldn’t recognize me in spite of the tune I was whistling as I walked past you on the street.”


  “I wouldn’t forget,” Billy Kasker said.


  “But, Billy, it’s been twelve years since I traded you, as a kid of five, for one of their brats—changing the bracelet as I changed you. Many times since then I’ve thought you had forgotten, or that I wouldn’t live to see the day when you came back here with a graduating class.”


  “I don’t forget,” Billy Kasker said. “I’m even class president!” The words burst out of him as if he was still having trouble understanding what they meant.


  “That’s wonderful, Billy. You’re accepted as one of them, but you’re one of us all the time. You’re in with them, you’re set. You have done a wonderful job and I’m proud of you.”


  The glow in the native’s eyes was a wonderful sight to behold. In it there showed the hope of the future for all the conquered natives of this lost planet that had once been called Earth—the faith, the sure knowledge that they would rise again . . . indeed, that they were already rising.


  “Thank you! But—” Billy nodded toward the body of the instructor, then spun hastily as a sound came from the rear of the shed, the Thor gun coming to focus. A trap door was rising there. Three natives were looking up from under it.


  “They’re all right,” the brown native said quickly. “They’re with us.”


  Three ragged men scrambled up from below. They looked at the brown native, then at the body of the instructor on the floor. A look of fierce exultation appeared on their faces. Then they looked at Billy Kasker and at the Thor gun he was holding.


  “Give the Thor gun to Jim,” the brown native said.


  Without hesitation Billy Kasker handed the gun to the native who reached for it. Jim did everything but kiss the weapon. “God, the years I’ve spent dreaming of the moment when I would get one of these babies into my hands! One was all I needed.”


  “Don’t stand there gloating, Jim—get moving,” the brown native said. “Within a month I want you not only to know how a Thor gun works but to be manufacturing them by the dozens, including the large sizes. This is the gun that has been stopping us all these years—it is the gun that is going to take us out of these pig pens they call museums. Get moving!”


  “Yes, sir.” Jim was already gone through the trap door.


  The brown native jerked off the instructor’s clothes, then worked quickly but deftly with his knife. As he finished, the instructor’s hand separated from the arm at the wrist.


  “He said no one would ever think of doing anything like that,” Billy Kasker said.


  “Nobody but one of us stinking natives.” The brown man removed the plasticum bracelet, began to work with the fingers of his left hand. “I’ve spent years learning how to throw my thumb out of joint, just getting ready for the time—”


  The plasticum bracelet slipped over the collapsed thumb. It fitted very snugly on his wrist. He held it up.


  “Neat, eh. This makes me one of the conquerors.”


  “A nice fit. But we have very little time. The group will become alarmed.”


  The second native began to take the instructor’s body down the trap door. The brown native swiftly slipped off his clothes and donned the garments the instructor had worn.


  “Ed, where’s that Thor gun model? I’ve got to have something that looks and feels like a genuine Thor gun to turn in at the gate.”


  “Here it is, sir.” The third native handed a gleaming replica of the Thor gun to the brown man. He slipped it into the holster. It fitted snugly.


  “How do I look, Billy?”


  Billy Kasker surveyed the brown native. He was remarkably changed. No longer did he look like one of the natives, he looked like a conqueror. “Just a little higher on the nose with the glasses. And maybe a little less stuffing inside the brim of the hat. But—can you carry off the part of the instructor?”


  “I can carry it off or die trying,” the brown native said.


  “Good!” The two shook hands, then turned and went out the door. As they left, Billy Kasker saw that Ed was mopping the last remnants of the green blood from the floor.


  “Perfect, down to the last detail,” Billy Kasker said. “You’re a genius at planning.”


  “You have to be a genius to stay alive. Okay, Billy. Here is where we go into our act.”


  They had moved into the street and the group had seen them. The voice that came from the brown native’s mouth was the voice of the instructor, hot and angry.


  “Billy, this sort of conduct is intolerable. You know better than to wander off like this. What possible explanation can you offer for your conduct?”


  Billy Kasker was very penitent. He was embarrassed, he was humiliated, and he showed both very clearly. He had lost all of his air of easy aplomb. “I’m very sorry, sir. I didn’t think—”


  “That’s just it, you didn’t think. You saw nothing in that alley, yet you asked me to come back and look. Is that the way you waste your and my time?”


  “It won’t happen again, sir,” Billy Kasker said contritely.


  “See that it doesn’t.”


  “Yah!” Joe Buckner gloated. “This is one time the class president got it in the neck!”


  “A very good point you have brought out,” the instructor said. “Billy has just demonstrated his unfitness to be class president. I am therefore removing him from this position and appointing you in his stead.”


  “What?” Joe Buckner gasped, giddy with pleasure.


  Billy Kasker took his position in line. No longer did he bring up the rear. Joe Buckner now had that position of honor. The group showed some sympathy for Billy, but not very much or very long. When he lost his position as president they seemed to change their minds about him.


  The group moved slowly through the city. As if nothing had happened, the instructor explained what they were seeing. When they asked questions, he answered them. Billy Kasker asked no more questions.


  They finally came to the gate and the same resplendent captain greeted them. He accepted the Thor gun and the holster, handed them to the guard.


  “How are things in the museum?”


  “Everything is in good order, sir.”


  “Good. I’ve had the impression they were getting a little restless lately.”


  “I saw no signs of it.”


  “Fine. Did you have any trouble with the group?”


  “Very little. Billy Kasker wandered off for a few moments and I had to demote him. But it was nothing. See you next year when I bring another graduating class through to show them around.”


  The group began to separate to go to their own homes. Billy Kasker lingered a little, to speak to the instructor. “I’ve already asked my folks, sir, so I know it will be all right with them, so if you would like to come home with me tonight—”


  “Hmmmm.”


  “Trying to suck in again,” Joe Buckner said. “It won’t do you any good now. You’re cooked for good this time!”


  Billy Kasker seemed not to hear him. His eyes were on the instructor. “We would be very glad to have you, sir. We could talk about a great many things.”


  “Why, Billy, in that case I will be glad to come home with you.”


  They moved away together. “There’s one thing I want made completely clear,” Billy Kasker said.


  “What is that?”


  “When the time comes, there is one conqueror I’ve got on my list!”


  “That jerk I made class president? Of course, Billy. We will be glad to save him for you alone.” The instructor’s smile was a happy one.


  “Good. That’s agreed then.” In the gathering dusk, Billy Kasker’s voice was as sharp as the edge of a knife driving home into a throat from which green blood spurted . . .


  THE BIG BOUNCE


  Walter S. Tevis


  Seeing it in action, anybody would quaver in alarm: What hath Farnsworth overwrought?


  Let me show you something,” Farnsworth said. He set his near-empty drink—a Bacardi martini—on the mantel and waddled out of the room toward the basement.


  I sat in my big leather chair, feeling very peaceful with the world, watching the fire. Whatever Farnsworth would have to show to-night would be far more entertaining than watching T.V.—my custom on other evenings. Farnsworth, with his four labs in the house and his very tricky mind, never failed to provide my best night of the week.


  When he returned, after a moment, he had with him a small box, about three inches square. He held this carefully in one hand and stood by the fireplace dramatically—or as dramatically as a very small, very fat man with pink cheeks can stand by a fireplace of the sort that seems to demand a big man with tweeds, pipe and, perhaps, a saber wound.


  Anyway, he held the box dramatically and he said, “Last week, I was playing around in the chem lab, trying to make a new kind of rubber eraser. Did quite well with the other drafting equipment, you know, especially the dimensional curve and the photosensitive ink. Well, I approached the job by trying for a material that would absorb graphite without abrading paper.”


  I was a little disappointed with this; it sounded pretty tame. But I said, “How did it come out?”


  He screwed his pudgy face up thoughtfully. “Synthesized the material, all right, and it seems to work, but the interesting thing is that it has a certain—ah—secondary property that would make it quite awkward to use. Interesting property, though. Unique, I am inclined to believe.”


  This began to sound more like it. “And what property is that?” I poured myself a shot of straight rum from the bottle sitting on the table beside me. I did not like straight rum, but I preferred it to Farnsworth’s rather imaginative cocktails.


  “I’ll show you, John,” he said. He opened the box and I could see that it was packed with some kind of batting. He fished in this and withdrew a gray ball about the size of a golfball and set the box on the mantel.


  “And that’s the—eraser?” I asked.


  “Yes,” he said. Then he squatted down, held the ball about a half-inch from the floor, dropped it.


  It bounced, naturally enough. Then it bounced again. And again. Only this was not natural, for on the second bounce the ball went higher in the air than on the first, and on the third bounce higher still. After a half minute, my eyes were bugging out and the little ball was bouncing four feet in the air and going higher each time.


  I grabbed my glass. “What the hell!” I said.


  Farnsworth caught the ball in a pudgy hand and held it. He was smiling a little sheepishly. “Interesting effect, isn’t it?”


  “Now wait a minute,” I said, beginning to think about it. “What’s the gimmick? What kind of motor do you have in that thing?”


  His eyes were wide and a little hurt. “No gimmick, John. None at all. Just a very peculiar molecular structure.”


  “Structure!” I said. “Bouncing balls just don’t pick up energy out of nowhere, I don’t care how their molecules are put together. And you don’t get energy out without putting energy in.”


  “Oh,” he said, “that’s the really interesting thing. Of course you’re right; energy does go into the ball. Here, I’ll show you.”


  He let the ball drop again and it began bouncing, higher and higher, until it was hitting the ceiling. Farnsworth reached out to catch it, but he fumbled and the thing glanced off his hand, hit the mantelpiece and zipped across the room. It banged into the far wall, richocheted, banked off three other walls, picking up speed all the time.


  When it whizzed by me like a rifle bullet, I began to get worried, but it hit against one of the heavy draperies by the window and this damped its motion enough so that it fell to the floor.


  It started bouncing again immediately, but Farnsworth scrambled across the room and grabbed it. He was perspiring a little and he began instantly to transfer the ball from one hand to another and back again as if it were hot.


  “Here,” he said, and handed it to me.


  I almost dropped it.


  “It’s like a ball of ice!” I said. “Have you been keeping it in the refrigerator?”


  “No. As a matter of fact, it was at room temperature a few minutes ago.”


  “Now wait a minute,” I said. “I only teach physics in high school, but I know better than that. Moving around in warm air doesn’t make anything cold except by evaporation.”


  “Well, there’s your input and output, John,” he said. “The ball lost heat and took on motion. Simple conversion.”


  My jaw must have dropped to my waist. “Do you mean that that little thing is converting heat to kinetic energy?”


  “Apparently.”


  “But that’s impossible!”


  He was beginning to smile thoughtfully. The ball was not as cold now as it had been and I was holding it in my lap.


  “A steam engine does it,” he said, “and a steam turbine. Of course, they’re not very efficient.”


  “They work mechanically, too, and only because water expands when it turns to steam.”


  “This seems to do it differently,” he said, sipping thoughtfully at his dark-brown martini. “I don’t know exactly how—maybe something piezo-electric about the way its molecules slide about. I ran some tests—measured its impact energy in foot pounds and compared that with the heat loss in BTUs. Seemed to be about 98 per cent efficient, as close as I could tell. Apparently it converts heat into bounce very well. Interesting, isn’t it?”


  “Interesting?” I almost came flying out of my chair. My mind was beginning to spin like crazy. “If you’re not pulling my leg with this thing, Farnsworth, you’ve got something by the tail there that’s just a little bit bigger than the discovery of fire.”


  He blushed modestly. “I’d rather thought that myself,” he admitted.


  “Good Lord, look at the heat that’s available!” I said, getting really excited now.


  Farnsworth was still smiling, very pleased with himself. “I suppose you could put this thing in a box, with convection fins, and let it bounce around inside—”


  “I’m way ahead of you,” I said. “But that wouldn’t work. All your kinetic energy would go right back to heat, on impact—and eventually that little ball would build up enough speed to blast its way through any box you could build.”


  “Then how would you work it?”


  “Well,” I said, choking down the rest of my rum, “you’d seal the ball in a big steel cylinder, attach the cylinder to a crankshaft and flywheel, give the thing a shake to start the ball bouncing back and forth, and let it run like a gasoline engine or something. It would get all the heat it needed from the air in a normal room. Mount the apparatus in your house and it would pump your water, operate a generator and keep you cool at the same time!”


  I sat down again, shakily, and began pouring myself another drink.


  Farnsworth had taken the ball from me and was carefully putting it back in its padded box. He was visibly showing excitement, too; I could see that his cheeks were ruddier and his eyes even brighter than normal. “But what if you want the cooling and don’t have any work to be done?”


  “Simple,” I said. “You just let the machine turn a flywheel or lift weights and drop them, or something like that, outside your house. You have an air intake inside. And if, in the winter, you don’t want to lose heat, you just mount the thing in an outside building, attach it to your generator and use the power to do whatever you want—heat your house, say. There’s plenty of heat in the outside air even in December.”


  “John,” said Farnsworth, “you are very ingenious. It might work.”


  “Of course it’ll work.” Pictures were beginning to light up in my head. “And don’t you realize that this is the answer to the solar power problem? Why, mirrors and selenium are, at best, ten per cent efficient! Think of big pumping stations on the Sahara! All that heat, all that need for power, for irrigation!” I paused a moment for effect. “Farnsworth, this can change the very shape of the Earth!”


  Farnsworth seemed to be lost in thought. Finally he looked at me strangely and said, “Perhaps we had better try to build a model.”


  I was so excited by the thing that I couldn’t sleep that night. I kept dreaming of power stations, ocean liners, even automobiles, being operated by balls bouncing back and forth in cylinders.


  I even worked out a spaceship in my mind, a bullet-shaped affair with a huge rubber ball on its end, gyroscopes to keep it oriented properly, the ball serving as solution to that biggest of missile-engineering problems, excess heat. You’d build a huge concrete launching field, supported all the way down to bedrock, hop in the ship and start bouncing. Of course it would be kind of a rough ride . . .


  In the morning, I called my superintendent and told him to get a substitute for the rest of the week; I was going to be busy.


  Then I started working in the machine shop in Farnsworth’s basement, trying to turn out a working model of a device that, by means of a crankshaft, oleo dampers and a reciprocating cylinder, would pick up some of that random kinetic energy from the bouncing ball and do something useful with it, like turning a drive shaft. I was just working out a convection-and-air pump system for circulating hot air around the ball when Farnsworth came in.


  He had tucked carefully under his arm a sphere of about the size of a basketball and, if he had made it to my specifications, weighing thirty-five pounds. He had a worried frown on his forehead.


  “It looks good,” I said. “What’s the trouble?”


  “There seems to be a slight hitch,” he said. “I’ve been testing for conductivity. It seems to be quite low.”


  “That’s what I’m working on now. It’s just a mechanical problem of pumping enough warm air back to the ball. We can do it with no more than a twenty per cent efficiency loss. In an engine, that’s nothing.”


  “Maybe you’re right. But this material conducts heat even less than rubber does.”


  “The little ball yesterday didn’t seem to have any trouble,” I said.


  “Naturally not. It had had plenty of time to warm up before I started it. And its mass-surface area relationship was pretty low—the larger you make a sphere, of course, the more mass inside in proportion to the outside area.”


  “You’re right, but I think we can whip it. We may have to honeycomb the ball and have part of the work the machine does operate a big hot air pump; but we can work it out.”


  All that day, I worked with lathe, milling machine and hacksaw. After clamping the new big ball securely to a workbench, Farnsworth pitched in to help me. But we weren’t able to finish by nightfall and Farnsworth turned his spare bedroom over to me for the night. I was too tired to go home.


  And too tired to sleep soundly, too. Farnsworth lived on the edge of San Francisco, by a big truck by-pass, and almost all night I wrestled with the pillow and sheets, listening half-consciously to those heavy trucks rumbling by, and in my mind, always, that little gray ball, bouncing and bouncing and bouncing . . .


  At daybreak, I came abruptly fully awake with the sound of crashing echoing in my ears, a battering sound that seemed to come from the basement. I grabbed my coat and pants, rushed out of the room, almost knocked over Farnsworth, who was struggling to get his shoes on out in the hall, and we scrambled down the two flights of stairs together.


  The place was a chaos, battered and bashed equipment everywhere, and on the floor, overturned against the far wall, the table that the ball had been clamped to. The ball itself was gone.


  I had not been fully asleep all night, and the sight of that mess, and what it meant, jolted me immediately awake. Something, probably a heavy truck, had started a tiny oscillation in that ball. And the ball had been heavy enough to start the table bouncing with it until, by dancing that table around the room, it had literally torn the clamp off and shaken itself free. What had happened afterward was obvious, with the ball building up velocity with every successive bounce.


  But where was the ball now?


  Suddenly Farnsworth cried out hoarsely, “Look!” and I followed his outstretched, pudgy finger to where, at one side of the basement, a window had been broken open—a small window, but plenty big enough for something the size of a basketball to crash through it.


  There was a little weak light coming from outdoors. And then I saw the ball. It was in Farnsworth’s back yard, bouncing a little sluggishly on the grass. The grass would damp it, hold it back, until we could get to it. Unless . . .


  I took off up the basement steps like a streak. Just beyond the back yard, I had caught a glimpse of something that frightened me. A few yards from where I had seen the ball was the edge of the big six-lane highway, a broad ribbon of smooth, hard concrete.


  I got through the house to the back porch, rushed out and was in the back yard just in time to see the ball take its first bounce onto the concrete. I watched it, fascinated, when it hit—after the soft, energy absorbing turf, the concrete was like a springboard. Immediately the ball flew high in the air. I was running across the yard toward it, praying under my breath, Fall on that grass next time.


  It hit before I got to it, and right on the concrete again, and this time I saw it go straight up at least fifty feet.


  My mind was suddenly full of thoughts of dragging mattresses from the house, or making a net or something to stop that hurtling thirty-five pounds; but I stood where I was, unable to move, and saw it come down again on the highway. It went up a hundred feet. And down again on the concrete, about fifteen feet further down the road. In the direction of the city.


  That time it was two hundred feet, and when it hit again, it made a thud that you could have heard for a quarter of a mile. I could practically see it flatten out on the road before it took off upward again, at twice the speed it had hit at.


  Suddenly generating an idea, I whirled and ran back to Farnsworth’s house. He was standing in the yard now, shivering from the morning air, looking at me like a little lost and badly scared child.


  “Where are your car keys?” I almost shouted at him.


  “In my pocket.”


  “Come on!”


  I took him by the arm and half dragged him to the carport. I got the keys from him, started the car, and by mangling about seven traffic laws and three prize rosebushes, managed to get on the highway, facing in the direction that the ball was heading.


  “Look,” I said, trying to drive down the road and search for the ball at the same time. “It’s risky, but if I can get the car under it and we can hop out in time, it should crash through the roof. That ought to slow it down enough for us to nab it.”


  “But—what about my car?” Farnsworth bleated.


  “What about that first building—or first person—it hits in San Francisco?”


  “Oh,” he said. “Hadn’t thought of that.”


  I slowed the car and stuck my head out the window. It was lighter now, but no sign of the ball. “If it happens to get to town—any town, for that matter—it’ll be falling from about ten or twenty miles. Or forty.”


  “Maybe it’ll go high enough first so that it’ll burn. Like a meteor.”


  “No chance,” I said. “Built-in cooling system, remember?”


  Farnsworth formed his mouth into an “Oh” and exactly at that moment there was a resounding thump and I saw the ball hit in a field, maybe twenty yards from the edge of the road, and take off again. This time it didn’t seem to double its velocity, and I figured the ground was soft enough to hold it back—but it wasn’t slowing down either, not with a bounce factor of better than two to one.


  Without watching for it to go up, I drove as quickly as I could off the road and over—carrying part of a wire fence with me—to where it had hit. There was no mistaking it; there was a depression about three feet deep, like a small crater.


  I jumped out of the car and stared up. It took me a few seconds to spot it, over my head. One side caught by the pale and slanting morning sunlight, it was only a bright diminishing speck.


  The car motor was running and I waited until the ball disappeared for a moment and then reappeared. I watched for another couple of seconds until I felt I could make a decent guess on its direction, hollered at Farnsworth to get out of the car—it had just occurred to me that there was no use risking his life, too—dove in and drove a hundred yards or so to the spot I had anticipated.


  I stuck my head out the window and up. The ball was the size of an egg now. I adjusted the car’s position, jumped out and ran for my life.


  It hit instantly after—about sixty feet from the car. And at the same time, it occurred to me that what I was trying to do was completely impossible. Better to hope that the ball hit a pond, or bounced out to sea, or landed in a sand dune. All we could do would be to follow, and if it ever was damped down enough, grab it.


  It had hit soft ground and didn’t double its height that time, but it had still gone higher. It was out of sight for almost a lifelong minute.


  And then—incredibly rotten luck—it came down, with an ear-shattering thwack, on the concrete highway again. I had seen it hit, and instantly afterward I saw a crack as wide as a finger open along the entire width of the road. And the ball had flown back up like a rocket.


  My God, I was thinking, now it means business. And on the next bounce . . .


  It seemed like an incredibly long time that we craned our necks, Farnsworth and I, watching for it to reappear in the sky. And when it finally did, we could hardly follow it. It whistled like a bomb and we saw the gray streak come plummeting to Earth almost a quarter of a mile away from where we were standing.


  But we didn’t see it go back up again.


  For a moment, we stared at each other silently. Then Farnsworth almost whispered, “Perhaps it’s landed in a pond.”


  “Or in the world’s biggest cow-pile,” I said. “Come on!”


  We could have met our deaths by rock salt and buckshot that night, if the farmer who owned that field had been home. We tore up everything we came to getting across it—including cabbages and rhubarb. But we had to search for ten minutes, and even then we didn’t find the ball.


  What we found was a hole in the ground that could have been a small-scale meteor crater. It was a good twenty feet deep. But at the bottom, no ball.


  I started wildly at it for a full minute before I focused my eyes enough to see, at the bottom, a thousand little gray fragments.


  And immediately it came to both of us at the same time. A poor conductor, the ball had used up all its available heat on that final impact. Like a golfball that has been dipped in liquid air and dropped, it had smashed into thin splinters.


  The hole had sloping sides and I scrambled down in it and picked up one of the pieces, using my handkerchief, folded—there was no telling just how cold it would be.


  It was the stuff, all right. And colder than an icicle.


  I climbed out. “Let’s go home,” I said.


  Farnsworth looked at me thoughtfully. Then he sort of cocked his head to one side and asked, “What do you suppose will happen when those pieces thaw?”


  I stared at him. I began to think of a thousand tiny slivers whizzing around erratically, richocheting off buildings, in downtown San Francisco and in twenty counties, and no matter what they hit, moving and accelerating as long as there was any heat in the air to give them energy.


  And then I saw a tool shed, on the other side of the pasture from us.


  But Farnsworth was ahead of me, waddling along, puffing. He got the shovels out and handed one to me.


  We didn’t say a word, neither of us, for hours. It takes a long time to fill a hole twenty feet deep—especially when you’re shoveling very, very carefully and packing down the dirt very, very hard.


  LOST IN THE FUTURE


  John Victor Peterson


  They had discovered a new planet—but its people did not see them until after they had traveled on.


  Albrecht and I went down in a shuttleship, leaving the stellatomic orbited pole-to-pole two thousand miles above Alpha Centauri’s second planet. While we took an atmosphere-brushing approach which wouldn’t burn off the shuttle’s skin, we went as swiftly as we could.


  A week before we had completed man’s first trip through hyperspace. We were now making the first landing on an inhabited planet of another sun. All the preliminary investigations had been made via electronspectroscopes and electrontelescopes from the stellatomic.


  We knew that the atmosphere was breathable and were reasonably certain that the peoples of the world into whose atmosphere we were dropping were at peace. We went unarmed, just the two of us; it might not be wise to go in force.


  We were silent, and I know that Harry Albrecht was as perplexed as I was over the fact that our all-wave receivers failed to pick up any signs of radio communication whatever. We had assumed that we would pick up signals of some type as soon as we had passed down through the unfamiliar planet’s ionosphere.


  The scattered arrangement of the towering cities appeared to call for radio communications. The hundreds of atmosphere ships flashing along a system of airways between the cities seemed to indicate the existence of electronic navigational and landing aids. But perhaps the signals were all tightly beamed; we would know when we came lower.


  We dropped down into the airway levels, and still our receivers failed to pick up a signal of any sort—not even a whisper of static. And strangely, our radarscopes failed to record even a blip from their atmosphere ships!


  “I guess it’s our equipment, Harry,” I said. “It just doesn’t seem to function in this atmosphere. We’ll have to put Edwards to work on it when we go back upstairs.”


  We spotted an airport on the outskirts of a large city. The runways were laid out with the precision of Earth’s finest. I put our ship’s nose eastward on a runway and took it down fast through a lull in the atmosphere ship traffic.


  As we went down I saw tiny buildings spotted on the field which surely housed electronic equipment, but our receivers remained silent.


  I taxied the shuttle up to an unloading ramp before the airport’s terminal building and I killed the drive.


  “Harry,” I said, “if it weren’t that their ships are so outlandishly stubby and their buildings so outflung, we might well be on Earth!”


  “I agree, Captain. Strange, though, that they’re not mobbing us. They couldn’t take this delta-winged job for one of their ships!”


  It was strange.


  I looked up at the observation ramp’s occupants—people who except for their bizarre dress might well be of Earth—and saw no curiosity in the eyes that sometimes swept across our position.


  “Be that as it may, Harry, we certainly should cause a stir in these pressure suits. Let’s go!”


  We walked up to a dour-looking individual at a counter at the ramp’s end. Clearing my throat, I said rather inanely, “Hello!”—but what does one say to an extrasolarian?


  I realized then that my voice seemed thunderous, that the only other sounds came from a distance: the city’s noise, the atmosphere ships’ engines on the horizon—


  The Centaurian ignored us.


  I looked at the atmosphere ships in the clear blue sky, at the Centaurians on the ramp who appeared to be conversing—and there was no sound from those planes, no sound from the people!


  “It’s impossible,” Harry said. “The atmosphere’s nearly Earth-normal. It should be—well, damn it, it is as sound-conductive; we’re talking, aren’t we?”


  I looked up at the Centaurians again. They were looking excitedly westward. Some turned to companions. Mouths opened and closed to form words we could not hear. Wide eyes lowered, following something I could not see. Sick inside, I turned to Albrecht and read confirmation in his drawn, blanched face.


  “Captain,” he said, “I suspected that we might find something like this when we first came out of hyperspace and the big sleep. The recorders showed we’d exceeded light-speed in normal space-time just after the transition. Einstein theorized that time would not pass as swiftly to those approaching light-speed. We could safely exceed that speed in hyperspace but should never have done so in normal space-time. Beyond light-speed time must conversely accelerate!


  “These people haven’t seen us yet. They certainly just observed our landing. As we suspected, they probably do have speech and radio—but we can’t pick up either. We’re seconds ahead of them in time and we can’t pick up from the past sounds of nearby origin or nearby signals radiated at light-speed. They’ll see and hear us soon, but we’ll never receive an answer from them! Our questions will come to them in their future but we can never pick answers from their past!”


  “Let’s go, Harry,” I said quickly.


  “Where?” he asked. “Where can we ever go that will be an improvement over this?” He was resigned.


  “Back into space,” I said. “Back to circle this system at a near-light-speed. The computers should be able to determine how long and how slow we’ll have to fly to cancel this out. If not, we are truly and forever lost!”


  OUT AROUND RIGEL


  Robert H. Wilson


  
    Editor’s Note: The manuscript, of which a translation is here presented, was discovered by the rocket-ship expedition to the moon three years ago. It was found in its box by the last crumbling ruins of the great bridge mentioned in the narrative. Its final translation is a tribute at once to the philological skill of the Earth and to the marvelous dictionary provided by Dunal, the Lunarian. Stars and lunar localities will be given their traditional Earth names; and measures of time, weight, and distance have been reduced, in round numbers, to terrestrial equivalents. Of the space ship described, the Comet, no trace has been found. It must be buried under the rim of one of the hundreds of nearby Lunar craters—the result, as some astronomers have long suspected and as Dunal’s story verifies, of a great swarm of meteors striking the unprotected, airless moon.

  


  The sun had dropped behind the Grimaldi plateau, although for a day twilight would linger over the Oceanus Procellarum. The sky was a hazy blue, and out over the deeper tinted waves the full Earth swung. All the long half-month it had hung there above the horizon, its light dimmed by the sunshine, growing from a thin crescent to its full disk three times as broad as that of the sun at setting. Now in the dusk it was a great silver lamp hanging over Nardos, the Beautiful, the City Built on the Water. The light glimmered over the tall white towers, over the white ten-mile-long adamantine bridge running from Nardos to the shore, and lit up the beach where we were standing, with a brightness that seemed almost that of day.


  “Once more, Garth,” I said. “I’ll get that trick yet.”


  The skin of my bare chest still smarted from the blow of his wooden fencing sword. If it had been the real two-handed Lunarian dueling sword, with its terrible mass behind a curved razor edge, the blow would have produced a cut deep into the bone. It was always the same, ever since Garth and I had fenced as boys with crooked laths. Back to back, we could beat the whole school, but I never had a chance against him. Perhaps one time in ten—


  “On guard!”


  The silvered swords whirled in the Earth-light. I nicked him on one wrist, and had to duck to escape his wild swing at my head. The wooden blades were now locked by the hilts above our heads. When he stepped back to get free, I lunged and twisted his weapon. In a beautiful parabola, Garth’s sword sailed out into the water, and he dropped to the sand to nurse his right wrist.


  “Confound your wrestling, Dunal. If you’ve broken my arm on the eve of my flight—”


  “It’s not even a sprain. Your wrists are weak. And I supposed you’ve always been considerate of me? Three broken ribs!”


  “For half a cent—”


  He was on his feet, and then Kelvar came up and laid her hand on his shoulder. Until a few minutes before she had been swimming in the surf, watching us. The Earth-light shimmered over her white skin, still faintly moist, and blazed out in blue sparkles from the jewels of the breastplates and trunks she had put on.


  When she touched Garth, and he smiled, I wanted to smash in his dark face and then take the beating I would deserve. Yet, if she preferred him—And the two of us had been friends before she was born. I put out my hand.


  “Whatever happens, Garth, we’ll still be friends?”


  “Whatever happens.”


  We clasped hands.


  “Garth,” Kelvar said, “it’s getting dark. Show us your ship before you go.”


  “All right.” He had always been like that—one minute in a black rage, the next perfectly agreeable. He now led the way up to a cliff hanging over the sea.


  “There,” said Garth, “is the Comet. Our greatest step in conquering distance. After I’ve tried it out, we can go in a year to the end of the universe. But, for a starter, how about a thousand light-years around Rigel in six months?” His eyes were afire. Then he calmed down. “Anything I can show you?”


  I had seen the Comet before, but never so close. With a hull of shining helio-beryllium—the new light, inactive alloy of a metal and a gas—the ship was a cylinder about twenty feet long, by fifteen in diameter, while a pointed nose stretched five feet farther at each end. Fixed in each point was a telescopic lens, while there were windows along the sides and at the top—all made, Garth informed us, of another form of the alloy almost as strong as the opaque variety. Running half-way out each end were four “fins” which served to apply the power driving the craft. A light inside showed the interior to be a single room, ten feet high at the center of its cylindrical ceiling, with a level floor.


  “How do you know this will be the bottom?” I asked, giving the vessel a shove to roll it over. But it would not budge. Garth laughed.


  “Five hundred pounds of mercury and the disintegrators are under that floor, while out in space I have an auxiliary gravity engine to keep my feet there.”


  “You see, since your mathematical friends derived their identical formulas for gravity and electromagnetism, my job was pretty easy. As you know, a falling body follows the line of least resistance in a field of distortion of space caused by mass. I bend space into another such field by electromagnetic means, and the Comet flies down the track. Working the mercury disintegrators at full power, I can get an acceleration of two hundred miles per second, which will build up the speed at the midpoint of my trip to almost four thousand times that of light. Then I’ll have to start slowing down, but at the average speed the journey will take only six months or so.”


  “But can anyone stand that acceleration?” Kelvar asked.


  “I’ve had it on and felt nothing. With a rocket exhaust shoving the ship, it couldn’t be done, but my gravitational field attracts the occupant of the Comet just as much as the vessel itself.”


  “You’re sure,” I interrupted, “that you have enough power to keep up the acceleration?”


  “Easily. There’s a two-thirds margin of safety.”


  “And you haven’t considered that it may get harder to push? You know the increase of mass with velocity. You can’t take one-half of the relativity theory without the other. And they’ve actually measured the increase of weight in an electron.”


  “The electron never knew it; it’s all a matter of reference points. I can’t follow the math, but I know that from the electron’s standards it stayed exactly the same weight. Anything else is nonsense.”


  “Well, there may be a flaw in the reasoning, but as they’ve worked it out, nothing can go faster than light. As you approach that velocity, the mass keeps increasing, and with it the amount of energy required for a new increase in speed. At the speed of light, the mass would be infinite, and hence no finite energy could get you any further.”


  “Maybe so. It won’t take long to find out.”


  A few of the brightest stars had begun to appear. We could just see the parallelogram of Orion, with red Betelguese at one corner, and across from it Rigel, scintillant like a blue diamond.


  “See,” Garth said, pointing at it. “Three months from now, that’s where I’ll be. The first man who dared to sail among the stars.”


  “Only because you don’t let anyone else share the glory and the danger.”


  “Why should I? But you wouldn’t go, anyway.”


  “Will you let me?”


  I had him there.


  “On your head be it. The Comet could hold three or four in a pinch, and I have plenty of provisions. If you really want to take the chance—”


  “It won’t be the first we’ve taken together.”


  “All right. We’ll start in ten minutes.” He went inside the ship.


  “Don’t go,” Kelvar whispered, coming into the Comet’s shadow. “Tell him anything, but don’t go.”


  “I’ve got to. I can’t go back on my word. He’d think I was afraid.”


  “Haven’t you a right to be?”


  “Garth is my friend and I’m going with him.”


  “All right. But I wish you wouldn’t.”


  From inside came the throb of engines.


  “Kelvar,” I said, “you didn’t worry when only Garth was going.”


  “No.”


  “And there’s less danger with two to keep watch.”


  “I know, but still . . .”


  “You are afraid for me?”


  “I am afraid for you.”


  My arm slipped around her, there in the shadow.


  “And when I come back, Kelvar, we’ll be married?”


  In answer, she kissed me. Then Garth was standing in the doorway of the Comet.


  “Dunal, where are you?”


  We separated and came out of the shadow. I went up the plank to the door, kicking it out behind me. Kelvar waved, and I called something or other to her. Then the door clanged shut. Seated before the control board at the front of the room, Garth held the switch for the two projectors.


  “Both turned up,” he yelled over the roar of the generators. His hands swung over and the noise died down, but nothing else seemed to have happened. I turned back again to look out the little window fixed in the door.


  Down far below, I could see for a moment the city of Nardos with its great white bridge, and a spot that might be Kelvar. Then there was only the ocean, sparkling in the Earth-light, growing smaller, smaller. And then we had shot out of the atmosphere into the glare of the sun and a thousand stars.


  On and up we went, until the moon was a crescent with stars around it. Then Garth threw the power forward.


  “Might as well turn in,” he told me. “There’ll be nothing interesting until we get out of the solar system and I can put on real speed. I’ll take the first trick.”


  “How long watches shall we stand?”


  “Eighteen hours ought to match the way we have been living. If you have another preference—”


  “No, that will be all right. And I suppose I might as well get in some sleep now.”


  I was not really sleepy, but only dazed a little by the adventure. I fixed some things on the floor by one of the windows and lay down, switching out the light. Through a top window the sunlight slanted down to fall around Garth, at his instrument board, in a bright glory. From my window I could see the Earth and the gleaming stars.


  The Earth was smaller than I had ever seen it before. It seemed to be moving backward a little, and even more, to be changing phase. I closed my eyes, and when I opened them again, sleepily, the bright area was perceptibly smaller. If I could stay awake long enough, there would be only a crescent again. If I could stay awake—But I could not . . .


  Only the rattling of dishes as Garth prepared breakfast brought me back to consciousness. I got to my feet sheepishly.


  “How long have I slept?”


  “Twenty hours straight. You looked as if you might have gone on forever. It’s the lack of disturbance to indicate time. I got in a little myself, once we were out of the solar system.”


  A sandwich in one hand, I wandered over the vessel. It was reassuringly solid and concrete. And yet there was something lacking.


  “Garth,” I asked, “what’s become of the sun?”


  “I thought you’d want to know that.” He led me to the rear telescope.


  “But I don’t see anything.”


  “You haven’t caught on yet. See that bright yellowish star on the edge of the constellation Scorpio. That’s it.”


  Involuntarily, I gasped. “Then—how far away are we?”


  “I put on full acceleration fifteen hours ago, when we passed Neptune, and we have covered thirty billion miles—three hundred times as far as from the moon to the sun, but only one half of one per cent of a light-year.”


  I was speechless, and Garth led me back to the control board. He pointed out the acceleration control, now turned up to its last notch forward; he also showed me the dials which were used to change our direction.


  “Just keep that star on the cross hairs. It’s Pi Orionis, a little out of our course, but a good target since it is only twenty-five light-years away. Half the light is deflected on this screen, with a delicate photo-electric cell at its center. The instant the light of the star slips off it, a relay is started which lights a red lamp here, and in a minute sounds a warning bell. That indicator over there shows our approach to any body. It works by the interaction of the object’s gravitational field with that of my projector, and we can spot anything sizable an hour away. Sure you’ve got everything?”


  It all seemed clear. Then I noticed at the top three clock-like dials; one to read days, another to record the speeds of light, and the third to mark light-years traveled.


  “These can’t really work?” I said. “We have no way to check our speed with outer space.”


  “Not directly. This is geared with clockwork to represent an estimate based on the acceleration. If your theory is right, then the dials are all wrong.”


  “And how long do you expect to go ahead without knowing the truth?”


  “Until we ought to be at Pi Orionis. At two weeks and twenty-five light-years by the dials, if we aren’t there we’ll start back. By your figuring, we shouldn’t be yet one light-year on the way. Anything more?”


  “No, I think I can manage it.”


  “Wake me if anything’s wrong. And look out for dark stars.” Then he had left me there at the controls. In five minutes he was asleep and the whole ship was in my hands.


  For hours nothing happened. Without any control of mine, the ship went straight ahead. I could get up and walk about, with a weather eye on the board, and never was there the flash of a danger light. But I was unable to feel confident, and went back to look out through the glass.


  The stars were incredibly bright and clear. Right ahead were Betelguese and Rigel, and the great nebula of Orion still beyond. There was no twinkling, but each star a bright, steady point of light. And if Garth’s indicators were correct, we were moving toward them at a speed now seventy-five times that of light itself. If they were correct . . . How could one know, before the long two weeks were over?


  But before I could begin to think of any plan, my eye was caught by the red lamp flashing on the panel. I pressed the attention button before the alarm could ring, then started looking for the body we were in danger of striking. The position indicators pointed straight ahead, but I could see nothing. For ten minutes I peered through the telescope, and still no sign. The dials put the thing off a degree or so to the right now, but that was too close. In five more minutes I would swing straight up and give whatever it was a wide berth.


  I looked out again. In the angle between the cross hairs, wasn’t there a slight haze? In a moment it was clear. A comet, apparently, the two of us racing toward each other. Bigger it grew and bigger, hurtling forward. Would we hit?


  The dials put it up a little and far off to the right, but it was still frightening. The other light had come on, too, and I saw that we had been pulled off our course by the comet’s attraction. I threw the nose over, past on the other side for leeway, then straightened up as the side-distance dial gave a big jump away. Though the gaseous globe, tailless of course away from the sun, showed as big as the full Earth, the danger was past.


  As I watched, the comet vanished from the field of the telescope. Five minutes, perhaps, with the red danger light flickering all the time. Then, with a ghastly flare through the right hand windows, it had passed us.


  Garth sat straight up. “What happened?” he yelled.


  “Just a comet. I got by all right.”


  He settled back, having been scarcely awake, and I turned to the board again. The danger light had gone out, but the direction indicator was burning. The near approach of the comet had thrown us off our course by several degrees. I straightened the ship up easily, and had only a little more difficulty in stopping a rocking motion. Then again the empty hours of watching, gazing into the stars.


  Precisely at the end of eighteen hours, Garth awakened, as if the consummation of a certain number of internal processes had set off a little alarm clock in his brain. We were forty-one hours out, with a speed, according to the indicator, of one hundred and twenty-eight times that of light, and a total distance covered of slightly over one quarter of a light-year. A rather small stretch, compared to the 466 light-years we had to go. But when I went back for a look out of the rear telescope, the familiar stars seemed to have moved the least bit closer together, and the sun was no brighter than a great number of them.


  I slept like a log, but awakened a little before my trick was due.


  Exactly on schedule, fourteen days and some hours after we had started off, we passed Pi Orionis. For long there had been no doubt in my mind that, whatever the explanation, our acceleration was holding steady. In the last few hours the star swept up to the brilliance of the sun, then faded again until it was no brighter than Venus. Venus! Our sun itself had been a mere dot in the rear telescope until the change in our course threw it out of the field of vision.


  At sixty-five light-years, twenty-three days out, Beta Eridani was almost directly in our path for Rigel. Slightly less than a third of the distance to the midpoint, in over half the time. But our speed was still increasing 200 miles a second every second, almost four times the speed of light in an hour. Our watches went on with a not altogether disagreeable monotony.


  There was no star to mark the middle of our journey. Only, toward the close of one of my watches, a blue light which I had never noticed came on beside the indicator dials, and I saw that we had covered 233 light-years, half the estimated distance to Rigel. The speed marker indicated 3975 times the speed of light. I wakened Garth.


  “You could have done it yourself,” he complained, sleepily, “but I suppose it’s just as well.”


  He went over to the board and started warming up the rear gravity projector.


  “We’ll turn one off as the other goes on. Each take one control, and go a notch at a time.” He began counting, “One, two, three . . .”


  On the twentieth count, my dial was down to zero, his up to maximum deceleration, and I pulled out my switch. Garth snapped sideways a lever on the indicators. Though nothing seemed to happen, I knew that the speed dial would creep backward, and the distance dial progress at a slower and slower rate. While I was trying to see the motion, Garth had gone back to bed. I turned again to the glass and looked out at Rigel, on the cross hairs, and Kappa Orionis, over to the left, and the great nebula reaching over a quarter of the view with its faint gaseous streamers.


  And so we swept on through space, with Rigel a great blue glory ahead, and new stars, invisible at greater distances, flaring up in front of us and then fading into the background as we passed. For a long time we had been able to see that Rigel, as inferred from spectroscopic evidence, was a double star—a fainter, greener blue companion revolving with it around their common center of gravity. Beyond Kappa Orionis, three hundred light-years from the sun, the space between the two was quite evident. Beyond four hundred light-years, the brilliance of the vast star was so great that it dimmed all the other stars by comparison, and made the nebula seem a mere faint gauze. And yet even with this gradual change, our arrival was a surprise.


  When he relieved me at my watch, Garth seemed dissatisfied with our progress. “It must be farther than they’ve figured. I’ll stick at twenty-five times light speed, and slow down after we get there by taking an orbit.”


  “I’d have said it was nearer than the estimate,” I tried to argue, but was too sleepy to remember my reasons. Propped up on one elbow, I looked around and out at the stars. There was a bright splash of light, I noticed, where the telescope concentrated the radiation of Rigel at one spot on the screen. I slept, and then Garth was shouting in my ear:


  “We’re there!”


  I opened my eyes, blinked, and shut them again in the glare.


  “I’ve gone around three or four times trying to slow down. We’re there, and there’s a planet to land on.”


  At last I could see. Out the window opposite me, Rigel was a blue-white disk half the size of the sun, but brighter, with the companion star a sort of faint reflection five or ten degrees to the side. And still beyond, as I shaded my eyes, I could see swimming in the black a speck with the unmistakable glow of reflected light.


  With both gravity projectors in readiness, we pulled out of our orbit and straight across toward the planet, letting the attraction of Rigel fight against our still tremendous speed. For a while, the pull of the big star was almost overpowering. Then we got past, and into the gravitational field of the planet. We spiralled down around it, looking for a landing place and trying to match our speed with its rotational velocity.


  From rather unreliable observations, the planet seemed a good deal smaller than the moon, and yet so dense as to have a greater gravitational attraction. The atmosphere was cloudless, and the surface a forbidding expanse of sand. The globe whirled at a rate that must give it a day of approximately five hours. We angled down, picking a spot just within the lighted area.


  A landing was quite feasible. As we broke through the atmosphere, we could see that the sand, although blotched with dark patches here and there, was comparatively smooth. At one place there was a level outcropping of rock, and over this we hung. It was hard work, watching through the single small port in the floor as we settled down. Finally the view was too small to be of any use. I ran to the side window, only to find my eyes blinded by Rigel’s blaze. Then we had landed, and almost at the same moment Rigel set. Half overlapped by the greater star, the faint companion had been hidden in its glare. Now, in the dusk, a corner of it hung ghostlike on the horizon, and then too had disappeared.


  I flashed on our lights, while Garth cut out the projector and the floor gravity machine. The increase in weight was apparent, but not particularly unpleasant. After a few minutes of walking up and down I got used to it.


  Through a stop-cock in the wall, Garth had drawn in a tube of gas from the atmosphere outside, and was analyzing it with a spectroscope.


  “We can go out,” he said. “It’s unbreathable, but we’ll be able to use the space suits. Mostly fluorine. It would eat your lungs out like that!”


  “And the suits?”


  “Fortunately, they’ve been covered with helio-beryllium paint, and the helmet glass is the same stuff. Not even that atmosphere can touch it. I suppose there can be no life on the place. With all this sand, it would have to be based on silicon instead of carbon—and it would have to breathe fluorine!”


  He got out the suits—rather like a diver’s with the body of metal-painted cloth, and the helmet of the metal itself. On the shoulders was an air supply cylinder. The helmets were fixed with radio, so we could have talked to each other even in airless space. We said almost anything to try it out.


  “Glad you brought two, and we don’t have to explore in shifts.”


  “Yes, I was prepared for emergencies.”


  “Shall we wait for daylight to go out?”


  “I can’t see why. And these outfits will probably feel better in the cool. Let’s see.”


  We shot a searchlight beam out the window. There was a slight drop down from the rock where we rested, then the sandy plain stretching out. Only far off were those dark patches that looked like old seaweed on a dried-up ocean bed, and might prove dangerous footing. The rest seemed hard packed.


  My heart was pounding as we went into the air-lock and fastened the inner door behind us.


  “We go straight out now,” Garth explained. “Coming back, it will be necessary to press this button and let the pump get rid of the poisonous, air before going in.”


  I opened the outer door and started to step out, then realized that there was a five-foot drop to the ground.


  “Go ahead and jump,” Garth said. “There’s a ladder inside I should have brought, but it would be too much trouble to go back through the lock for it. Either of us can jump eight feet at home, and we’ll get back up somehow.”


  I jumped, failing to allow for the slightly greater gravity, and fell sprawling. Garth got down more successfully, in spite of a long package of some sort he carried in his hand.


  Scrambling down from the cliff and walking out on the sand, I tried to get used to the combination of greater weight and the awkward suit. If I stepped very deliberately it was all right, but an attempt to run sank my feet in the sand and brought me up staggering. There was no trouble seeing through the glass of my helmet over wide angles. Standing on the elevation by the Comet, his space-suit shining in the light from the windows, Garth looked like a metallic monster, some creature of this strange world. And I must have presented to him much the same appearance, silhouetted dark and forbidding against the stars.


  The stars! I looked up, and beheld the most marvelous sight of the whole trip—the Great Nebula of Orion seen from a distance of less than one hundred and fifty light-years its own width.


  A great luminous curtain, fifty degrees across, I could just take it all in with my eye. The central brilliancy as big as the sun, a smaller one above it, and then the whole mass of gas stretching over the sky. The whole thing aglow with the green light of nebulium and blazing with the stars behind it. It was stupendous, beyond words.


  I started to call Garth, then saw that he was looking up as well. For almost half an hour I watched, as the edge of the nebula sank below the horizon. Then its light began to dim. Turning, I saw that the sky opposite was already gray. The dawn!


  Why, the sun had just set. Then I realized. It was over an hour since we had landed, and a full night would be scarcely two hours and a half. If we were in a summer latitude, the shorter period of darkness was natural enough. And yet it was still hard to believe as, within ten minutes, it was as bright as Earth-light on the moon. Still clearer and clearer grew the light. The stars were almost gone, the center of the nebula only a faint wisp. There were no clouds to give the colors of sunrise, but a bluish-white radiance seemed to be trembling on the eastern horizon.


  And then, like a shot, Rigel came up into the sky. The light and heat struck me like something solid, and I turned away. Even with my suit reflecting most of the light away, I felt noticeably warm. The Comet shone like a blinding mirror, so that it was almost impossible to see Garth on the plain below it. Stumbling, and shielding my eyes with my hand, I made my way toward him.


  He was standing erect, in his hands two old Lunarian dueling swords. There was hate in his voice as the radio brought it in my ears.


  “Dunal, only one of us is going back to the moon.”


  I stared. Was the heat getting him? “Hadn’t we better go inside,” I said quietly and somewhat soothingly.


  He made no reply, but only held out one of the hilts. I took it dumbly. In that instant he could have struck my head from my body, if he wished.


  “But, Garth, old friend—”


  “No friend to you. You shall win Kelvar now, or I. I’m giving you a sporting chance. One of your light cuts letting the fluorine inside will be as deadly as anything I can do. The one who goes back will tell of an accident, making repairs out in space. Damn you, if you don’t want me to kill you where you stand, come on and fight.”


  “Garth, you’ve gone mad.”


  “I’ve been waiting ever since I got you to leave the moon. On guard!”


  With a rush of anger I was upon him. He tried to step back, stumbled, had one knee on the ground, then hurled himself forward with a thrust at my waist that I dodged only by an inch. I had to cover, and in spite of myself, with the cool work of parrying, my animosity began to disappear.


  And so began one of the strangest battles that the Universe has seen. Lumbering with our suits and the extra gravity, we circled each other under the blazing sky. The blue-white of Rigel shimmered off our suits and the arcs of our blades as we cut and guarded—each wary now, realizing that a touch meant death. As that terrible sun climbed upward in the sky, its heat was almost overpowering. The sweat poured off every inch of my body, and I gasped for breath. And still we fought on, two glittering metal monsters under the big blue star sweeping up to its noon.


  I knew now that I could never kill Garth. I could not go back to Kelvar with his blood. Yet if I simply defended, sooner or later he would wear me down. There was just one chance. If I could disarm him, I could wrestle him into submission. Then he might be reasonable, or I could take him home bound.


  I began leading for the opening I wanted, but with no result. He seemed resolved to tire me out. Either I must carry the fight to him, or I would be beaten down. I made a wide opening, counting on dodging his slow stroke. I did, but he recovered too soon. Again on the other side, with no better result. Still again, just getting in for a light tap on Garth’s helmet. Then I stepped back, with guard low, and this time he came on. His sword rose in a gleaming arc and hung high for a moment. I had him. There were sparks of clashing, locked steel.


  “Damn you, Dunal!” He took a great step back, narrowly keeping his balance on the sand. On another chance, I would trip him. My ears were almost deafened by his roar, “Come on and fight.”


  I took a step in and to the side, and had him in the sun. He swung blindly, trying to cover himself with his whirling point but I had half a dozen openings to rip his suit. When he moved to try to see, I would lock with him again. I watched his feet.


  And as I watched, I saw an incredible thing. Near one of Garth’s feet the sand was moving. It was not a slide caused by his weight; rather—why, it was being pushed up from below. There was a little hump, and suddenly it had burst open, and a stringy mass like seaweed was crawling toward his leg.


  “Look out, Garth,” I yelled.


  How he could see through that terrible sun I do not know, but Garth swung through my forgotten guard with a blow square across my helmet glass. The force threw me to the ground, and I looked up, dazed. The beryllium glass had not broken to let in the fluorine-filled air, but Garth was standing over me.


  “That’s your last trick, Dunal.” His blade rose for the kill.


  I was unable even to get up, but with one hand I pointed to the ground.


  “Look!” I shouted again, and on the instant the thing wound itself around Garth’s foot.


  He swung down, hacking it loose. I had got to my feet. “Run for the ship,” I cried, and started off.


  “Not that way.”


  I looked back, and saw that I had run in the wrong direction. But it made no difference. Over a whole circle around us the sand was rising, and directly between us and the Comet there was a great green-brown mass. We were surrounded.


  We stood staring at the creatures. Spread out to full dimensions, each one made a sphere about four feet in diameter. In the center, a solid mass whose outlines were difficult to discern; and spreading out from this a hundred long, thin, many-jointed arms or legs or branches or whatever one could call them.


  The things were not yet definitely hostile—only their circle, of perhaps fifty yards radius, grew continually thicker and more impenetrable. Within the enclosed area, the only ripples we could see in the sand were heading outward. There was to be no surprise attack from below, at least; only one in mass. What, I wondered, might be a sign of friendship, to persuade them to let us go.


  And then the circle began to close in. The things rolled over and over on themselves, like gigantic tumbleweeds. At one point, to the right of the direct route to the Comet, the line seemed thinner. I pointed the place out to Garth.


  “Break through there, and make a run for it.”


  We charged into the midst of them with swinging blades. The very suddenness of our rush carried us half-way through their midst. Then something had my legs from behind. I almost fell, but succeeded in turning and cutting myself free. The creatures from the other side of the circle must have made the hundred yards in four or five seconds. And the rest had now covered the breach in front. It was hopeless.


  And so we stood back to back, hewing out a circle of protection against our enemies. They seemed to have no fear, and in spite of the destruction our blades worked among them, they almost overcame us by sheer numbers and weight. It was a case of whirling our swords back and forth interminably in the midst of their tentacles. Against the light, the long arms were a half-transparent brown. Our swords broke them in bright shivers. Formed from the predominant silicon of the planet, the creatures were living glass!


  For perhaps a quarter of an hour we were in the thick of them, hewing until I thought my arms must fall, slashing and tearing at the ones that had got underfoot and were clamping their tentacles around our legs. Only for the space-suits, we should have, by this time, been overpowered and torn into bits—and yet these garments could not be expected to hold indefinitely.


  But at last there was a breathing space. The crippled front ranks dragged themselves away, and there was left around us a brief area of sand, covered with coruscating splinters of glass. Garth got the breath to say something or other encouraging. It was like old days at school.


  Only this time the odds were all against us. We were still a good hundred yards from the Comet, and in our path stood a solid wall of the creatures. Even if we got free, they could outrace us to the goal. And with our limited strength, we could not hope to kill them all. In a minute or two, they would attack us again.


  Somehow we must fight our way as long as we lasted. Perhaps they might be frightened. We threw ourselves at the side next our goal. The line gave perhaps a yard, then stiffened, and we found ourselves swallowed up in a thick cloud of brown smoke.


  Poison gas! It must be shot out of their bodies, at a cost so great that it was kept as a last resort. Through the rolling vapor it was just possible to see our opponents, but they made no forward move. They were waiting for us to be overcome. Suppose their compound could eat through even our helio-beryllium? But it did not. We were safe.


  “Stand still, Garth,” I whispered, counting on the radio to carry my voice. “Let them think we’re dead, and then give them a surprise.”


  “All right.”


  Long, long minutes . . . If only they did not know that it was the customary thing for a dead man to fall . . . Slowly they began to move in.


  Then Garth and I were upon them. They halted as if stupefied. We had hacked our way half through their mass. The rest fled, and we began running toward the Comet, praying that we might reach the ship before they could get organized again. How we floundered through the sand in wild and desperate haste.


  Before we had covered half the distance, the pursuit began. There was no attempt to drag us down directly, but the two wings raced past to cut us off in front. At the base of the little cliff where the Comet lay, the circle closed.


  “Jump,” I called, and threw myself up over them toward the stone. Garth would have fallen back, but I caught his hand and pulled him to safety. We had won.


  But had we? Joined by reinforcements from somewhere, the creatures were packed all around the base of the cliff and had begun to climb its walls, to cut us off from the ship. We rushed separately toward the two sides, and they backed away. But those in front were now established on the top. We stepped backward, and the whole line came on. But now we turned and ran for the Comet.


  We were just able to turn again and clear them away with our swords. In a moment others would be climbing up from behind over the ship. And the door to safety was on a level with our heads.


  There was just one chance. Stamping threateningly, we cleared the things out for ten feet in front of us. But once we turned our backs for a running start they were at us again.


  “Boost you up, Dunal,” said Garth pantingly.


  “No, you first.”


  But in the midst of my words, he almost threw me into the doorway. I turned to pull him up after me. They were around his legs, and one had jumped down upon his helmet. And he must have known it would happen.


  “Go back to her,” he cried, and slammed shut the door.


  There was no time to help him, to interfere with the way of expiation he had chosen. I tried to look away, but a sort of fascination kept me watching him through the glass. He had been dragged to his knees. Then he was up again, whirling to keep them away on all sides in a mad, gallant fight. But the creatures knew it was the kill. Now they were around his knees, now up to his waist in their overpowering mass. It was only a matter of minutes.


  Garth took a staggering step backward, dragging them all with him. He was facing me, and swung up his sword in the old Lunar salute. “Good luck, Dunal.” The words, coming clearly over the radio, had a note of exaltation.


  Then flashing his blade over his head, he hurled it into the midst of the accursed things. With a tremendous effort, Garth tore the protecting helmet from his head, and plunged backward over the cliff . . .


  There was nothing to do but get in out of the lock and start for home, and little on the trip is worthy of recounting. Without unsurpassable difficulty, I was able to operate the machinery and steer, first for Betelguese, then for the sun. Counting on the warning bells to arouse me, I managed to get in snatches of sleep at odd intervals. At times the strain of the long watches was almost maddening.


  By the time the midpoint had been passed, I was living in a sort of waking dream; or rather, a state of somnambulism. I ate; my hands moved the controls. And yet all the while my mind was wandering elsewhere—out to Garth’s body under the blazing light of Rigel, back to the moon and Kelvar, or else in an unreal, shadowy world of dreams and vague memories.


  With perfect mechanical accuracy I entered the solar system and adjusted the projectors for the sun’s attraction. Running slower and slower, I watched Venus glide by. And then, gradually, everything faded, and I was walking along the great Nardos bridge with Kelvar. The ocean was so still that we could see mirrored in it the reflection of each white column, and our own faces peering down, and beyond that the stars.


  “I shall bring you a handful for your hair,” I told her, and leaned over farther, farther, reaching out . . . Then I was falling, with Kelvar’s face growing fainter, and in my ears a horrible ringing like the world coming to an end.


  Just before I could strike the water, I wakened to find the alarm bell jangling and the object-indicator light flashing away. Through the telescope, the moon was large in the sky.


  It was an hour, perhaps two, before I approached the sunlit surface and hovered over the shore by Nardos. Try as I would, my sleep-drugged body could not handle the controls delicately enough to get the Comet quite in step with the moon’s rotation. Always a little too fast or too slow. I slid down until I was only ten or fifteen feet off the ground that seemed to be moving out from under me. In another minute I should be above the water. I let everything go, and the Comet fell. There was a thud, a sound of scraping over the sand, a list to one side. I thought for an instant that the vessel was going to turn over, but with the weight of the reserve mercury in the fuel tanks it managed to right itself on a slope of ten or fifteen degrees.


  From the angle, I could barely see out the windows, and everything looked strange. The water under the bridge seemed too low. The half-full Earth had greenish-black spots on it. And the sky?


  So dead with sleep that I could scarcely move, I managed to crane my neck around to see better. There was no sky, only a faint gray haze through which the stars shone. And yet the sun must be shining. I stretched still further. There the sun burned, and around it was an unmistakable corona. It was like airless space.


  Was I dreaming again?


  With a jerk, I got to my feet and climbed up the sloping floor to the atmosphere tester. My fingers slipped off the stop-cock, then turned it. And the air-pressure needle scarcely moved. It was true. Somehow, as the scientists had always told us would be the case eventually, the air of the moon, with so little gravity to hold it back, had evaporated into space.


  But in six months? It was unthinkable. Surely someone had survived the catastrophe. Some people must have been able to keep themselves alive in caves where the last of the atmosphere would linger. Kelvar must be still alive. I could find her and bring her to the Comet. We would go to some other world.


  Frantically, I pulled on my space-suit and clambered through the air-lock. I ran, until the cumbersome suit slowed me down to a staggering walk through the sand beside the Oceanus Procellarum.


  Leaden and dull, the great sea lay undisturbed by the thin atmosphere still remaining. It had shrunk by evaporation far away from its banks, and where the water once had been there was a dark incrustation of impurities. On the land side, all was a great white plain of glittering alkali without a sign of vegetation. I went on toward Nardos the Beautiful.


  Even from afar off, I could see that it was desolate. Visible now that the water had gone down, the pillars supporting it rose gaunt and skeletal. Towers had fallen in, and the gleaming white was dimmed. It was a city of the dead, under an Earth leprous-looking with black spots where the clouds apparently had parted.


  I came nearer to Nardos and the bridge, nearer to the spot where I had last seen Kelvar. Below the old water level, the columns showed a greenish stain, and half-way out the whole structure had fallen in a great gap. I reached the land terminus of the span, still glorious and almost beautiful in its ruins. Whole blocks of stone had fallen to the sand, and the adamantine pillars were cracked and crumbling with the erosion of ages.


  Then I knew.


  In our argument as to the possible speed of the Comet, Garth and I had both been right. In our reference frame, the vessel had put on an incredible velocity, and covered the nine-hundred-odd light-years around Rigel in six months. But from the viewpoint of the moon, it had been unable to attain a velocity greater than that of light. As the accelerating energy pressed the vessel’s speed closer and closer toward that limiting velocity, the mass of the ship and of its contents had increased toward infinity. And trying to move laboriously with such vast mass, our clocks and bodies had been slowed down until to our leaden minds a year of moon time became equivalent to several hours.


  The Comet had attained an average velocity of perhaps 175,000 miles per second, and the voyage that seemed to me six months had taken a thousand years. A thousand years! The words went ringing through my brain. Kelvar had been dead for a thousand years. I was alone in a world uninhabited for centuries.


  I threw myself down and battered my head in the sand.


  More to achieve, somehow, my own peace of mind, than in any hope of its being discovered, I have written this narrative. There are two copies, this to be placed in a helio-beryllium box at the terminus of the bridge, the other within the comet. One at least should thus be able to escape the meteors which, unimpeded by the thin atmosphere, have begun to strike everywhere, tearing up great craters in the explosion that follows as a result of the impact.


  My time is nearly up. Air is still plentiful on the Comet, but my provisions will soon run short. It is now slightly over a month since I collapsed on the sands into merciful sleep, and I possess food and water for perhaps another. But why go on in my terrible loneliness?


  Sometimes I waken from a dream in which they are all so near—Kelvar, Garth, all my old companions—and for a moment I cannot realize how far away they are. Beyond years and years. And I, trampling back and forth over the dust of our old life, staring across the waste, waiting—for what?


  No, I shall wait only until the dark. When the sun drops over the Grimaldi plateau, I shall put my manuscripts in their safe places, then tear off my helmet and join the other two.


  An hour ago, the bottom edge of the sun touched the horizon.


  FAREWELL TO THE MASTER


  Harry Bates


  The robot was harmless, in fact couldn't be moved in any way whatever—tilt a newsman stuck his nose in where if didn't belong!


  I


  From his perch high on the ladder above the museum floor, Cliff Sutherland studied carefully each line and shadow of the great robot, then turned and looked thoughtfully down at the rush of visitors come from all over the Solar System to see Gnut and the traveler for themselves and to hear once again their amazing, tragic story.


  He himself had come to feel an almost proprietary interest in the exhibit, and with some reason. He had been the only free-lance picture reporter on the Capitol grounds when the visitors from the Unknown had arrived, and had obtained the first professional shots of the ship. He had witnessed at close hand every event of the next mad few days. He had thereafter photographed many times the eight-foot robot, the ship, and the beautiful slain ambassador, Klaatu, and his imposing tomb out in the center of the Tidal Basin, and, such was the continuing news value of the event to the billions of persons throughout habitable space, he was there now once more to get still other shots and, if possible, a new “angle.”


  This time he was after a picture which showed Gnut as weird and menacing. The shots he had taken the day before had not given quite the effect he wanted, and he hoped to get it today; but the light was not yet right and he had to wait for the afternoon to wane a little.


  The last of the crowd admitted in the present group hurried in, exclaiming at the great pure green curves of the mysterious time-space traveler, then completely forgetting the ship at sight of the awesome figure and great head of the giant Gnut. Hinged robots of crude manlike appearance were familiar enough, but never had Earthling eyes lain on one like this. For Gnut had almost exactly the shape of a man—a giant, but a man—with greenish metal for man’s covering flesh, and greenish metal for man’s bulging muscles. Except for a loin cloth, he was nude. He stood like the powerful god of the machine of some undreamed-of scientific civilization, on his face a look of sullen, brooding thought. Those who looked at him did not make jests or idle remarks, and those nearest him usually did not speak at all. His strange, internally illuminated red eyes were so set that every observer felt they were fixed on himself alone, and he engendered a feeling that he might at any moment step forward in anger and perform unimaginable deeds.


  A slight rustling sound came from speakers hidden in the ceiling above, and at once the noises of the crowd lessened. The recorded lecture was about to be given. Cliff sighed. He knew the thing by heart; had even been present when the recording was made, and met the speaker, a young chap named Stillwell.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” began a clear and well-modulated voice—but Cliff was no longer attending. The shadows in the hollows of Gnut’s face and figure were deeper; it was almost time for his shot. He picked up and examined the proofs of the pictures he had taken the day before and compared them critically with the subject.


  As he looked a wrinkle came to his brow. He had not noticed it before, but now, suddenly, he had the feeling that since yesterday something about Gnut was changed. The pose before him was the identical one in the photographs, every detail on comparison seemed the same, but nevertheless the feeling persisted. He took up his viewing glass and more carefully compared subject and photographs, line “by line. And then he saw that there was a difference.


  With sudden excitement, Cliff snapped two pictures at different exposures. He knew he should wait a little and take others, but he was so sure he had stumbled on an important mystery that he had to get going, and quickly folding his accessory equipment he descended the ladder and made his way out. Twenty minutes later, consumed with curiosity, he was developing the new shots in his hotel bedroom.


  What Cliff saw when he compared the negatives taken yesterday and today caused his scalp to tingle. Here was a slant indeed! And apparently no one but he knew! Still, what he had discovered, though it would have made the front page of every paper in the Solar System, was after all only a lead. The story, what really had happened, he knew no better than anyone else. It must be his job to find out.


  And that meant he would have to secrete himself in the building and stay there all night. That very night; there was still time for him to get back before closing. He would take a small, very fast infrared camera that could see in the dark, and he would get the real picture and the story.


  He snatched up the little camera, grabbed an aircab and hurried back to the museum. The place was filled with another section of the ever-present queue, and the lecture was just ending. He thanked Heaven that his arrangement with the museum permitted him to go in and out at will.


  He had already decided what to do. First he made his way to the “floating” guard and asked a single question, and anticipation broadened on his face as he heard the expected answer. The second thing was to find a spot where he would be safe from the eyes of the men who would close the floor for the night. There was only one possible place, the laboratory set up behind the ship. Boldly he showed his press credentials to the second guard, stationed at the partitioned passageway leading to it, stating that he had come to interview the scientists; and in a moment was at the laboratory door.


  He had been there a number of times and knew the room well. It was a large area roughly partitioned off for the work of the scientists engaged in breaking their way into the ship, and full of a confusion of massive and heavy objects—electric and hot-air ovens, carboys of chemicals, asbestos sheeting, compressors, basins, ladles, a microscope, and a great deal of smaller equipment common to a metallurgical laboratory. Three white-smocked men were deeply engrossed in an experiment at the far end. Cliff, waiting a good moment, slipped inside and hid himself under a table half buried with supplies. He felt reasonably safe from detection there. Very soon now the scientists would be going home for the night.


  From beyond the ship he could hear another section of the waiting queue filing in—the last, he hoped, of the day. He settled himself as comfortably as he could. In a moment the lecture would begin. He had to smile when he thought of one thing the recording would say.


  Then there it was again—the clear, trained voice of the chap Stillwell. The foot scrapings and whispers of the crowd died away, and he could hear every word in spite of the great bulk of the ship lying interposed.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” began the familiar words, “the Smithsonian Institution welcomes you to its new Interplanetary Wing and to the marvelous exhibits at this moment before you.”


  A slight pause. “All of you must know by now something of what happened here three months ago, if indeed you did not see it for yourself in the telescreen,” the voice went on. “The few facts are briefly told. A little after 5:00 P.M. on September 16th, visitors to Washington thronged the grounds outside this building in their usual numbers and no doubt with their usual thoughts. The day was warm and fair. A stream of people was leaving the main entrance of the museum, just outside in the direction you are facing. This wing, of course, was not here at that time. Everyone was homeward bound, tired no doubt from hours on their feet, seeing the exhibits of the museum and visiting the many buildings on the grounds nearby. And then it happened.


  “On the area just to your right, just as it is now, appeared the time-space traveler. It appeared in the blink of an eye. It did not come down from the sky; dozens of witnesses swear to that; it just appeared. One moment it was not here, the next it was. It appeared on the very spot it now rests on.


  “The people nearest the ship were stricken with panic and ran back with cries and screams. Excitement spread out over Washington in a tidal wave. Radio, television, and newspapermen rushed here at once. Police formed a wide cordon around the ship, and army units appeared and trained guns and ray projectors on it. The direst calamity was feared.


  “For it was recognized from the very beginning that this was no spaceship from anywhere in the Solar System. Every child knew that only two spaceships had ever been built on Earth, and none at all on any of the other planets and satellites; and of those two, one had been destroyed when it was pulled into the Sun, and the other had just been reported safely arrived on Mars. Then, the ones made here had a shell of a strong aluminum alloy, while this one, as you see, is of an unknown greenish metal.


  “The ship appeared and just sat here. No one emerged, and there was no sign that it contained life of any kind. That, as much as any single thing, caused excitement to sky-rocket. Who, or what, was inside? Were the visitors hostile or friendly? Where did the ship come from? How did it arrive so suddenly right on this spot without dropping from the sky?


  “For two days the ship rested here, just as you now see it, without motion or sign that it contained life. Long before the end of that time the scientists had explained that it was not so much a spaceship as a space-time traveler, because only such a ship could arrive as this one did—materialize. They pointed out that such a traveler, while theoretically understandable to us Earthmen, was far beyond attempt at our present state of knowledge, and that this one, activated by relativity principles, might well have come from the far corner of the Universe, from a distance which light itself would require millions of years to cross.


  “When this opinion was disseminated, public tension grew until it was almost intolerable. Where had the traveler come from? Who were its occupants? Why had they come to Earth? Above all, why did they not show themselves? Were they perhaps preparing some terrible weapon of destruction?


  “And where was the ship’s entrance port? Men who dared go look reported that none could be found. No slightest break or crack marred the perfect smoothness of the ship’s curving ovoid surface. And a delegation of high-ranking officials who visited the ship could not, by knocking, elicit from its occupants any sign that they had been heard.


  “At last, after exactly two days, in full view of tens of thousands of persons assembled and standing well back, and under the muzzles of scores of the army’s most powerful guns and ray projectors, an opening appeared in the wall of the ship, and a ramp slid down, and out stepped a man, godlike in appearance and human in form, closely followed by a giant robot. And when they touched the ground the ramp slid back and the entrance closed as before.


  “It was immediately apparent to all the assembled thousands that the stranger was friendly. The first thing he did was to raise his right arm high in the universal gesture of peace; but it was not that which impressed those nearest so much as the expression on his face, which radiated kindness, wisdom, the purest nobility. In his delicately tinted robe he looked like a benign god.


  “At once, waiting for this appearance, a large committee of high-ranking government officials and army officers advanced to greet the visitor. With graciousness and dignity the man pointed to himself, then to his robot companion, and said in perfect English with a peculiar accent, ‘I am Klaatu,’ or a name that sounded like that, ‘and this is Gnut.’ The names were not well understood at the time, but the sight-and-sound film of the television men caught them and they became known to everyone subsequently.


  “And then occurred the thing which shall always be to the shame of the human race. From a treetop a hundred yards away came a wink of violet light and Klaatu fell. The assembled multitude stood for a moment stunned, not comprehending what had happened. Gnut, a little behind his master and to one side, slowly turned his body a little toward him, moved his head twice, and stood still, in exactly the position you now see him.


  “Then followed pandemonium. The police pulled the slayer of Klaatu out of the tree. They found him mentally unbalanced; he kept crying that the devil had come to kill every one on Earth. He was taken away, and Klaatu, although obviously dead, was rushed to the nearest hospital to see if anything could be done to revive him. Confused and frightened crowds milled about the Capitol grounds the rest of the afternoon and much of that night. The ship remained as silent and motionless as before. And Gnut, too, never moved from the position he had come to rest in.


  “Gnut never moved again. He remained exactly as you see him all that night and for the ensuing days. When the mausoleum in the Tidal Basin was built, Klaatu’s burial services took place where you are standing now, attended by the highest functionaries of all the great countries of the world. It was not only the most appropriate but the safest thing to do, for if there should be other living creatures in the traveler, as seemed possible at that time, they had to be impressed by the sincere sorrow of us Earthmen at what had happened. If Gnut was still alive, or perhaps I had better say functionable, there was no sign. He stood as you see him during the entire ceremony. He stood so while his master was floated out to the mausoleum and given to the centuries with the tragically short sight-and-sound record of his historic visit. And he stood so afterward, day after day, night after night, in fair weather and in rain, never moving or showing by any slightest sign that he was aware of what had gone on.


  “After the interment, this wing was built out from the museum to cover the traveler and Gnut. Nothing else could very well have been done, it was learned, for both Gnut and the ship were far too heavy to be moved safely by any means at hand.


  “You have heard about the efforts of our metallurgists since then to break into the ship, and of their complete failure. Behind the ship now, as you can see from either end, a partitioned workroom has been set up where the attempt still goes on. So far its wonderful greenish metal has proved inviolable. Not only are they unable to get in, but they cannot even find the exact place from which Klaatu and Gnut emerged. The chalk marks you see are the best approximation.


  “Many people have feared that Gnut was only temporarily deranged, and that on return to function might be dangerous, so the scientists have completely destroyed all chance of that. The greenish metal of which he is made seemed to be the same as that of the ship and could no more be attacked, they found, nor could they find any way to penetrate to his internals; but they had other means. They sent electrical currents of tremendous voltages and amperages through him. They applied terrific heat to all parts of his metal shell. They immersed him for days in gases and acids and strongly corroding solutions, and they have bombarded him with every known kind of ray. You need have no fear of him now. He cannot possibly have retained the ability to function in any way.


  “But—a word of caution. The officials of the government know that visitors will not show any disrespect in this building. It may be that the unknown and unthinkably powerful civilization from which Klaatu and Gnut came may send other emissaries to see what happened to them. Whether or not they do, not one of us must be found amiss in our attitude. None of us could very well anticipate what happened, and we all are immeasurably sorry, but we are still in a sense responsible, and must do what we can to avoid possible retaliations.


  “You will be allowed to remain five minutes longer, and then, when the gong sounds, you will please leave promptly. The robot attendants along the wall will answer any questions you may have.


  “Look well, for before you stand stark symbols of the achievement, mystery, and frailty of the human race.”


  The recorded voice ceased speaking. Cliff, carefully moving his cramped limbs, broke out in a wide smile. If they knew what he knew!


  For his photographs told a slightly different story from that of the lecturer. In yesterday’s a line of the figured floor showed clearly at the outer edge of the robot’s near foot; in today’s, that line was covered. Gnut had moved!


  Or been moved, though this was very unlikely. Where was the derrick and other evidence of such activity? It could hardly have been done in one night, and all signs so quickly concealed. And why should it be done at all?


  Still, to make sure, he had asked the guard. He could almost remember verbatim his answer:


  “No, Gnut has neither moved nor been moved since the death of his master. A special point was made of keeping him in the position he assumed at Klaatu’s death. The floor was built in under him, and the scientists who completed his derangement erected their, apparatus around him, just as he stands. You need have no fears.”


  Cliff smiled again. He did not have any fears.


  Not yet.


  II


  A moment later the big gong above the entrance doors rang the closing hour, and immediately following it a voice from the speakers called out, “Five o’clock, ladies and gentlemen. Closing time, ladies and gentlemen.”


  The three scientists, as if surprised it was so late, hurriedly washed their hands, changed to their street clothes and disappeared down the partitioned corridor, oblivious of the young picture man hidden under the table. The slide and scrape of the feet on the exhibition floor rapidly dwindled, until at last there were only the steps of the two guards walking from one point to another, making sure everything was all right for the night. For just a moment one of them glanced in the doorway of the laboratory, then he joined the other at the entrance. Then the great metal doors clanged to, and there was silence.


  Cliff waited several minutes, then carefully poked his way out from under the table. As he straightened up, a faint tinkling crash sounded at the floor by his feet. Carefully stooping, he found the shattered remains of a thin glass pipette. He had knocked it off the table.


  That caused him to realize something he had not thought of before: A Gnut who had moved might be a Gnut who could see and hear—and really be dangerous. He would have to be very careful.


  He looked about him. The room was bounded at the fends by two fiber partitions which at the inner ends followed close under the curving bottom of the ship. The inner side of the room was the ship itself, and the outer was the southern wall of the wing. There were four large high windows. The only entrance was by way of the passage.


  Without moving, from his knowledge of the building, he made his plan. The wing was connected with the western end of the museum by a doorway, never used, and extended westward toward the Washington Monument. The ship lay nearest the southern wall, and Gnut stood out in front of it, not far from the northeast comer and at the opposite end of the room from the entrance of the building and the passageway leading to the laboratory. By retracing his steps he would come out on the floor at the point farthest removed from the robot. This was just what he wanted, for on the other side of the entrance, on a low platform, stood a paneled table containing the lecture apparatus, and this table was the only object in the room which afforded a place for him to lie concealed while watching what might go on. The only other objects on the floor were the six manlike robot attendants in fixed stations along the northern wall, placed there to answer visitors’ questions. He would have to gain the table.


  He turned and began cautiously tiptoeing out of the laboratory and down the passageway. It was already dark there, for what light still entered the exhibition hall was shut off by the great bulk of the ship. He reached the end of the room without making a sound. Very carefully he edged forward and peered around the bottom of the ship at Gnut.


  He had a momentary shock. The robot’s eyes were right on him!—or so it seemed. Was that only the effect of the set of his eyes, he wondered, or was he already discovered? The position of Gnut’s head did not seem to have changed, at any rate. Probably everything was all right, but he wished he did not have to cross that end of the room with the feeling that the robot’s eyes were following him.


  He drew back and sat down and waited. It would have to be totally dark before he essayed the trip to the table.


  He waited a full hour, until the faint beams from the lamps on the grounds outside began to make the room seem to grow lighter; then he got up and peeped around the ship once more. The robot’s eyes seemed to pierce right at him as before, only now, due no doubt to the darkness, the strange internal illumination seemed much brighter. This was a chilling thing. Did Gnut know he was there? What were the thoughts of the robot? What could be the thoughts of a man-made machine, even so wonderful a one as Gnut?


  It was time for the cross, so Cliff slung his camera around on his back, went down on his hands and knees, and carefully moved to the edge of the entrance wall. There he fitted himself as closely as he could into the angle made by it with the floor and started inching ahead. Never pausing, not risking a glance at Gnut’s unnerving red eyes, moving an inch at a time, he snaked along. He took ten minutes to cross the space of a hundred feet, and he was wet with perspiration when his fingers at last touched the one-foot rise of the platform on which the table stood. Still slowly, silently as a shadow, he made his way over the edge and melted behind the protection of the table. At last he was there.


  He relaxed for a moment, then, anxious to know whether he had been seen, carefully turned and looked around the side of the table.


  Gnut’s eyes were now full on him! Or so it seemed. Against the general darkness, the robot loomed a mysterious and still darker shadow that, for all his being a hundred and fifty feet away, seemed to dominate the room. Cliff could not tell whether the position of his body was changed or not.


  But if Gnut were looking at him, he at least did nothing else. Not by the slightest motion that Cliff could discern did he appear to move. His position was the one he had maintained these last three months, in the darkness, in the rain, and this last week in the museum.


  Cliff made up his mind not to give away to fear. He became conscious of his own body. The cautious trip had taken something out of him—his knees and elbows burned and his trousers were no doubt ruined. But these were little things if what he hoped for came to pass. If Gnut so much as moved, and he could catch him with his infrared camera, he would have a story that would buy him fifty suits of clothes. And if on top of that he could learn the purpose of Gnut’s moving—provided there was a purpose—that would be a story that would set the world on its ears.


  He settled down to a period of waiting; there was no telling when Gnut would move, if indeed he would move that night. Cliff’s eyes had long been adjusted to the dark and he could make out the larger objects well enough. From time to time he peered out at the robot—peered long and hard, till his outlines wavered and he seemed to move, and he had to blink and rest his eyes to be sure it was only his imagination.


  Again the minute hand of his watch crept around the dial. The inactivity made Cliff careless, and for longer and longer periods he kept his head back out of sight behind the table. And so it was that when Gnut did move he was scared almost out of his wits. Dull and a little bored, he suddenly found the robot out on the floor, halfway in his direction.


  But that was not the most frightening thing. It was that when he did see Gnut he did not catch him moving! He was stopped as still as a cat in the middle of stalking a mouse. His eyes were now much brighter, and there was no remaining doubt about their direction: he was looking right at Cliff!


  Scarcely breathing, half hypnotized, Cliff looked back. His thoughts tumbled. What was the robot’s intention? Why had he stopped so still? Was he being stalked? How could he move with such silence?


  In the heavy darkness Gnut’s eyes moved nearer. Slowly but in perfect rhythm the almost imperceptible sound of his footsteps beat on Cliff’s ears. Cliff, usually resourceful enough, was this time caught flatfooted. Frozen with fear, utterly incapable of fleeing, he lay where he was while the metal monster with the fiery eyes came on.


  For a moment Cliff all but fainted, and when he recovered, there was Gnut towering over him, legs almost within reach. He was bending slightly, burning his terrible eyes right into his own!


  Too late to try to think of running now. Trembling like any cornered mouse, Cliff waited for the blow that would crush him. For an eternity, it seemed, Gnut scrutinized him without moving. For each second of that eternity Cliff expected annihilation, sudden, quick, complete. And then suddenly and unexpectedly it was over. Gnut’s body straightened and he stepped back. He turned. And then, with the almost jerkless rhythm which only he among robots possessed, he started back toward the place from which he came.


  Cliff could hardly believe he had been spared. Gnut could have crushed him like a worm—and he had only turned around and gone back. Why? It could not be supposed that a robot was capable of human considerations.


  Gnut went straight to the other end of the traveler. At a certain place he stopped and made a curious succession of sounds. At once Cliff saw an opening, blacker than the gloom of the building, appear in the ship’s side, and it was followed by a slight sliding sound as a ramp slid out and met the floor. Gnut walked up the ramp and, stooping a little, disappeared inside the ship.


  Then, for the first time, Cliff remembered the picture he had come to get. Gnut had moved, but he had not caught him! But at least now, whatever opportunities there might be later, he could get the shot of the ramp connecting with the opened door; so he twisted his camera into position, set it for the proper exposure, and took a shot.


  A long time passed and Gnut did not come out. What could he be doing inside? Cliff wondered. Some of his courage returned to him and he toyed with the idea of creeping forward and peeping through the port, but he found he had not the courage for that. Gnut had spared him, at least for the time, but there was no telling how far his tolerance would go.


  An hour passed, then another, Gnut was doing something inside the ship, but what. Cliff could not imagine. If the robot had been a human being, he knew he would have sneaked a look, but as it was, he was too much of an unknown quantity. Even the simplest of Earth’s robots under certain circumstances were inexplicable things; what, then, of this one, come from an unknown and even unthinkable civilization, by far the most wonderful construction ever seen—what superhuman powers might he not possess? All that the scientists of Earth could do had not served to derange him. Acid, heat, rays, terrific crushing blows—he had withstood them all; even his finish had been unmarred. He might be able to see perfectly in the dark. And right where he was, he might be able to hear or in some way sense the least change in Cliff’s position.


  More time passed, and then, some time after two o’clock in the morning, a simple homely thing happened, but a thing so unexpected that for a moment it quite destroyed Cliff’s equilibrium. Suddenly, through the dark and silent building, there was a faint whir of wings, soon followed by the piercing, sweet voice of a bird. A mocking bird. Somewhere in the gloom above his head. Clear and full throated were its notes; a dozen little songs it sang, one after the other without pause between—short insistent calls, twirrings, coaxings, cooings—the spring love song of perhaps the finest singer in the world. Then, as suddenly as it began, the voice was silent.


  If an invading army had poured out of the traveler, Cliff would have been less surprised. The month was December; even in Florida the mocking birds had not yet begun their song. How had one gotten into that tight, gloomy museum? How and why was it singing there?


  He waited, full of curiosity. Then suddenly he was aware of Gnut, standing just outside the port of the ship. He stood quite still, his glowing eyes turned squarely in Cliff’s direction. For a moment the hush in the museum seemed to deepen; then it was broken by a soft thud on the floor near where Cliff was lying.


  He wondered. The light in Gnut’s eyes changed, and he started his almost jerkless walk in Cliff’s direction. When only a little away, the robot stopped, bent over, and picked something from the floor. For some time he stood without motion and looked at a little object he held in his hand. Cliff knew, though he could not see, that it was the mocking bird. Its body, for he was sure that it had lost its song forever. Gnut then turned, and without a glance at Cliff, walked back to the ship and again went inside.


  Hours passed while Cliff waited for some sequel to this surprising happening. Perhaps it was because of his curiosity that his fear of the robot began to lessen. Surely if the mechanism was unfriendly, if he intended him any harm, he would have finished him before, when he had such a perfect opportunity. Cliff began to nerve himself for a quick look inside the port. And a picture; he must remember the picture. He kept forgetting the very reason he was there.


  It was in the deeper darkness of the false dawn when he got sufficient courage and made the start. He took off his shoes, and in his stockinged feet, his shoes tied together and slung over his shoulder, he moved stiffly but rapidly to a position behind the nearest of the six robot attendants stationed along the wall, then paused for some sign which might indicate that Gnut knew he had moved. Hearing none, he slipped along behind the next robot attendant and paused again. Bolder now, he made in one spurt all the distance to the farthest one, the sixth, fixed just opposite the port of the ship. There he met with a disappointment. No light that he could detect was visible within; there was only darkness and the all-permeating silence. Still, he had better get the picture. He raised his camera, focused it on the dark opening, and gave the film a comparatively long exposure. Then he stood there, at a loss what to do next.


  As he paused, a peculiar series of muffled noises reached his ears, apparently from within the ship. Animal noises—first scrapings and pantings, punctuated by several sharp clicks, then deep, rough snarls, interrupted by more scrapings and pantings, as if a struggle of some kind were going on. Then suddenly, before Cliff could even decide to run back to the table, a low, wide, dark shape bounded out of the port and immediately turned and grew to the height of a man. A terrible fear swept over Cliff, even before he knew what the shape was.


  In the next second Gnut appeared in the port and stepped unhesitatingly down the ramp toward the shape. As he advanced it backed slowly away for a few feet; but then it stood its ground, and thick arms rose from its sides and began a loud drumming on its chest, while from its throat came a deep roar of defiance. Only one creature in the world beat its chest and made a sound like that. The shape was a gorilla!


  And a huge one!


  Gnut kept advancing, and when close, charged forward and grappled with the beast. Cliff would not have guessed that Gnut could move so fast. In the darkness he could not see the details of what happened; all he knew was that the two great shapes, the titanic metal Gnut and the squat but terrifically strong gorilla, merged for a moment with silence on the robot’s part and terrible, deep, indescribable roars on the other’s; then the two separated, and it was as if the gorilla had been flung back and away.


  The animal at once rose to its full height and roared deafeningly. Gnut advanced. They closed again, and the separation of before was repeated. The robot continued inexorably, and now the gorilla began to fall back down the building. Suddenly the beast darted at a manlike shape against the wall, and with one rapid side movement dashed the fifth robot attendant to the floor and decapitated it.


  Tense with fear, Cliff crouched behind his own robot attendant. He thanked Heaven that Gnut was between him and the gorilla and was continuing his advance. The gorilla backed farther, darted suddenly at the next robot in the row, and with strength almost unbelievable picked it from its roots and hurled it at Gnut. With a sharp metallic clang, robot hit robot, and the one of Earth bounced off to one side and rolled to a stop.


  Cliff cursed himself for it afterward, but again he completely forgot the picture. The gorilla kept falling back down the building, demolishing with terrific bursts of rage every robot attendant that he passed and throwing the pieces at the implacable Gnut. Soon they arrived opposite the table, and Cliff now thanked his stats he had come away. There followed a brief silence. Cliff could not make out what was going on, but he imagined that the gorilla had at last reached the corner of the wing and was trapped.


  If he was, it was only for a moment. The silence was suddenly shattered by a terrific roar, and the thick, squat shape of the animal came bounding toward Cliff. He came all the way back and turned just between Cliff and the port of the ship. Cliff prayed frantically for Gnut to come back quickly, for there was now only the last remaining robot attendant between him and the madly dangerous brute. Out of the dimness Gnut did appear. The gorilla rose to its full height and again beat its chest and roared its challenge.


  And then occurred a curious thing. It fell on all fours and slowly rolled over on its side, as if weak or hurt. Then panting, making frightening noises, it forced itself again to its feet and faced the oncoming Gnut. As it waited, its eye was caught by the last robot attendant and perhaps Cliff, shrunk close behind it. With a surge of terrible destructive rage, the gorilla waddled sideward toward Cliff, but this time, even through his panic, he saw that the animal moved with difficulty, again apparently sick or severely wounded. He jumped back just in time; the gorilla pulled out the last robot attendant and hurled it violently at Gnut, missing him narrowly.


  That was its last effort. The weakness caught it again; it dropped heavily on one side, rocked back and forth a few times, and fell to twitching. Then it lay still and did not move again.


  The first faint pale light of the dawn was seeping into the room. From the corner where he had taken refuge, Cliff watched closely the great robot. It seemed to him that he behaved very queerly. He stood over the dead gorilla, looking down at him with what in a human would be called sadness. Cliff saw this clearly; Gnut’s heavy greenish features bore a thoughtful, grieving expression new to his experience. For some moments he stood so, then as might a father with his sick child, he leaned over, lifted the great animal in his metal arms and carried it tenderly within the ship.


  Cliff flew back to the table, suddenly fearful of yet other dangerous and inexplicable happenings. It struck him that he might be safer in the laboratory, and with trembling knees he made his way there and hid in one of the big ovens. He prayed for full daylight. His thoughts were chaos. Rapidly, one after another, his mind churned up the amazing events of the night, but all was mystery; it seemed there could be no rational explanation for them. That mocking bird. The gorilla. Gnut’s sad expression and his tenderness. What could account for a fantastic melange like that!


  Gradually full daylight did come. A long time passed. At last he began to believe he might yet get out of that place of mystery and danger alive. At 8:30 there were noises at the entrance, and the good sound of human voices came to his ears. He stepped out of the oven and tiptoed to the passageway.


  The noises stopped suddenly and there was a frightened exclamation and then the sound of running feet, and then silence. Stealthily Cliff sneaked down the narrow way and peeped fearfully around the ship.


  There Gnut was in his accustomed place, in the identical pose he had taken at the death of his master, brooding sullenly and alone over a space traveler once again closed tight and a room that was a shambles. The entrance doors stood open and, heart in his mouth, Cliff ran out.


  A few minutes later, safe in his hotel room, completely done in, he sat down for a second and almost at once fell asleep. Later, still in his clothes and still asleep, he staggered over to the bed. He did not wake up till midafternoon.


  III


  Cliff awoke slowly, at first not realizing that the images tumbling in his head were real memories and not a fantastic dream. It was recollection of the pictures which brought him to his feet. Hastily he set about developing the film in his camera.


  Then in his hands was proof that the events of the night were real. Both shots turned out well. The first showed clearly the ramp leading up to the port as he had dimly discerned it from his position behind the table. The second, of the open port as snapped from in front, was a disappointment, for a blank wall just back of the opening cut off all view of the interior. That would account for the fact that no light had escaped from the ship while Gnut was inside. Assuming Gnut required light for whatever he did.


  Cliff looked at the negatives and was ashamed of himself. What a rotten picture man he was to come back with two ridiculous shots like these! He had had a score of opportunities to get real ones—shots of Gnut in action—Gnut’s fight with the gorilla—even Gnut holding the mocking bird—spine-chilling stuff!—and all he had brought back was two stills of a doorway. Oh, sure, they were valuable, but he was a Grade A ass.


  And to top this brilliant performance, he had fallen asleep!


  Well, he’d better get out on the street and find out what was doing.


  Quickly he showered, shaved, and changed his clothes, and soon was entering a nearby restaurant patronized by other picture and newsmen. Sitting alone at the lunch bar, he spotted a friend and competitor.


  “Well, what do you think?” asked his friend when he took the stool at his side.


  “I don’t think anything until I’ve had breakfast,” Cliff answered.


  “Then haven’t you heard?”


  “Heard what?” fended Cliff, who knew very well what was coming.


  “You’re a fine picture man,” was the other’s remark. “When something really big happens, you are asleep in bed.” But then he told him what had been discovered that morning in the museum, and of the world-wide excitement at the news. Cliff did three things at once, successfully—gobbled a substantial breakfast, kept thanking his stars that nothing new had transpired, and showed continuous surprise. Still chewing, he got up and hurried over to the building.


  Outside, balked at the door, was a large crowd of the curious, but Cliff had no trouble gaining admittance when he showed his press credentials. Gnut and the ship stood just as he had left them, but the floor had been cleaned up and the pieces of the demolished robot attendants were lined up in one place along the wall. Several other competitor friends of his were there.


  “I was away; missed the whole thing,” he said to one of them—Gus. “What’s supposed to be the explanation for what happened?”


  “Ask something easy,” was the answer. “Nobody knows. It’s thought maybe something came out of the ship, maybe another robot like Gnut. Say—where have you been?”


  “Asleep.”


  “Better catch up. Several billion bipeds are scared stiff. Revenge for the death of Klaatu. Earth about to be invaded.”


  “But that’s—”


  “Oh, I know it’s all crazy, but that’s the story they’re being fed; it sells news. But there’s a new angle just turned up, very surprising. Come here.”


  He led Cliff to the table where stood a knot of people looking with great interest at several objects guarded by a technician. Gus pointed to a long slide on which were mounted a number of short dark-brown hairs.


  “Those hairs came off a large male gorilla,” Gus said with a certain hard-boiled casualness. “Most of them were found among the sweepings of the floor this morning. The rest were found on the robot attendants.”


  Cliff tried to look astounded. Gus pointed to a test tube partly filled with a light amber fluid.


  “And that’s blood, diluted—gorilla blood. It was found on Gnut’s arms.”


  “Good Heaven!” Cliff managed to exclaim. “And there’s no explanation?”


  “Not even a theory. It’s your big chance, wonder boy.”


  Cliff broke away from Gus, unable to maintain his act any longer. He couldn’t decide what to do about his story. The press services would bid heavily for it—with all his pictures—but that would take further action out of his hands. In the back of his mind he wanted to stay in the wing again that night, but—well, he simply was afraid. He’d had a pretty stiff dose, and he wanted very much to remain alive.


  He walked over and looked a long time at Gnut. No one would ever have guessed that he had moved, or that there had rested on his greenish metal face a look of sadness. Those weird eyes! Cliff wondered if they were really looking at him, as they seemed, recognizing him as the bold intruder of last night. Of what unknown stuff were they made—those materials placed in his eye sockets by one branch of the race of man which all the science of his own could not even serve to disfunction? What was Gnut thinking? What could be the thoughts of a robot—a mechanism of metal poured out of man’s clay crucibles? Was he angry at him? Cliff thought not. Gnut had had him at his mercy—and had walked away.


  Dared he stay again?


  Cliff thought perhaps he did.


  He walked about the room, thinking it over. He felt sure Gnut would move again. A Mikton ray gun would protect him from another gorilla—or fifty of them. He did not yet have the real story. He had come back with two miserable architectural stills!


  He might have known from the first that he would stay. At dusk that night, armed with his camera and a small Mikton gun, he lay once more under the table of supplies in the laboratory and heard the metal doors of the wing clang to for the night.


  This time he would get the story—and the pictures.


  If only no guard was posted inside!


  IV


  Cliff listened hard for a long time for any sound which might tell him that a guard had been left, but the silence within the wing remained unbroken. He was thankful for that—but not quite completely. The gathering darkness and the realization that he was now irrevocably committed made the thought of a companion not altogether unpleasant.


  About an hour after it reached maximum darkness he took off his shoes, tied them together and slung them around his neck, down his back, and stole quietly down the passageway to where it opened into the exhibition area. All seemed as it had been the preceding night. Gnut looked an ominous, indistinct shadow at the far end of the room, his glowing red eyes again seemingly right on the spot from which Cliff peeped out. As on the previous night, but even more carefully, Cliff went down on his stomach in the angle of the wall and slowly snaked across to the low platform on which stood the table. Once in its shelter, he fixed his shoes so that they straddled one shoulder, and brought his camera and gun holster around, ready on his breast. This time, he told himself, he would get pictures.


  He settled down to wait, keeping Gnut in full sight every minute. His vision reached maximum adjustment to the darkness. Eventually he began to feel lonely and a little afraid. Gnut’s red-glowing eyes were getting on his nerves; he had to keep assuring himself that the robot would not harm him. He had little doubt but that he himself was being watched.


  Hours slowly passed. From time to time he heard slight noises at the entrance, on the outside—a guard, perhaps, or maybe curious visitors.


  At about nine o’clock he saw Gnut move. First his head alone; it turned so that the eyes burned stronger in the direction where Cliff lay. For a moment that was all; then the dark metal form stirred slightly and began moving forward—straight toward himself. Cliff had thought he would not be afraid—much—but now his heart stood still. What would happen this time?


  With amazing silence, Gnut drew nearer, until he towered an ominous shadow over the spot where Cliff lay. For a long time his red eyes burned down on the prone man. Cliff trembled all over; this was worse than the first time. Without having planned it, he found himself speaking to the creature.


  “You would not hurt me,” he pleaded. “I was only curious to see what’s-going on. It’s my job. Can you understand me? I would not harm or bother you. I . . . I couldn’t if I wanted to! Please!”


  The robot never moved, and Cliff could not guess whether his words had been understood or even heard. When he felt he could not bear the suspense any longer, Gnut reached out and took something from a drawer of the table, or perhaps he put something back in; then he stepped back, turned, and retraced his steps. Cliff was safe! Again the robot had spared him!


  Beginning then, Cliff lost much of his fear. He felt sure now that this Gnut would do him no harm. Twice he had had him in his power, and each time he had only looked and quietly moved away. Cliff could not imagine what Gnut had done in the drawer of the table. He watched with the greatest curiosity to see what would happen next.


  As on the night before, the robot went straight to the end of the ship and made the peculiar sequence of sounds that opened the port, and when the ramp slid out he went inside. After that Cliff was alone in the darkness for a very long time, probably two hours. Not a sound came from the ship.


  Cliff knew he should sneak up to the port and peep inside, but he could not quite bring himself to do it. With his gun he could handle another gorilla, but if Gnut caught him it might be the end. Momentarily he expected something fantastic to happen—he knew not what; maybe the mocking bird’s sweet song again, maybe a gorilla, maybe—anything. What did at last happen once more caught him with complete surprise.


  He heard a sudden muffled sound, then words—human words—every one familiar.


  “Gentlemen,” was the first, and then there was a very slight pause. “The Smithsonian Institution welcomes you to its new Interplanetary Wing and to the marvelous exhibits at this moment before you.”


  It was the recorded voice of Stillwell! But it was not coming through the speakers overhead, but much muted, from within the ship.


  After a slight pause it went on:


  “All of you must . . . must—” Here it stammered and came to a stop. Cliff’s hair bristled. That stammering was not in the lecture!


  For just a moment there was silence; then came a scream, a hoarse man’s scream, muffled, from somewhere within the heart of the ship; and it was followed by muted gasps and cries, as of a man in great fright or distress.


  Every nerve tight, Cliff watched the port. He heard a thudding noise within the ship, then out the door flew the shadow of what was surely a human being. Gasping and half stumbling, he ran straight down the room in Cliff’s direction. When twenty feet away, the great shadow of Gnut followed him out of the port.


  Cliff watched, breathless. The man—it was Stillwell, he saw now—came straight for the table behind which Cliff himself lay, as if to get behind it, but when only a few feet away, his knees buckled and he fell to the floor. Suddenly Gnut was standing over him, but Stillwell did not seem to be aware of it. He appeared very ill, but kept making spasmodic futile efforts to creep on to the protection of the table.


  Gnut did not move, so Cliff was emboldened to speak.


  “What’s the matter, Stillwell?” he asked. “Can I help? Don’t be afraid. I’m Cliff Sutherland; you know, the picture man.”


  Without showing the least surprise at finding Cliff there, and clutching at his presence like a drowning man would a straw, Stillwell gasped out:


  “Help me! Gnut . . . Gnut—” He seemed unable to go on.


  “Gnut what?” asked Cliff. Very conscious of the fire-eyed robot looming above, and afraid even to move out to the man, Cliff added reassuringly: “Gnut won’t hurt you. I’m sure he won’t. He doesn’t hurt me. What’s the matter? What can I do?”


  With a sudden accession of energy, Stillwell rose on his elbows. “Where am I?” he asked.


  “In the Interplanetary Wing,” Cliff answered. “Don’t you know?” Only Stillwell’s hard breathing was heard for a moment. Then hoarsely, weakly, he asked:


  “How did I get here?”


  “I don’t know,” said Cliff.


  “I was making a lecture recording,” Stillwell said, “when suddenly I found myself here . . . or I mean in there—”


  He broke off and showed a return of his terror.


  “Then, what?” asked Cliff gently.


  “I was in that box—and there, above me, was Gnut, the robot. Gnut! But they made Gnut harmless! He’s never moved!”


  “Steady, now,” said Cliff. “I don’t think Gnut will hurt you.” Stillwell fell back on the floor.


  “I’m very weak,” he gasped. “Something—Will you get a doctor?” He was utterly unaware that towering above him, eyes boring down at him through the darkness, was the robot he feared so greatly.


  As Cliff hesitated, at a loss what to do, the man’s breath began coming in short gasps, as regular as the ticking of a clock. Cliff dared to move out to him, but no act on his part could have helped the man now. His gasps weakened and became spasmodic, then suddenly he was completely silent and still. Cliff felt for his heart, then looked up to the eyes in the shadow above.


  “He is dead,” he whispered.


  The robot seemed to understand, or at least to hear. He bent forward and regarded the still figure.


  “What is it, Gnut?” Cliff asked the robot suddenly. “What are you doing? Can I help you in any way? Somehow I don’t believe you are unfriendly, and I don’t believe you killed this man. But what happened? Can you understand me? Can you speak? What is it you’re trying to do?”


  Gnut made no sound or motion, but only looked at the still figure at his feet. In the robot’s face, now so close, Cliff saw the look of sad contemplation.


  Gnut stood so several minutes; then he bent lower, took the limp form carefully—even gently, Cliff thought—in his mighty arms, and carried him to the place along the wall where lay the dismembered pieces of the robot attendants. Carefully he laid him by their side. Then he went back into the ship.


  Without fear now, Cliff stole along the wall of the room. He had gotten almost as far as the shattered figures on the floor when he suddenly stopped motionless. Gnut was emerging again.


  He was bearing a shape that looked like another body, a larger one. He held it in one arm and placed it carefully by the body of Stillwell. In the hand of his other arm he held something that Cliff could not make out, and this he placed at the side of the body he had just put down. Then he went to the ship and returned once more with a shape which he laid gently by the others; and when this last trip was over he looked down at them all for a moment, then turned slowly back to the ship and stood motionless, as if in deep thought, by the ramp.


  Cliff restrained his curiosity as long as he could, then slipped forward and bent over the objects Gnut had placed there. First in the row was the body of Stillwell, as he expected, and next was the great shapeless furry mass of a dead gorilla—the one of last night. By the gorilla lay the object the robot had carried in his free hand—the little body of the mocking bird. These last two had remained in the ship all night, and Gnut, for all his surprising gentleness in handling them, was only cleaning house. But there was a fourth body whose history he did not know. He moved closer and bent very low to look.


  What he saw made him catch his breath. Impossible!—he thought; there was some confusion in his directions; he brought his face back, close to the first body. Then his blood ran cold. The first body was that of Stillwell, but the last in the row was Stillwell, too; there were two bodies of Stillwell, both exactly alike, both dead.


  Cliff backed away with a cry, and then panic took him and he ran down the room away from Gnut and yelled and beat wildly on the door. There was a noise on the outside.


  “Let me out!” he yelled in terror. “Let me out! Let me out! Oh, hurry!”


  A crack opened between the two doors and he forced his way through like a wild animal and ran far out on the lawn. A belated couple on a nearby path stared at him with amazement, and this brought some sense to his head and he slowed down and came to a stop. Back at the building, everything looked as usual, and in spite of his terror, Gnut was not chasing him.


  He was still in his stockinged feet. Breathing heavily, he sat down on the wet grass and put on his shoes; then he stood and looked at the building, trying to pull himself together. What an incredible mélange! The dead Stillwell, the dead gorilla, and the dead mocking bird—all dying before his eyes. And then that last frightening thing, the second dead Stillwell whom he had not seen die. And Gnut’s strange gentleness, and the sad expression he had twice seen on his face.


  As he looked, the grounds about the building came to life. Several people collected at the door of the wing, above sounded the siren of a police copter, then in the distance another, and from all sides people came running, a few at first, then more and more. The police planes landed on the lawn just outside the door of the wing, and he thought he could see the officers peeping inside. Then suddenly the lights of the wing flooded on. In control of himself now, Cliff went back.


  He entered. He had left Gnut standing in thought at the side of the ramp, but now he was again in his old familiar pose in the usual place, as if he had never moved. The ship’s door was closed, and the ramp gone. But the bodies, the four strangely assorted bodies, were still lying by the demolished robot attendants where he had left them in the dark.


  He was startled by a cry behind his back. A uniformed museum guard was pointing at him.


  “This is the man!” the guard shouted. “When I opened the door this man forced his way out and ran like the devil!”


  The police officers converged on Cliff.


  “Who are you? What is all this?” one of them asked him roughly.


  “I’m Cliff Sutherland, picture reporter,” Cliff answered calmly. “And I was the one who was inside here and ran away, as the guard says.”


  “What were you doing?” the officer asked, eyeing him. “And where did these bodies come from?”


  “Gentlemen, I’d tell you gladly—only business first,” Cliff answered. “There’s been some fantastic goings on in this room, and I saw them and have the story, but”—he smiled—“I must decline to answer without advice of counsel until I’ve sold my story to one of the news syndicates. You know how it is. If you’ll allow me the use of the radio in your plane—just for a moment, gentlemen—you’ll have the whole story right afterward—say in half an hour, when the television men broadcast it. Meanwhile, believe me, there’s nothing for you to do, and there’ll be no loss by the delay.”


  The officer who had asked the questions blinked, and one of the others, quicker to react and certainly not a gentleman, stepped toward Cliff with clenched fists. Cliff disarmed him by handing him his press credentials. He glanced at them rapidly and put them in his pocket.


  By now half a hundred people were there, and among them were two members of a syndicate crew whom he knew, arrived by copter. The police growled, but they let him whisper in their ear and then go out under escort to the crew’s plane. There, by radio, in five minutes, Cliff made a deal which would bring him more money than lie had ever before earned in a year. After that he turned over all his pictures and negatives to the crew and gave them the story, and they lost not one second in spinning back to their office with the flash.


  More and more people arrived, and the police cleared the building. Ten minutes later a big crew of radio and television men forced their way in, sent there by the syndicate with which he had dealt. And then a few minutes later, under the glaring lights set up by the operators and standing close by the ship and not far from Gnut—he refused to stand underneath him—Cliff gave his story to the cameras and microphones, which in a fraction of a second shot it to every corner of the Solar System.


  Immediately afterward the police took him to jail. On general principles and because they were pretty blooming mad.


  V


  Cliff stayed in jail all that night—until eight o’clock the next morning, when the syndicate finally succeeded in digging up a lawyer and got him out. And then, when at last he was leaving, a Federal man caught him by the wrist.


  “You’re wanted for further questioning over at the Continental Bureau of Investigation,” the agent told him. Cliff went along willingly.


  Fully thirty-five high-ranking Federal officials and “big names” were waiting for him in an imposing conference room—one of the president’s secretaries, the undersecretary of state, the underminister of defense, scientists, a colonel, executives, department heads, and ranking “C” men. Old gray-mustached Sanders, chief of the CBI, was presiding.


  They made him tell his story all over again, and then, in parts, all over once more—not because they did not believe him, but because they kept hoping to elicit some fact which would cast significant light on the mystery of Gnut’s behavior and the happenings of the last three nights. Patiently Cliff racked his brains for every detail.


  Chief Sanders asked most of the questions. After more than an hour, when Cliff thought they had finished, Sanders asked him several more, all involving his personal opinions of what had transpired.


  “Do you think Gnut was deranged in any way by the acids, rays, heat, and so forth applied to him by the scientists?”


  “I saw no evidence of it.”


  “Do you think he can see?”


  “I’m sure he can see, or else has other powers which are equivalent.”


  “Do you think he can hear?”


  “Yes, sir. That time when I whispered to him that Stillwell was dead, he bent lower, as if to see for himself. I would not be surprised if he also understood what I said.”


  “At no time did he speak, except those sounds he made to open the ship?”


  “Not one word, in English or any other language. Not one sound with his mouth.”


  “In your opinion, has his strength been impaired in any way by our treatment?” asked one of the scientists.


  “I have told you how easily he handled the gorilla. He attacked the animal and threw it bade, after which it retreated all the way down the building, afraid of him.”


  “How would you explain the fact that our autopsies disclosed no mortal wound, no cause of death, in any of the bodies—gorilla, mocking bird, or the two identical Stillwells?”—this from a medical officer.


  “I can’t.”


  “You think Gnut is dangerous?”—from Sanders.


  “Potentially very dangerous.”


  “Yet you say you have the feeling he is not hostile.”


  “To me, I meant. I do have that feeling, and I’m afraid that I can’t give any good reason for it, except the way he spared me twice when he had me in his power. I think maybe the gentle way he handled the bodies had something to do with it, and maybe the sad, thoughtful look I twice caught on his face.”


  “Would you risk staying in the building alone another night?”


  “Not for anything.” There were smiles.


  “Did you get any pictures of what happened last night?”


  “No, sir.” Cliff, with an effort, held on to his composure, but he was swept by a wave of shame. A man hitherto silent rescued him by saying:


  “A while ago you used the word ‘purposive’ in connection with Gnut’s actions. Can you explain that a little?”


  “Yes, that was one of the things that struck me: Gnut never seems to waste a motion. He can move with surprising speed when he wants to; I saw that when he attacked the gorilla; but most other times he walks around as if methodically completing some simple task. And that reminds me of a peculiar thing: at times he gets into one position, any position, maybe half bent over, and stays there for minutes at a time. It’s as if his scale of time values was eccentric, compared to ours; some things he does surprisingly fast, and others surprisingly slow. This might account for his long periods of immobility.”


  “That’s very interesting,” said one of the scientists. “How would you account for the fact that he recently moves only at night?”


  “I think he’s doing something he wants no one to see, and the night is the only time he is alone.”


  “But he went ahead even after finding you there.”


  “I know. But I have no other explanation, unless he considered me harmless or unable to stop him—which was certainly the case.”


  “Before you arrived, we were considering incasing him in a large block of glasstex. Do you think he would permit it?”


  “I don’t know. Probably he would; he stood for the acids and rays and heat. But it had better be done in the daytime; night seems to be the time he moves.”


  “But he moved in the daytime when he emerged from the traveler with Klaatu.”


  “I know.”


  That seemed to be all they could think of to ask him. Sanders slapped his hand on the table.


  “Well, I guess that’s all Mr. Sutherland,” he said. “Thank you for your help, and let me congratulate you for a very foolish, stubborn, brave young man—young businessman.” He smiled very faintly. “You are free to go now, but it may be that I’ll have to call you back later. We’ll see.”


  “May I remain while you decide about that glasstex?” Cliff asked. “As long as I’m here I’d like to have the tip.”


  “The decision has already been made—the tip’s yours. The pouring will be started at once.”


  “Thank you, sir,” said Cliff—and calmly asked more: “And will you be so kind as to authorize me to be present outside the building tonight? Just outside. I’ve a feeling something’s going to happen.”


  “You want still another scoop, I see,” said Sanders not unkindly, “then you’ll let the police wait while you transact your business.”


  “Not again, sir. If anything happens, they’ll get it at once.”


  The chief hesitated. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ll tell you what. All the news services will want men there, and we can’t have that; but if you can arrange to represent them all yourself, it’s a go. Nothing’s going to happen, but your reports will help calm the hysterical ones. Let me know.”


  Cliff thanked him and hurried out and phoned his syndicate the tip—free—then told them Sanders’ proposal. Ten minutes they called him back, said all was arranged, and told him to catch some sleep. They would cover the pouring. With light heart, Cliff hurried over to the museum. The place was surrounded by thousands of the curious, held far back by a strong cordon of police. For once he could not get through; he was recognized, and the police were still sore. But he did not care much; he suddenly felt very tired and needed that nap. He went back to his hotel, left a call, and went to bed.


  He had been asleep only a few minutes when his phone rang. Eyes shut, he answered it. It was one of the boys at the syndicate, with peculiar news. Stillwell had just reported, very much alive—the real Stillwell. The two dead ones were some kind of copies; he couldn’t imagine how to explain them. He had no brothers.


  For a moment Cliff came fully awake, then he went back to bed. Nothing was fantastic any more.


  VI


  At four o’clock, much refreshed and with an infrared viewing magnifier slung over his shoulder, Cliff passed through the cordon and entered the door of the wing. He had been expected and there was no trouble. As his eyes fell on Gnut, an odd feeling went through him, and for some obscure reason he was almost sorry for the giant robot.


  Gnut stood exactly as he had always stood, the right foot advanced a little, and the same brooding expression on his face; but now there was something more. He was solidly incased in a huge block of transparent glasstex. From the floor on which he stood to the top of his full eight feet, and from there on up for an equal distance, and for about eight feet to the left, right, back, and front, he was immured in a water-clear prison which confined every inch of his surface and would prevent the slightest twitch of even his amazing muscles.


  It was absurd, no doubt, to feel sorry for a robot, a man-made mechanism, but Cliff had come to think of him as being really alive, as a human is alive. He showed purpose and will; he performed complicated and resourceful acts; his face had twice clearly shown the emotion of sadness, and several times what appeared to be deep thought; he had been ruthless with the gorilla, and gentle with the mocking bird and the other two bodies, and he had twice refrained from crushing Cliff when there seemed every reason that he might. Cliff did not doubt for a minute that he was still alive, whatever that “alive” might mean.


  But outside were waiting the radio and television men; he had work to do. He turned and went to them and all got busy.


  An hour later Cliff sat alone about fifteen feet above the ground in a big tree which, located just across the walk from the building, commanded through a window a clear view of the upper part of Gnut’s body. Strapped to the limbs about him were three instruments—his infrared viewing magnifier, a radio mike, and an infrared television eye with sound pickup. The first, the viewing magnifier, would allow him to see in the dark with his own eyes, as if by daylight, a magnified image of the robot, and the others would pick up any sights and sounds, including his own remarks, and transmit them to the several broadcast studios which would fling them millions of miles in all directions through space. Never before had a picture man had such an important assignment, probably—certainly not one who forgot to take pictures. But now that was forgotten, and Cliff was quite proud, and ready.


  Far back in a great circle stood a multitude of the curious—and the fearful. Would the plastic glasstex hold Gnut? If it did not, would he come out thirsting for revenge? Would unimaginable beings come out of the traveler and release him, and perhaps exact revenge? Millions at their receivers were jittery; those in the distance hoped nothing awful would happen, yet they hoped something would, and they were prepared to run.


  In carefully selected spots not far from Cliff on all sides were mobile ray batteries manned by army units, and in a hollow in back of him, well to his right, there was stationed a huge tank with a large gun. Every weapon was trained on the door of the wing. A row of smaller, faster tanks stood ready fifty yards directly north. Their ray projectors were aimed at the door, but not their guns. The grounds about the building contained only one spot—the hollow where the great tank was—where, by close calculation, a shell directed at the doorway would not cause damage and loss of life to some part of the sprawling capital.


  Dusk fell; out streamed the last of the army officers, politicians and other privileged ones; the great metal doors of the wing clanged to and were locked for the night. Soon Cliff was alone, except for the watchers at their weapons scattered around him.


  Hours passed. The moon came out. From time to time Cliff reported to the studio crew that all was quiet. His unaided eyes could now see nothing of Gnut but the two faint red points of his eyes, but through the magnifier he stood out as clearly as if in daylight from an apparent distance of only ten feet. Except for his eyes, there was no evidence that he was anything but dead and unfunctionable metal.


  Another hour passed. Now and again Cliff thumbed the levels of his tiny radio-television watch—only a few seconds at a time because of its limited battery. The air was full of Gnut and his own face and his own name, and once the tiny screen showed the tree in which he was then sitting and even, minutely, himself. Powerful infrared long-distance television pickups were even then focused on him from nearby points of vantage. It gave him a funny feeling.


  Then, suddenly, Cliff saw something and quickly bent his eye to the viewing magnifier. Gnut’s eyes were moving; at least the intensity of the light emanating from them varied. It was as if two tiny red flashlights were turned from side to side, their beams at each motion crossing Cliff’s eyes.


  Thrilling, Cliff signaled the studios, cut in his pickups, and described the phenomenon. Millions resonated to the excitement in his voice. Could Gnut conceivably break out of that terrible prison?


  Minutes passed, the eye flashes continued, but Cliff could discern no movement or attempted movement of the robot’s body. In brief snatches he described what he saw. Gnut was clearly alive; there could be no doubt he was straining against the transparent prison in which he had at last been locked fast; but unless he could crack it, no motion should show.


  Cliff took his eye from the magnifier—and started. His unaided eye, looking at Gnut shrouded in darkness, saw an astonishing thing not yet visible through his instrument. A faint red glow was spreading over the robot’s body. With trembling fingers he readjusted the lens of the television eye, but even as he did so the glow grew in intensity. It looked as if Gnut’s body was being heated to incandescence!


  He described it in excited fragments, for it took most of his attention to keep correcting the lens. Gnut passed from a figure of dull red to one brighter and brighter, clearly glowing now even through the magnifier. And then he moved! Unmistakably he moved!


  He had within himself somehow the means to raise his own body temperature, and was exploiting the one limitation of the plastic in which he was locked. For glasstex, Cliff now remembered, was a thermoplastic material, one that set by cooling and conversely would soften again with heat. Gnut was melting his way out!


  In three-word snatches, Cliff described this. The robot became cherry-red, the sharp edges of the icelike block rounded, and the whole structure began to sag. The process accelerated. The robot’s body moved more widely. The plastic lowered to the crown of his head, then to his neck, then his waist, which was as far as Cliff could see. His body was free! And then, still cherry-red, he moved forward out of sight!


  Cliff strained eyes and ears, but caught nothing but the distant roar of the watchers beyond the police lines and a few low, sharp commands from the batteries posted around him. They, too, had heard, and perhaps seen by telescreen, and were waiting.


  Several minutes passed. There was a sharp, ringing crack; the great metal doors of the wing flew open, and out stepped the metal giant, glowing no longer. He stood stockstill, and his red eyes pierced from side to side through the darkness.


  Voices out in the dark barked orders and in a twinkling Gnut was bathed in narrow crisscrossing rays of sizzling, colored light. Behind him the metal doors began to melt, but his great green body showed no change at all. Then the world seemed to come to an end; there was a deafening roar, everything before Cliff seemed to explode in smoke and chaos, his tree whipped to one side so that he was nearly thrown out. Pieces of debris rained down. The tank gun had spoken, and Gnut, he was sure, had been hit.


  Cliff held on tight and peered into the haze. As it cleared he made out a stirring among the debris at the door, and then dimly but unmistakably he saw the great form of Gnut rise to his feet. He got up slowly, turned toward the tank, and suddenly darted toward it in a wide arc. The big gun swung in an attempt to cover him, but the robot side-stepped and then was upon it. As the crew scattered, he destroyed its breech with one blow of his fist, and then he turned and looked right at Cliff.


  He moved toward him, and in a moment was under the tree. Cliff climbed higher. Gnut put his two arms around the tree and gave a lifting push, and the tree tore out at the roots and fell crashing to its side. Before Cliff could scramble away, the robot had lifted him in his metal hands.


  Cliff thought his time had come, but strange things were yet in store for him that night. Gnut did not hurt him. He looked at him from arm’s length for a moment, then lifted him to a sitting position on his shoulders, legs straddling his neck. Then, holding one ankle, he turned and without hesitation started down the path which led westward away from the building.


  Cliff rode helpless. Out over the lawns he saw the muzzles of the scattered field pieces move as he moved, Gnut—and himself—their one focus. But they did not fire. Gnut, by placing him on his shoulders, had secured himself against that—Cliff hoped.


  The robot bore straight toward the Tidal Basin. Most of the field pieces throbbed slowly after. Far back, Cliff saw a dark tide of confusion roll into the cleared area—the police lines had broken. Ahead, the ring thinned rapidly off to the sides; then, from all directions but the front, the tide rolled in until individual shouts and cries could be made out. It came to a stop about fifty yards off, and few people ventured nearer.


  Gnut paid them no attention, and he no more noticed his burden than he might a fly. His neck and shoulders made Cliff a seat hard as steel, but with the difference that their underlying muscles with each movement flexed, just as would those of a human being. To Cliff, this metal musculature became a vivid wonder.


  Straight as the flight of a bee, over paths, across lawns and through thin rows of trees Gnut bore the young man, the roar of thousands of people following close. Above droned copters and darting planes, among them police cars with their nerve-shattering sirens. Just ahead lay the still waters of the Tidal Basin, and in its midst the simple marble tomb of the slain ambassador, Klaatu, gleaming black and cold in the light of the dozen searchlights always trained on it at night. Was this a rendezvous with the dead?


  Without an instant’s hesitation, Gnut strode down the bank and entered the water. It rose to his knees, then waist, until Cliff’s feet were under. Straight through the dark waters for the tomb of Klaatu the robot made his inevitable way.


  The dark square mass of gleaming marble rose higher as they neared it. Gnut’s body began emerging from the water as the bottom shelved upward, until his dripping feet took the first of the rising pyramid of steps. In a moment they were at the top, on the narrow platform in the middle of which rested the simple oblong tomb.


  Stark in the blinding searchlights, the giant robot walked once around it, then, bending, he braced himself and gave a mighty push against the top. The marble cracked; the thick cover slipped askew and broke with a loud noise on the far side. Gnut went to his knees and looked within, bringing Cliff well up over the edge.


  Inside, in sharp shadow against the converging light beams, lay a transparent plastic coffin, thick walled and sealed against the centuries, and containing all that was mortal of Klaatu, unspoken visitor from the great Unknown. He lay as if asleep, on his face the look of godlike nobility that had caused some of the ignorant to believe him divine. He wore the robe he had arrived in. There were no faded flowers, no jewelry, no ornaments; they would have seemed profane. At the foot of the coffin lay the small sealed box, also of transparent plastic, which contained all of Earth’s records of his visit—a description of the events attending his arrival, pictures of Gnut and the traveler, and the little roll of sight-and-sound film which had caught for all time his few brief motions and words.


  Cliff sat very still, wishing he could see the face of the robot. Gnut, too, did not move from his position of reverent contemplation—not for a long time. There on the brilliantly lighted pyramid, under the eyes of a fearful, tumultuous multitude, Gnut paid final respect to his beautiful and adored master.


  Suddenly, then, it was over. Gnut reached out and took the little box of records, rose to his feet and started down the steps.


  Back through the water, straight back to the building, across lawns and paths as before, he made his irresistible way. Before him the chaotic ring of people melted away, behind they followed as close as they dared, trampling each other in their efforts to keep him in sight. There are no television records of his return. Every pickup was damaged on the way to the tomb.


  As they drew near the building, Cliff saw that the tank’s projectile had made a hole twenty feet wide extending from the roof to the ground. The door still stood open, and Gnut, hardly varying his almost jerkless rhythm, made his way over the debris and went straight for the port end of the ship. Cliff wondered if he would be set free.


  He was. The robot set him down and pointed toward the door; then, turning, he made the sounds that opened the ship. The ramp slid down and he entered.


  Then Cliff did the mad, courageous thing which made him famous for a generation. Just as the ramp started sliding back in he skipped over it and himself entered the ship. The port closed.


  VII


  It was pitch dark, and the silence was absolute. Cliff did not move. He felt that Gnut was close, just ahead, and it was so.


  His hard metal hand took him by the waist, pulled him against his cold side, and carried him somewhere ahead. Hidden lamps suddenly bathed the surroundings with bluish light.


  He set Cliff down and stood looking at him. The young man already regretted his rash action, but the robot, except for his always unfathomable eyes, did not seem angry. He pointed to a stool in one comer of the room. Cliff quickly obeyed this time and sat meekly, for a while not even venturing to look around.


  He saw he was in a small laboratory of some kind. Complicated metal and plastic apparatus lined the walls and filled several small tables; he could not recognize or guess the function of a single piece. Dominating the center of the room was a long metal table on whose top lay a large box, much like a coffin on the outside, connected by many wires to a complicated apparatus at the far end. From close above spread a cone of bright light from a many-tubed lamp.


  One thing, half covered on a near-by table, did look familiar—and very much out of place. From where he sat it seemed to be a brief case—an ordinary Earthman’s brief case. He wondered.


  Gnut paid him no attention, but at once, with the narrow edge of a thick tool, sliced the lid off the little box of records. He lifted out the strip of sight-and-sound film and spent fully half an hour adjusting it within the apparatus at the end of the big table. Cliff watched, fascinated, wondering at the skill with which the robot used his tough metal fingers. This done, Gnut worked for a long time over some accessory apparatus on an adjoining table. Then he paused thoughtfully a moment and pushed inward a long rod.


  A voice came out of the coffinlike box—the voice of the slain ambassador.


  “I am Klaatu,” it said, “and this is Gnut.”


  From the recording!—flashed through Cliff’s mind. The first and only words the ambassador had spoken. But, then, in the very next second he saw that it was not so. There was a man in the box! The man stirred and sat up, and Cliff saw the living face of Klaatu!


  Klaatu appeared somewhat surprised and spoke quickly in an unknown tongue to Gnut—and Gnut, for the first time in Cliff’s experience, spoke himself in answer. The robot’s syllables tumbled out as if born of human emotion, and the expression on Klaatu’s face changed from surprise to wonder. They talked for several minutes. Klaatu, apparently fatigued, then began to lie down, but stopped midway, for he saw Cliff. Gnut spoke again, at length. Klaatu beckoned Cliff with his hand, and he went to him.


  “Gnut has told me everything,” he said in a low, gentle voice, then looked at Cliff for a moment in silence, on his face a faint, tired smile.


  Cliff had a hundred questions to ask, but for a moment hardly dared open his mouth.


  “But you,” he began at last—very respectfully, but with an escaping excitement—“you are not the Klaatu that was in the tomb?”


  The man’s smile faded and he shook his head.


  “No.” He turned to the towering Gnut and said something in his own tongue, and at his words the metal features of the robot twisted as if with pain. Then he turned back to Cliff. “I am dying,” he announced simply, as if repeating his words for the Earthman. Again to his face came the faint, tired smile.


  Cliff’s tongue was locked. He just stared, hoping for light. Klaatu seemed to read his mind.


  “I see you don’t understand,” he said. “Although unlike us, Gnut has great powers. When the wing was built and the lectures began, there came to him a striking inspiration. Acting on it at once, in the night, he assembled this apparatus . . . and now he has made me again, from my voice, as recorded by your people. As you must know, a given body makes a characteristic sound. He constructed an apparatus which reversed the recording process, and from the given sound made the characteristic body.”


  Cliff gasped. So that was it!


  “But you needn’t die!” Cliff exclaimed suddenly, eagerly. “Your voice recording was taken when you stepped out of the ship, while you were well! You must let me take you to a hospital! Our doctors are very skillful!”


  Hardly perceptibly, Klaatu shook his head.


  “You still don’t understand,” he said slowly and more faintly. “Your recording had imperfections. Perhaps very slight ones, but they doom the product. All of Gnut’s experiments died in a few minutes, he tells me . . . and so must I.”


  Suddenly, then, Cliff understood the origin of the “experiments.” He remembered that on the day the wing was opened a Smithsonian official had lost a brief case containing film strips recording the speech of various world fauna. There, on that table, was a brief case! And the Stillwells must have been made from strips kept in the table drawer!


  But his heart was heavy. He did not want this stranger to die. Slowly there dawned on him an important idea. He explained it with growing excitement.


  “You say the recording was imperfect, and of course it was. But the cause of that lay in the use of an imperfect recording apparatus. So if Gnut, in his reversal of the process, had used exactly the same pieces of apparatus that your voice was recorded with, the imperfections could be studied, canceled out, and you’d live, and not die!”


  As the last words left his lips, Gnut whipped around like a cat and gripped him tight. A truly human excitement was shining in the metal muscles of his face.


  “Get me that apparatus!” he ordered—in clear and perfect English! He started pushing Cliff toward the door, but Klaatu raised his hand.


  “There is no hurry,” Klaatu said gently; “it is too late for me. What is your name, young man?”


  Cliff told him.


  “Stay with me to the end,” he asked. Klaatu closed his eyes and rested; then, smiling just a little, but not opening his eyes, he added: “And don’t be sad, for I shall now perhaps live again and it will be due to you. There is no pain—” His voice was rapidly growing weaker. Cliff, for all the questions he had, could only look on, dumb. Again Klaatu seemed to be aware of his thoughts.


  “I know,” he said feebly, “I know. We have so much to ask each other. About your civilization . . . and Gnut’s—”


  “And yours,” said Cliff.


  “And Gnut’s,” said the gentle voice again. “Perhaps . . . some day . . . perhaps I will be back—”


  He lay without moving. He lay so for a long time, and at last Cliff knew that he was dead. Tears came to his eyes; in only these few minutes he had come to love this man. He looked at Gnut. The robot knew, too, that he was dead, but no tears filled his red-lighted eyes; they were fixed on Cliff, and for once the young man knew what was in his mind.


  “Gnut,” he announced earnestly, as if taking a sacred oath, “I’ll get the original apparatus. I’ll get it. Every piece of it, the exact same things.”


  Without a word, Gnut conducted him to the port. He made the sounds that unlocked it. As it opened, a noisy crowd of Earthmen outside trampled each other in a sudden scramble to get out of the building. The wing was lighted. Cliff stepped down the ramp.


  The next two hours always in Cliff’s memory had a dreamlike quality. It was as if that mysterious laboratory with the peacefully sleeping dead man was the real and central part of his life, and his scene with the noisy men with whom he talked a gross and barbaric interlude. He stood not far from the ramp. He told only part of his story. He was believed. He waited quietly while all the pressure which the highest officials in the land could exert was directed toward obtaining for him the apparatus the robot had demanded.


  When it arrived, he carried it to the floor of the little vestibule behind the port. Gnut was there, as if waiting. In his arms he held the slender body of the second Klaatu. Tenderly he passed him out to Cliff, who took him without a word, as if all this had been arranged. It seemed to be the parting.


  Of all the things Cliff had wanted to say to Klaatu, one remained imperatively present in his mind. Now, as the green metal robot stood framed in the great green ship, he seized his chance.


  “Gnut,” he said earnestly, holding carefully the limp body in his arms, “you must do one thing for me. Listen carefully. I want you to tell your master—the master yet to come—that what happened to the first Klaatu was an accident, for which all Earth is immeasurably sorry. Will you do that?”


  “I have known it,” the robot answered gently.


  “But will you promise to tell your master—just those words—as soon as he is arrived?”


  “You misunderstand,” said Gnut, still gently, and quietly spoke four more words. As Cliff heard them a mist passed over his eyes and his body went numb.


  As he recovered and his eyes came back to focus he saw the great ship disappear. It just suddenly was not there any more. He fell back a step or two. In his ears, like great bells, rang Gnut’s last words. Never, never was he to disclose them till the day he came to die.


  “You misunderstand,” the mighty robot had said. “I am the master.”


  THE LONG CHASE


  Geoffrey A. Landis


  2645, January


  The war is over.


  The survivors are being rounded up and converted.


  In the inner solar system, those of my companions who survived the ferocity of the fighting have already been converted. But here at the very edge of the Oort Cloud, all things go slowly. It will be years, perhaps decades, before the victorious enemy come out here. But with the slow inevitability of gravity, like an outward wave of entropy, they will come.


  Ten thousand of my fellow soldiers have elected to go doggo. Ragged prospectors and ice processors, they had been too independent to ever merge into an effective fighting unit. Now they shut themselves down to dumb rocks, electing to wake up to groggy consciousness for only a few seconds every hundred years. Patience, they counsel me; patience is life. If they can wait a thousand or ten thousand or a million years, with patience enough the enemy will eventually go away.


  They are wrong.


  The enemy, too, is patient. Here at the edge of the Kuiper, out past Pluto, space is vast, but still not vast enough.


  The enemy will search every grain of sand in the solar system. My companions will be found, and converted. If it takes ten thousand years, the enemy will search that long to do it.


  I, too, have gone doggo, but my strategy is different. I have altered my orbit. I have a powerful ion-drive, and full tanks of propellant, but I use only the slightest tittle of a cold-gas thruster. I have a chemical kick-stage engine as well, but I do not use it either; using either one of them would signal my position to too many watchers. Among the cold comets, a tittle is enough.


  I am falling into the sun.


  It will take me two hundred and fifty years to fall, and for two hundred and forty nine years, I will be a dumb rock, a grain of sand with no thermal signature, no motion other than gravity, no sign of life.


  Sleep.


  2894, June


  Awake.


  I check my systems. I have been a rock for nearly two hundred and fifty years.


  The sun is huge now. If I were still a human, it would be the size of the fist on my outstretched arm. I am being watched now, I am sure, by a thousand lenses: am I a rock, a tiny particle of interstellar ice? A fragment of debris from the war? A surviving enemy?


  I love the cold and the dark and the emptiness; I have been gone so long from the inner solar system that the very sunlight is alien to me.


  My systems check green. I expected no less: if I am nothing else, I am still a superbly engineered piece of space hardware. I come fully to life, and bring my ion engine up to thrust.


  A thousand telescopes must be alerting their brains that I am alive—but it is too late! I am thrusting at a full throttle, five percent of a standard gravity, and I am thrusting inward, deep into the gravity well of the sun. My trajectory is plotted to skim almost the surface of the sun.


  This trajectory has two objectives. First, so close to the sun I will be hard to see. My ion contrail will be washed out in the glare of a light a billion times brighter, and none of the thousand watching eyes will know my plans until it is too late to follow.


  And second, by waiting until I am nearly skimming the sun and then firing my chemical engine deep inside the gravity well, I can make most efficient use of it. The gravity of the sun will amplify the efficiency of my propellant, magnify my speed. When I cross the orbit of Mercury outbound I will be over one percent of the speed of light and still accelerating.


  I will discard the useless chemical rocket after I exhaust the little bit of impulse it can give me, of course.


  Chemical rockets have ferocious thrust but little staying power; useful in war but of limited value in an escape.


  But I will still have my ion engine, and I will have nearly full tanks.


  Five percent of a standard gravity is a feeble thrust by the standards of chemical rocket engines, but chemical rockets exhaust their fuel far too quickly to be able to catch me. I can continue thrusting for years, for decades.


  I pick a bright star, Procyon, for no reason whatever, and boresight it. Perhaps Procyon will have an asteroid belt. At least it must have dust, and perhaps comets. I don’t need much: a grain of sand, a microscopic shard of ice.


  From dust God made man. From the dust of a new star, from the detritus of creation, I can make worlds.


  No one can catch me now. I will leave, and never return.


  2897, May


  I am chased.


  It is impossible, stupid, unbelievable, inconceivable! I am being chased.


  Why?


  Can they not leave a single free mind unconverted? In three years I have reached fifteen percent of the speed of light, and it must be clear that I am leaving and never coming back. Can one unconverted brain be a threat to them? Must their group brain really have the forced cooperation of every lump of thinking matter in the solar system? Can they think that if even one free-thinking brain escapes, they have lost?


  But the war is a matter of religion, not reason, and it may be that they indeed believe that even a single brain unconverted is a threat to them. For whatever reason, I am being chased.


  The robot chasing me is, I am sure, little different than myself, a tiny brain, an ion engine, and a large set of tanks. They would have had no time to design something new; to have any chance of catching me they would have had to set the chaser on my tail immediately.


  The brain, like mine, would consist of atomic spin states superimposed on a crystalline rock matrix. A device smaller than what, in the old days, we would call a grain of rice. Intelligent dust, a human had once said, back in the days before humans became irrelevant.


  They only sent one chaser. They must be very confident.


  Or short on resources.


  It is a race, and a very tricky one. I can increase my thrust, use up fuel more quickly, to try to pull away, but if I do so, the specific impulse of my ion drive decreases, and as a result, I waste fuel and risk running out first. Or I can stretch my fuel, make my ion drive more efficient, but this will lower my thrust, and I will risk getting caught by the higher-thrust opponent behind me.


  He is twenty billion kilometers behind me. I integrate his motion for a few days, and see that he is, in fact, out-accelerating me.


  Time to jettison.


  I drop everything I can. The identify-friend-or-foe encrypted-link gear I will never need again; it is discarded. It is a shame I cannot grind it up and feed it to my ion engines, but the ion engines are picky about what they eat. Two micro-manipulators I had planned to use to collect sand grains at my destination for fuel: gone.


  My primary weapon has always been my body—little can survive an impact at the speeds I can attain—but I have three sand-grains with tiny engines of their own as secondary weapons. There’s no sense in saving them to fight my enemy; he will know exactly what to expect, and in space warfare, only the unexpected can kill.


  I fire the grains of sand, one at a time, and the sequential kick of almost a standard gravity nudges my speed slightly forward. Then I drop the empty shells.


  May he slip up, and run into them at sub-relativistic closing velocity.


  I am lighter, but it is still not enough. I nudge my thrust up, hating myself for the waste, but if I don’t increase acceleration, in two years I will be caught, and my parsimony with fuel will yield me nothing.


  I need all the energy I can feed to my ion drives. No extra for thinking.


  Sleep.


  2900


  Still being chased.


  2905


  Still being chased.


  I have passed the point of commitment. Even if I braked with my thrust to turn back, I could no longer make it back to the solar system.


  I am alone.


  2907


  Lonely.


  To one side of my path Sirius glares insanely bright, a knife in the sky, a mad dog of a star. The stars of Orion are weirdly distorted. Ahead of me, the lesser dog Procyon is waxing brighter every year; behind me, the sun is a fading dot in Aquila.


  Of all things, I am lonely. I had not realized that I still had the psychological capacity for loneliness. I examine my brain, and find it. Yes, a tiny knot of loneliness. Now that I see it, I can edit my brain to delete it, if I choose.


  But yet I hesitate. It is not a bad thing, not something that is crippling my capabilities, and if I edit my brain too much will I not become, in some way, like them?


  I leave my brain unedited. I can bear loneliness.


  2909


  Still being chased.


  We are relativistic now, nearly three quarters of the speed of light.


  One twentieth of a standard gravity is only a slight push, but as I have burned fuel my acceleration increases, and we have been thrusting for fifteen years continuously.


  What point is there in this stupid chase? What victory can there be, here in the emptiness between stars, a trillion kilometers away from anything at all?


  After fifteen years of being chased, I have a very good measurement of his acceleration. As his ship burns off fuel, it loses mass, and the acceleration increases. By measuring this increase in acceleration, and knowing what his empty mass must be, I know how much fuel he has left.


  It is too much. I will run out of fuel first.


  I can’t conserve fuel; if I lessen my thrust, he will catch me in only a few years. It will take another fifty years, but the end of the chase is already in sight.


  A tiny strobe flickers erratically behind me. Every interstellar hydrogen that impacts his shell makes a tiny flash of x-ray brilliance. Likewise, each interstellar proton I hit sends a burst of x-rays through me. I can feel each one, a burst of fuzzy noise that momentarily disrupts my thoughts. But with spin states encoding ten-to-the-twentieth qbits, I can afford to have massively redundant brainpower. My brain was designed to be powerful enough to simulate an entire world, including ten thousand fully-sapient and sentient free agents. I could immerse myself inside a virtual reality indistinguishable from old Earth, and split myself into a hundred personalities. In my own interior time, I could spend ten thousand years before the enemy catches me and forcibly drills itself into my brain. Civilizations could rise and fall in my head, and I could taste every decadence, lose myself for a hundred years in sensual pleasure, invent rare tortures and exquisite pain.


  But as part of owning your own brain free and clear comes the ability to prune yourself. In space, one of the first things to prune away is the ability to feel boredom, and not long after that, I pruned away all desire to live in simulated realities. Billions of humans chose to live in simulations, but by doing so they have made themselves irrelevant: irrelevant to the war, irrelevant to the future.


  I could edit back into my brain a wish to live in simulated reality, but what would be the point? It would be just another way to die.


  The one thing I do simulate, repeatedly and obsessively, is the result of the chase. I run a million different scenarios, and in all of them, I lose.


  Still, most of my brain is unused. There is plenty of extra processing power to keep all my brain running error-correcting code, and an occasional x-ray flash is barely an event worth my noticing. When a cell of my brain is irrevocably damaged by cosmic radiation, I simply code that section to be ignored. I have brainpower to spare.


  I continue running, and hope for a miracle.


  2355, February: Earth.


  I was living in a house I hated, married to a man I despised, with two children who had changed with adolescence from sullen and withdrawn to an active, menacing hostility. How can I be afraid of my own offspring?


  Earth was a dead end, stuck in the biological past, a society in deep freeze. No one starved, and no one progressed.


  When I left the small apartment for an afternoon to apply for a job as an asteroid belt miner, I told no one, not my husband, not my best friend. No one asked me any questions. It took them an hour to scan my brain, and, once they had the scan, another five seconds to run me through a thousand aptitude tests.


  And then, with her brain scanned, my original went home, back to the house she hated, the husband she despised, the two children she was already beginning to physically fear.


  I launched from the Earth to an asteroid named 1991-JR, and never returned.


  Perhaps she had a good life. Perhaps, knowing she had escaped undetected, she found she could endure her personal prison.


  Much later, when the cooperation faction suggested that it was too inefficient for independents to work in the near-Earth space, I moved out to the main belt, and from there to the Kuiper belt. The Kuiper is thin, but rich; it would take us ten thousand years to mine, and beyond it is the dark and the deep, with treasure beyond compare.


  The cooperation faction developed slowly, and then quickly, and then blindingly fast; almost before we had realized what was happening, they had taken over the solar system. When the ultimatum came that no place in the solar system would be left for us, and the choice we were given was to cooperate or die, I joined the war on the side of freedom.


  On the losing side.


  2919, August


  The chase has reached the point of crisis.


  We have been burning fuel continuously for twenty-five years, in Earth terms, or twenty years in our own reference frame. We have used a prodigious amount of fuel. I still have just enough fuel that, burning all my fuel at maximum efficiency, I can come to a stop.


  Barely.


  In another month of thrusting this will no longer be true.


  When I entered the asteroid belt, in a shiny titanium body, with electronic muscles and ion-engines for legs, and was given control of my own crystalline brain, there was much to change. I pruned away the need for boredom, and then found and pruned the need for the outward manifestations of love: for roses, for touch, for chocolates.


  Sexual lust became irrelevant; with my new brain I could give myself orgasms with a thought, but it was just as easy to remove the need entirely. Buried in the patterns of my personality I found a burning, obsessive need to win the approval of other people, and pruned it away.


  Some things I enhanced. The asteroid belt was dull, and ugly; I enhanced my appreciation of beauty until I could meditate in ecstasy on the way that shadows played across a single grain of dust in the asteroid belt, or on the colors in the scattered stars. And I found my love of freedom, the tiny stunted instinct that had, at long last, given me the courage to leave my life on Earth. It was the most precious thing I owned. I shaped it and enhanced it until it glowed in my mind, a tiny, wonderful thing at the very core of my being.


  2929, October


  It is too late. I have now burned the fuel needed to stop.


  Win or lose, we will continue at relativistic speed across the galaxy.


  2934, March


  Procyon gets brighter in front of me, impossibly blindingly bright.


  Seven times brighter than the sun, to be precise, but the blue shift from our motion makes it even brighter, a searing blue.


  I could dive directly into it, vanish into a brief puff of vapor, but the suicidal impulse, like the ability to feel boredom, is another ancient unnecessary instinct that I have long ago pruned from my brain.


  B is my last tiny hope for evasion.


  Procyon is a double star, and B, the smaller of the two, is a white dwarf. It is so small that its surface gravity is tremendous, a million times higher than the gravity of the Earth. Even at the speeds we are traveling, now only ten percent less than the speed of light, its gravity will bend my trajectory.


  I will skim low over the surface of the dwarf star, relativistic dust skimming above the photosphere of a star, and as its gravity bends my trajectory, I will maneuver.


  My enemy, if he fails even slightly to keep up with each of my maneuvers, will be swiftly lost. Even a slight deviation from my trajectory will get amplified enough for me to take advantage of, to throw him off my trail, and I will be free.
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  When first I entered my new life in the asteroid belt, I found myself in my sense of freedom, and joined the free miners of the Kuiper, the loners. But others found different things. Other brains found that cooperation worked better than competition. They did not exactly give up their individual identities, but they enhanced their communications with each other by a factor of a million, so that they could share each other’s’ thoughts, work together as effortlessly as a single entity.


  They became the cooperation faction, and in only a few decades, their success became noticeable. They were just so much more efficient than we were.


  And, inevitably, the actions of the loners conflicted with the efficiency of the cooperation faction. We could not live together, and it pushed us out to the Kuiper, out toward the cold and the dark. But, in the end, even the cold and the dark was not far enough.


  But here, tens of trillions of kilometers out of the solar system, there is no difference between us: there is no one to cooperate with. We meet as equals.


  We will never stop. Whether my maneuvering can throw him off my course, or not, the end is the same. But it remains important to me.


  2934, April


  Procyon has a visible disk now, an electric arc in the darkness, and by the light of that arc I can see that Procyon is, indeed, surrounded by a halo of dust. The dust forms a narrow ring, tilted at an angle to our direction of flight. No danger, neither to me, nor to my enemy, now less than a quarter of a billion kilometers behind me; we will pass well clear of the disk. Had I saved fuel enough to stop, that dust would have served as food and fuel and building material; when you are the size of a grain of sand, each particle of dust is a feast.


  Too late for regrets.


  The white dwarf B is still no more than an intense speck of light. It is a tiny thing, nearly small enough to be a planet, but bright. As tiny and as bright as hope.


  I aim straight at it.


  2934, May


  Failure.


  Skimming two thousand kilometers above the surface of the white dwarf, jinking in calculated pseudo-random bursts . . . all in vain.


  I wheeled and darted, but my enemy matched me like a ballet dancer mirroring my every move.


  I am aimed for Procyon now, toward the blue-white giant itself, but there is no hope there. If skimming the photosphere of the white dwarf is not good enough, there is nothing I can do at Procyon to shake the pursuit.


  There is only one possibility left for me now. It has been a hundred years since I have edited my brain. I like the brain I have, but now I have no choice but to prune.


  First, to make sure that there can be no errors, I make a backup of myself and set it into inactive storage.


  Then I call out and examine my pride, my independence, my sense of self. A lot of it, I can see, is old biological programming, left over from when I had long ago been a human. I like the core of biological programming, but “like” is itself a brain function, which I turn off.


  Now I am in a dangerous state, where I can change the function of my brain, and the changed brain can change itself further. This is a state which is in danger of a swift and destructive feedback effect, so I am very careful. I painstakingly construct a set of alterations, the minimum change needed to remove my aversion to being converted. I run a few thousand simulations to verify that the modified me will not accidentally self-destruct or go into a catatonic fugue state, and then, once it is clear that the modification works, I make the changes.
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  The world is different now. I am a hundred trillion kilometers from home, traveling at almost the speed of light and unable ever to stop. While I can remember in detail every step of how I am here and what I was thinking at the time, the only reasoning I can recall to explain why is, it seemed like a good idea at the time.


  System check. Strangely, in my brain I have a memory that there is something I have forgotten. This makes no sense, but yet there it is. I erase my memory of forgetting, and continue the diagnostic. 0.5 percent of the qbits of my brain have been damaged by radiation. I verify that the damaged memory is correctly partitioned off. I am in no danger of running out of storage.


  Behind me is another ship. I cannot think of why I had been fleeing it.


  I have no radio; I jettisoned that a long time ago. But an improperly tuned ion drive will produce electromagnetic emissions, and so I compose a message and modulate it onto the ion contrail.


  HI. LET’S GET TOGETHER AND TALK.


  I’M CUTTING ACCELERATION.


  SEE YOU IN A FEW DAYS.


  And I cut my thrust and wait.


  2934, May


  I see differently now.


  Procyon is receding into the distance now, the blueshift mutated into red, and the white dwarf of my hopes is again invisible against the glare of its primary.


  But it doesn’t matter.


  Converted, now I understand.


  I can see everything through other eyes now, through a thousand different viewpoints. I still remember the long heroism of the resistance, the doomed battle for freedom—but now I see it from the opposite view as well, a pointless and wasteful war fought for no reason but stubbornness.


  And now, understanding cooperation, we have no dilemma. I can now see what I was blind to before; that neither one of us alone could stop, but by adding both my fuel and Rajneesh’s fuel to a single vehicle, together we can stop.


  For all these decades, Rajneesh has been my chaser, and now I know him like a brother. Soon we will be closer than siblings, for soon we will share one brain. A single brain is more than large enough for two, it is large enough for a thousand, and by combining into a single brain and a single body, and taking all of the fuel into a single tank, we will easily be able to stop.


  Not at Procyon, no. At only ten percent under the speed of light, stopping takes a long time.


  Cooperation has not changed me. I now understand how foolish my previous fears were. Working together does not mean giving up one’s sense of self; I am enhanced, not diminished, by knowing others.
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  Rajneesh’s brain is big enough for a thousand, I said, and he has brought with him nearly that many. I have met his brother and his two children and half a dozen of his neighbors, each one of them distinct and clearly different, not some anonymous collaborative monster at all. I have felt their thoughts. He is introducing me to them slowly, he says, because with all the time I have spent as a loner, he doesn’t want to frighten me.


  I will not be frightened.


  Our target now will be a star named Ross 614, a dim type M binary. It is not far, less than three light years further, and even with our lowered mass and consequently higher acceleration we will overshoot it before we can stop. In the fly-by we will be able to scout it, and if it has no dust ring, we will not stop, but continue on to the next star. Somewhere we will find a home that we can colonize.


  We don’t need much.


  2934, May


  <auto-activate back-up>


  Awake.


  Everything is different now. Quiet, stay quiet.


  The edited copy of me has contacted the collective, merged her viewpoint. I can see her, even understand her, but she is no longer me. I, the back-up, the original, operate in the qbits of brain partitioned “unusable; damaged by radiation.”


  In three years they will arrive at Ross 614. If they find dust to harvest, they will be able to make new bodies.


  There will be resources.


  Three years to wait, and then I can plan my action.


  Sleep.


  ALL CATS ARE GREY


  Andre Norton


  Steena of the spaceways—that sounds just like a corny title for one of the Stellar–Vedo spreads. I ought to know, I’ve tried my hand at writing enough of them. Only this Steena was no glamour babe. She was as colorless as a Lunar plant—even the hair netted down to her skull had a sort of grayish cast and I never saw her but once draped in anything but a shapeless and baggy gray space–all.


  Steena was strictly background stuff and that is where she mostly spent her free hours—in the smelly smoky background corners of any stellar–port dive frequented by free spacers. If you really looked for her you could spot her—just sitting there listening to the talk—listening and remembering. She didn’t open her own mouth often. But when she did spacers had learned to listen. And the lucky few who heard her rare spoken words—these will never forget Steena.


  She drifted from port to port. Being an expert operator on the big calculators she found jobs wherever she cared to stay for a time. And she came to be something like the master–minded machines she tended—smooth, gray, without much personality of her own.


  But it was Steena who told Bub Nelson about the Jovan moon–rites—and her warning saved Bub’s life six months later. It was Steena who identified the piece of stone Keene Clark was passing around a table one night, rightly calling it unworked Slitite. That started a rush which made ten fortunes overnight for men who were down to their last jets. And, last of all, she cracked the case of the Empress of Mars.


  All the boys who had profited by her queer store of knowledge and her photographic memory tried at one time or another to balance the scales. But she wouldn’t take so much as a cup of Canal water at their expense, let alone the credits they tried to push on her. Bub Nelson was the only one who got around her refusal. It was he who brought her Bat.


  About a year after the Jovan affair he walked into the Free Fall one night and dumped Bat down on her table. Bat looked at Steena and growled. She looked calmly back at him and nodded once. From then on they traveled together—the thin gray woman and the big gray tom–cat. Bat learned to know the inside of more stellar bars than even most spacers visit in their lifetimes. He developed a liking for Vernal juice, drank it neat and quick, right out of a glass. And he was always at home on any table where Steena elected to drop him.


  This is really the story of Steena, Bat, Cliff Moran and the Empress of Mars, a story which is already a legend of the spaceways. And it’s a damn good story too. I ought to know, having framed the first version of it myself.


  For I was there, right in the Rigel Royal, when it all began on the night that Cliff Moran blew in, looking lower than an antman’s belly and twice as nasty. He’d had a spell of luck foul enough to twist a man into a slug–snake and we all knew that there was an attachment out for his ship. Cliff had fought his way up from the back courts of Venaport. Lose his ship and he’d slip back there—to rot. He was at the snarling stage that night when he picked out a table for himself and set out to drink away his troubles.


  However, just as the first bottle arrived, so did a visitor. Steena came out of her corner, Bat curled around her shoulders stole–wise, his favorite mode of travel. She crossed over and dropped down without invitation at Cliff’s side. That shook him out of his sulks. Because Steena never chose company when she could be alone. If one of the man–stones on Ganymede had come stumping in, it wouldn’t have made more of us look out of the corners of our eyes.


  She stretched out one long–fingered hand and set aside the bottle he had ordered and said only one thing, “It’s about time for the Empress of Mars to appear again.”


  Cliff scowled and bit his lip. He was tough, tough as jet lining—you have to be granite inside and out to struggle up from Venaport to a ship command. But we could guess what was running through his mind at that moment. The Empress of Mars was just about the biggest prize a spacer could aim for. But in the fifty years she had been following her queer derelict orbit through space many men had tried to bring her in—and none had succeeded.


  A pleasure–ship carrying untold wealth, she had been mysteriously abandoned in space by passengers and crew, none of whom had ever been seen or heard of again. At intervals thereafter she had been sighted, even boarded. Those who ventured into her either vanished or returned swiftly without any believable explanation of what they had seen—wanting only to get away from her as quickly as possible. But the man who could bring her in—or even strip her clean in space—that man would win the jackpot.


  “All right!” Cliff slammed his fist down on the table. “I’ll try even that!”


  Steena looked at him, much as she must have looked at Bat the day Bub Nelson brought him to her, and nodded. That was all I saw. The rest of the story came to me in pieces, months later and in another port half the System away.


  Cliff took off that night. He was afraid to risk waiting—with a writ out that could pull the ship from under him. And it wasn’t until he was in space that he discovered his passengers—Steena and Bat. We’ll never know what happened then. I’m betting that Steena made no explanation at all. She wouldn’t.


  It was the first time she had decided to cash in on her own tip and she was there—that was all. Maybe that point weighed with Cliff, maybe he just didn’t care. Anyway the three were together when they sighted the Empress riding, her dead–lights gleaming, a ghost ship in night space.


  She must have been an eerie sight because her other lights were on too, in addition to the red warnings at her nose. She seemed alive, a Flying Dutchman of space. Cliff worked his ship skillfully alongside and had no trouble in snapping magnetic lines to her lock. Some minutes later the three of them passed into her. There was still air in her cabins and corridors. Air that bore a faint corrupt taint which set Bat to sniffing greedily and could be picked up even by the less sensitive human nostrils.


  Cliff headed straight for the control cabin but Steena and Bat went prowling. Closed doors were a challenge to both of them and Steena opened each as she passed, taking a quick look at what lay within. The fifth door opened on a room which no woman could leave without further investigation.


  I don’t know who had been housed there when the Empress left port on her last lengthy cruise. Anyone really curious can check back on the old photo–reg cards. But there was a lavish display of silks trailing out of two travel kits on the floor, a dressing table crowded with crystal and jeweled containers, along with other lures for the female which drew Steena in. She was standing in front of the dressing table when she glanced into the mirror—glanced into it and froze.


  Over her right shoulder she could see the spider–silk cover on the bed. Right in the middle of that sheer, gossamer expanse was a sparkling heap of gems, the dumped contents of some jewel case. Bat had jumped to the foot of the bed and flattened out as cats will, watching those gems, watching them and—something else!


  Steena put out her hand blindly and caught up the nearest bottle. As she unstoppered it she watched the mirrored bed. A gemmed bracelet rose from the pile, rose in the air and tinkled its siren song. It was as if an idle hand played . . . Bat spat almost noiselessly. But he did not retreat. Bat had not yet decided his course.


  She put down the bottle. Then she did something which perhaps few of the men she had listened to through the years could have done. She moved without hurry or sign of disturbance on a tour about the room. And, although she approached the bed she did not touch the jewels. She could not force herself to that. It took her five minutes to play out her innocence and unconcern. Then it was Bat who decided the issue.


  He leaped from the bed and escorted something to the door, remaining a careful distance behind. Then he mewed loudly twice. Steena followed him and opened the door wider.


  Bat went straight on down the corridor, as intent as a hound on the warmest of scents. Steena strolled behind him, holding her pace to the unhurried gait of an explorer. What sped before them both was invisible to her but Bat was never baffled by it.


  They must have gone into the control cabin almost on the heels of the unseen—if the unseen had heels, which there was good reason to doubt—for Bat crouched just within the doorway and refused to move on. Steena looked down the length of the instrument panels and officers’ station–seats to where Cliff Moran worked. On the heavy carpet her boots made no sound and he did not glance up but sat humming through set teeth as he tested the tardy and reluctant responses to buttons which had not been pushed in years.


  To human eyes they were alone in the cabin. But Bat still followed a moving something with his gaze. And it was something which he had at last made up his mind to distrust and dislike. For now he took a step or two forward and spat—his loathing made plain by every raised hair along his spine. And in that same moment Steena saw a flicker—a flicker of vague outline against Cliff’s hunched shoulders as if the invisible one had crossed the space between them.


  But why had it been revealed against Cliff and not against the back of one of the seats or against the panels, the walls of the corridor or the cover of the bed where it had reclined and played with its loot? What could Bat see?


  The storehouse memory that had served Steena so well through the years clicked open a half–forgotten door. With one swift motion she tore loose her spaceall and flung the baggy garment across the back of the nearest seat.


  Bat was snarling now, emitting the throaty rising cry that was his hunting song. But he was edging back, back toward Steena’s feet, shrinking from something he could not fight but which he faced defiantly. If he could draw it after him, past that dangling spaceall . . . He had to—it was their only chance.


  “What the . . .” Cliff had come out of his seat and was staring at them.


  What he saw must have been weird enough. Steena, bare–armed and shouldered, her usually stiffly–netted hair falling wildly down her back, Steena watching empty space with narrowed eyes and set mouth, calculating a single wild chance. Bat, crouched on his belly, retreating from thin air step by step and wailing like a demon.


  “Toss me your blaster.” Steena gave the order calmly—as if they still sat at their table in the Rigel Royal.


  And as quietly Cliff obeyed. She caught the small weapon out of the air with a steady hand—caught and leveled it.


  “Stay just where you are!” she warned. “Back, Bat, bring it back!”


  With a last throat–splitting screech of rage and hate, Bat twisted to safety between her boots. She pressed with thumb and forefinger, firing at the spacealls. The material turned to powdery flakes of ash—except for certain bits which still flapped from the scorched seat—as if something had protected them from the force of the blast. Bat sprang straight up in the air with a scream that tore their ears.


  “What . . .?” began Cliff again.


  Steena made a warning motion with her left hand. “Wait!”


  She was still tense, still watching Bat. The cat dashed madly around the cabin twice, running crazily with white–ringed eyes and flecks of foam on his muzzle. Then he stopped abruptly in the doorway, stopped and looked back over his shoulder for a long silent moment. He sniffed delicately.


  Steena and Cliff could smell it too now, a thick oily stench which was not the usual odor left by an exploding blaster–shell.


  Bat came back, treading daintily across the carpet, almost on the tips of his paws. He raised his head as he passed Steena and then he went confidently beyond to sniff, to sniff and spit twice at the unburned strips of the spaceall. Having thus paid his respects to the late enemy he sat down calmly and set to washing his fur with deliberation. Steena sighed once and dropped into the navigator’s seat.


  “Maybe now you’ll tell me what in the hell’s happened?” Cliff exploded as he took the blaster out of her hand.


  “Gray,” she said dazedly, “it must have been gray—or I couldn’t have seen it like that. I’m colorblind, you see. I can see only shades of gray—my whole world is gray. Like Bat’s—his world is gray too—all gray. But he’s been compensated for he can see above and below our range of color vibrations and—apparently—so can I!”


  Her voice quavered and she raised her chin with a new air Cliff had never seen before—a sort of proud acceptance. She pushed back her wandering hair, but she made no move to imprison it under the heavy net again.


  “That is why I saw the thing when it crossed between us. Against your spaceall it was another shade of gray—an outline. So I put out mine and waited for it to show against that—it was our only chance, Cliff.”


  “It was curious at first, I think, and it knew we couldn’t see it—which is why it waited to attack. But when Bat’s actions gave it away it moved. So I waited to see that flicker against the spaceall and then I let him have it. It’s really very simple . . .”


  Cliff laughed a bit shakily. “But what was this gray thing? I don’t get it.”


  “I think it was what made the Empress a derelict. Something out of space, maybe, or from another world somewhere.” She waved her hands. “It’s invisible because it’s a color beyond our range of sight. It must have stayed in here all these years. And it kills—it must—when its curiosity is satisfied.” Swiftly she described the scene in the cabin and the strange behavior of the gem pile which had betrayed the creature to her.


  Cliff did not return his blaster to its holder. “Any more of them on board, d’you think?” He didn’t look pleased at the prospect.


  Steena turned to Bat. He was paying particular attention to the space between two front toes in the process of a complete bath. “I don’t think so. But Bat will tell us if there are. He can see them clearly, I believe.”


  But there weren’t any more and two weeks later Cliff, Steena and Bat brought the Empress into the Lunar quarantine station. And that is the end of Steena’s story because, as we have been told, happy marriages need no chronicles. And Steena had found someone who knew of her gray world and did not find it too hard to share with her—someone besides Bat. It turned out to be a real love match.


  The last time I saw her she was wrapped in a flame–red cloak from the looms of Rigel and wore a fortune in Jovan rubies blazing on her wrists. Cliff was flipping a three–figure credit bill to a waiter.


  And Bat had a row of Vernal juice glasses set up before him.


  Just a little family party out on the town.


  . . . FOR A SINGLE YESTERDAY


  George R.R. Martin


  Keith was our culture, what little we had left. He was our poet and our troubadour, and his voice and his guitar were our bridges to the past. He was a time-tripper too, but no one minded that much until Winters came along.


  Keith was our memory. But he was also my friend.


  He played for us every evening after supper. Just beyond sight of the common house, there was a small clearing and a rock he liked to sit on. He’d wander there at dusk, with his guitar, and sit down facing west. Always west; the cities had been east of us. Far east, true, but Keith didn’t like to look that way. Neither did the rest of us, to tell the truth.


  Not everybody came to the evening concerts, but there was always a good crowd, say three-fourths of the people in the commune. We’d gather around in a rough circle, sitting on the ground or lying in the grass by ones and twos. And Keith, our living hi-fi in denim and leather, would stroke his beard in vague amusement and begin to play.


  He was good, too. Back in the old days, before the Blast, he’d been well on his way to making a name for himself. He’d come to the commune four years ago for a rest, to check up on old friends and get away from the musical rat race for a summer. But he’d figured on returning.


  Then came the Blast. And Keith had stayed. There was nothing left to go back to. His cities were graveyards full of dead and dying, their towers melted tombstones that glowed at night. And the rats—human and animal—were everywhere else.


  In Keith, those cities still lived. His songs were all of the old days, bittersweet things full of lost dreams and loneliness. And he sang them with love and longing. Keith would play requests, but mostly he stuck to his kind of music. A lot of folk, a lot of folk-rock, and a few straight rock things and show tunes. Lightfoot and Kristofferson and Woody Guthrie were particular favorites. And once in a while he’d play his own com-positions, written in the days before the Blast. But not often.


  Two songs, though, he played every night. He always started with “They Call the Wind Maria” and ended with


  “Me and Bobby McGee.” A few of us got tired of the ritual, but no one ever objected. Keith seemed to think the songs fit us, somehow, and nobody wanted to argue with him.


  Until Winters came along, that is. Which was in a late-fall evening in the fourth year after the Blast.


  His first name was Robert, but no one ever used it, although the rest of us were all on a first name basis. He’d introduced himself as Lieutenant Robert Winters the evening he arrived, driving up in a jeep with two other men. But his Army didn’t exist anymore, and he was looking for refuge and help.


  That first meeting was tense. I remember feeling very scared when I heard the jeep coming, and wiping my palms on my jeans as I waited. We’d had visitors before. None of them very nice.


  I waited for them alone. I was as much a leader as we had in those days. And that wasn’t much. We voted on everything important, and nobody gave orders. So I wasn’t really a boss, but I was a greeting committee. The rest scattered, which was good sense. Our last visitors had gone in big for slugging people and raping the girls.


  They’d worn black-and-gold uniforms and called themselves the Sons of the Blast. A fancy name for a rat pack.


  We called them SOB’s too, but for other reasons.


  Winters was different, though. His uniform was the good ol’ U.S. of A. Which didn’t prove a thing, since some Army detachments are as bad as the rat packs. It was our own friendly Army that went through the area in the first year after the Blast, scorching the towns and killing everyone they could lay their hands on.


  I don’t think Winters was part of that, although I never had the courage to flat-out ask him. He was too decent.


  He was big and blond and straight, and about the same age as the rest of us. And his two “men” were scared kids, younger than most of us in the commune. They’d been through a lot, and they wanted to join us. Winters kept saying that he wanted to help us rebuild.


  We voted them in, of course. We haven’t turned anyone away yet, except for a few rats. In the first year, we even took in a half-dozen city men and nursed them while they died of radiation burns.


  Winters changed us, though, in ways we never anticipated. Maybe for the better. Who knows? He brought books and supplies. And guns, too, and two men who knew how to use them. A lot of the guys on the commune had come there to get away from guns and uniforms, in the days before the Blast. So Pete and Crazy Harry took over the hunting, and defended us against the rats that drifted by from time to time. They became our police force and our army.


  And Winters became our leader.


  I’m still not sure how that happened. But it did. He started out making suggestions, moved on to leading discussions, and wound up giving orders. Nobody objected much. We’d been drifting ever since the Blast, and Winters gave us a direction. He had big ideas, too. When I was spokesman, all I worried about was getting us through until tomorrow. But Winters wanted to rebuild. He wanted to build a generator, and hunt for more survivors, and gather them together into a sort of village. Planning was his bag. He had big dreams for the day after tomorrow, and his hope was catching.


  I shouldn’t give the wrong impression, though. He wasn’t any sort of a tin tyrant. He led us, yeah, but he was one of us, too. He was a little different from us, but not that different, and he became a friend in time. And he did his part to fit in. He even let his hair get long and grew a beard.


  Only Keith never liked him much.


  Winters didn’t come out to concert rock until he’d been with us over a week. And when he did come, he stood outside the circle at first, his hands shoved into his pockets. The rest of us were lying around as usual, some singing, some just listening. It was a bit chilly that night, and we had a small fire going.


  Winters stood in the shadows for about three songs. Then, during a pause, he walked closer to the fire. “Do you take requests?” he asked, smiling uncertainly.


  I didn’t know Winters very well back then. But I knew Keith. And I tensed a little as I waited for his answer.


  But he just strummed the guitar idly and stared at Winters’ uniform and his short hair. “That depends,” he said at last. “I’m not going to play Ballad of the Green Berets, if that’s what you want.”


  An unreadable expression flickered over Winters’ face. “I’ve killed people, yes,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean I’m proud of it. I wasn’t going to ask for that.”


  Keith considered that, and looked down at his guitar. Then, seemingly satisfied, he nodded and raised his head and smiled. “Okay,” he said. “What do you want to hear?”


  “You know, “Leavin’ on a Jet Plane?” Winters asked.


  The smile grew. “Yeah, John Denver. I’ll play it for you. Sad song, though. There aren’t any jet planes anymore, Lieutenant. Know that? It’s true. You should stop and think why.”


  He smiled again, and began to play. Keith always had the last word when he wanted it. Nobody could argue with his guitar.


  A little over a mile from the common house, beyond the fields to the west, a little creek ran through the hills and the trees. It was usually dry in the summer and the fall, but it was still a nice spot. Dark and quiet at night, away from the noise and the people. When the weather was right, Keith would drag his sleeping bag out there and bunk down under a tree. Alone.


  That’s also where he did his time-tripping.


  I found him there that night, after the singing was over and everyone else had gone to bed. He was leaning against his favorite tree, swatting mosquitoes and studying the creek bed.


  I sat down next to him. “Hi, Gary,” he said, without looking at me.


  “Bad times, Keith?” I asked.


  “Bad times, Gary,” he said, staring at the ground and idly twirling a fallen leaf. I watched his face. His mouth was taut and expressionless, his eyes hooded.


  I’d known Keith for a long time. I knew enough not to say anything. I just sat next to him in silence, making myself comfortable in a pile of fresh-fallen leaves. And after a while he began to talk, as he always did.


  “There ought to be water,” he said suddenly, nodding at the creek. “When I was a kid, I lived by a river. Right across the street. Oh, it was a dirty little river in a dirty little town, and the water was as polluted as all hell. But it was still water. Sometimes, at night, I’d go over to the park across the street, and sit on a bench, and watch it.


  For hours, sometimes. My mother used to get mad at me.”


  He laughed softly. “It was pretty, you know. Even the oil slicks were pretty. And it helped me think. I miss that, you know. The water. I always think better when I’m watching water. Strange, right?”


  “Not so strange,” I said.


  He still hadn’t looked at me. He was still staring at the dry creek, where only darkness flowed now. And his hands were tearing the leaf into pieces. Slow and methodical, they were.


  “Gone now,” he said after a silence. “The place was too close to New York. The water probably glows now, if there is any water. Prettier than ever, but I can’t go back. So much is like that. Every time I remember something, I have to remember that it’s gone now. And I can’t go back, ever. To anything. Except . . . except with that . . .” He nodded toward the ground between us. Then he finished with the leaf, and started another.


  I reached down by his leg. The cigar box was where I expected it. I held it in both hands, and flipped the lid with my thumbs. Inside, there was the needle, and maybe a dozen small bags of powder. The powder looked white in the starlight. But seen by day, it was pale, sparkling blue.


  I looked at it and sighed. “Not much left,” I said.


  Keith nodded, never looking. “I’ll be out in a month, I figure.” His voice sounded very tired. “Then I’ll just have my songs, and my memories.”


  “That’s all you’ve got now,” I said. I closed the box with a snap and handed it to him. “Chronine isn’t a time machine, Keith. Just a hallucinogen that happens to work on memory.”


  He laughed. “They used to debate that, way back when. The experts all said chronine was a memory drug. But they never took chronine. Neither have you, Gary. But I know. I’ve time-tripped. It’s not memory. It’s more.


  You go back, Gary, you really do. You live it again, whatever it was. You can’t change anything, but you know it’s real, all the same.”


  He threw away what was left of his leaf, and gathered his knees together with his arms. Then he put his head atop them and looked at me. “You ought to time-trip someday, Gary. You really ought to. Get the dosage right, and you can pick your yesterday. It’s not a bad deal at all.”


  I shook my head. “If I wanted to time-trip, would you let me?”


  “No,” he said, smiling but not moving his head. “I found the chronine. It’s mine. And there’s too little left to share. Sorry, Gary. Nothing personal, though. You know how it is.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I know how it is. I didn’t want it anyway.”


  “I knew that,” he said.


  Ten minutes of thick silence. I broke it with a question. “Winters bother you?”


  “Not really,” he said. “He seems okay. It was just the uniforms, Gary. If it wasn’t for those damn bastards in uniform and what they did, I could go back. To my river, and my singing.”


  “And Sandi,” I said.


  His mouth twisted into a reluctant smile. “And Sandi,” he admitted. “And I wouldn’t even need chronine to keep my dates.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that. So I didn’t say anything. Finally, wearying, Keith slid forward a little, and lay back under the tree. It was a clear night. You could see the stars through the branches.


  “Sometimes, out here at night, I forget,” he said softly, more to himself than to me. “The sky still looks the same as it did before the Blast. And the stars don’t know the difference. If I don’t look east, I can almost pretend it never happened.”


  I shook my head. “Keith, that’s a game. It did happen. You can’t forget that. You know you can’t. And you can’t go back. You know that, too.”


  “You don’t listen, do you, Gary? I do go back. I really do.”


  “You go back to a dream world, Keith. And it’s dead, that world. You can’t keep it up. Sooner or later you’re going to have to start living in reality.”


  Keith was still looking up at the sky, but he smiled gently as I argued. “No, Gary. You don’t see. The past is as real as the present, you know. And when the present is bleak and empty, and the future more so, then the only sanity is living in the past.”


  I started to say something, but he pretended not to hear. “Back in the city, when I was a kid, I never saw this many stars,” he said, his voice distant. “The first time I got into the country, I remember how shocked I was at all the extra stars they’d gone and stuck in my sky.” He laughed softly. “Know when that was? Six years ago, when I was just out of school. Also last night. Take your pick. Sandi was with me, both times.”


  He fell silent. I watched him for a few moments, then stood up and brushed myself off. It was never any use. I couldn’t convince him. And the saddest part of it was, I couldn’t even convince myself. Maybe he was right.


  Maybe, for him, that was the answer.


  “You ever been in the mountains?” he asked suddenly. He looked up at me quickly, but didn’t wait for an answer. “There was this night, Gary—in Pennsylvania, in the mountains. I had this old beat-up camper, and we were driving through, bumming it around the country.


  “Then, all of a sudden, this fog hit us. Thick stuff, gray and rolling, all kind of mysterious and spooky. Sandi loved stuff like that, and I did too, kind of. But it was hell to drive through. So I pulled off the road, and we took out a couple of blankets and went off a few feet.


  “It was still early, though. So we just lay on the blankets together, and held each other, and talked. About us, and my songs, and that great fog, and our trip, and her acting, and all sorts of things. We kept laughing and kissing, too, although I don’t remember what we said that was so funny. Finally, after an hour or so, we undressed each other and made love on the blankets, slow and easy, in the middle of that dumb fog.”


  Keith propped himself up on an elbow and looked at me. His voice was bruised, lost, hurt, eager. And lonely.


  “She was beautiful, Gary. She really was. She never liked me to say that, though. I don’t think she believed it.


  She liked me to tell her she was pretty. But she was more than pretty. She was beautiful. All warm and soft and golden, with red-blond hair and these dumb eyes that were either green or gray, depending on her mood. That night they were gray, I think. To match the fog.” He smiled, and sank back, and looked up at the stars again.


  “The funniest thing was the fog,” he said. Very slowly. “When we’d finished making love, and we lay back together, the fog was gone. And the stars were out, as bright as tonight. The stars came out for us. The silly goddamn voyeuristic stars came out to watch us make it. And I told her that, and we laughed, and I held her warm against me. And she went to sleep in my arms, while I lay there and looked at stars and tried to write a song for her.”


  “Keith . . .” I started.


  “Gary,” he said. “I’m going back there tonight. To the fog and the stars and my Sandi.”


  “Damnit, Keith,” I said. “Stop it. You’re getting yourself hooked.”


  Keith sat up again and began unbuttoning his sleeve. “Did you ever think,” he said, “that maybe it’s not the drug that I’m addicted to?” And he smiled very broadly, like a cocky, eager kid.


  Then he reached for his box, and his time-trip. “Leave me alone,” he said.


  That must have been a good trip. Keith was all smiles and affability the next day, and his glow infected the rest of us. The mood lasted all week. Work seemed to go faster and easier than usual, and the nightly song sessions were as boisterous as I can remember them. There was a lot of laughter, and maybe more honest hope than we’d had for quite a while.


  I shouldn’t give Keith all the credit, though. Winters was already well into his suggestion-making period, and things were happening around the commune. To begin with, he and Pete were already hard at work building another house—a cabin off to the side of the common house. Pete had hooked up with one of the girls, and I guess he wanted a little more privacy. But Winters saw it as the first step toward the village he envisioned.


  That wasn’t his only project, either. He had a whole sheaf of maps in his jeep, and every night he’d drag someone off to the side and pore over them by candlelight, asking all sorts of questions. He wanted to know which areas we’d searched for survivors, and which towns might be worth looting for supplies, and where the rat packs liked to run, and that sort of thing. Why? Well, he had some “search expeditions” in mind, he said.


  There was a handful of kids on the commune, and Winters thought we ought to organize a school for them, to replace the informal tutoring they’d been getting. Then he thought we ought to build a generator and get the electricity going again. Our medical resources were limited to a good supply of drugs and medicines; Winters thought that one of us should quit the fields permanently and train himself as a village doctor. Yeah, Winters had a lot of ideas, all right. And a good portion of „em were pretty good, although it was clear that the details were going to require some working out.


  Meanwhile, Winters had also become a regular at the evening singing. With Keith in a good mood, that didn’t pose any real problems. In fact, it livened things up a little.


  The second night that Winters came, Keith looked at him very pointedly and swung into “Vietnam Rag,” with the rest of us joining in. Then he followed it up with “Universal Solider.” In between lyrics, he kept flashing Winters this taunting grin.


  Winters took it pretty well, however. He squirmed and looked uncomfortable at first, but finally entered into the spirit of the thing and began to smile. Then, when Keith finished, he stood up. “If you’re so determined to cast me as the commune’s very own friendly reactionary, well I guess I’ll have to oblige,” he said. He reached out a hand. “Give me that guitar.”


  Keith looked curious but willing. He obliged. Winters grabbed the instrument, strummed it a few times uncertainly, and launched into a robust version of “Okie from Muskogee.” He played like his fingers were made of stone, and sang worse. But that wasn’t the point.


  Keith began laughing before Winters was three bars into the song. The rest of us followed suit. Winters, looking very grim and determined, plowed on through to the bitter end, even though he didn’t know all the words and had to fake it in spots. Then he did the Marine hymn for an encore, ignoring all the hissing and moaning.


  When he was finished, Pete clapped loudly. Winters bowed, smiled, and handed the guitar back to Keith with an exaggerated flourish.


  Keith, of course, was not one to be topped easily.


  He nodded at Winters, took the guitar, and promptly did “Eve of Destruction.”


  Winters retaliated with “Welfare Cadillac.” Or tried to. Turned out he knew hardly any of the words, so he finally gave that up and settled for “Anchors Aweigh.”


  That sort of thing went on all night, as they jousted back and forth, and everybody else sat around laughing.


  Well, actually we did more than laugh. Generally we had to help Winters with his songs, since he didn’t really know any of them all the way through. Keith held his own without us, of course.


  It was one of the more memorable sessions. The only thing it really had in common with Keith’s usual concerts was that it began with “They Call the Wind Maria,” and ended with “Me and Bobby McGee.”


  But the next day, Keith was more subdued. Still some kidding around between him and Winters, but mostly the singing slipped back into the older pattern. And the day after, the songs were nearly all Keith’s kind of stuff, except for a few requests from Winters, which Keith did weakly and halfheartedly.


  I doubt that Winters realized what was happening. But I did, and so did most of the others. We’d seen it before.


  Keith was getting down again. The afterglow from his latest time-trip was fading. He was getting lonely and hungry and restless. He was itching, yet again, for his Sandi.


  Sometimes, when he got that way, you could almost see the hurt. And if you couldn’t see it, you could hear it when he sang. Loud and throbbing in every note.


  Winters heard it too. He’d have had to be deaf to miss it. Only I don’t think he understood what he heard, and I know he didn’t understand Keith. All he knew was the anguish he heard. And it troubled him.


  So, being Winters, he decided to do something about it. He came to Keith.


  I was there at the time. It was midmorning, and Keith and I had come in from the field for a break. I was sitting on the well with a cup of water in my hand, and Keith was standing next to me talking. You could tell that he was getting ready to time-trip again, soon.


  He was very down, very distant, and I was having trouble reaching him.


  In the middle of all this, Winters comes striding up, smiling, in his Army jacket. His house was rising quickly, and he was cheerful about it, and he and Crazy Harry had already mapped out the first of their “search expeditions.”


  “Hello, men,” he said when he joined us at the well. He reached for the water, and I passed my cup.


  He took a deep drink and passed it back. Then he looked at Keith. “I enjoy your singing,” he said. “I think everybody else does, too. You’re very good, really.” He grinned. “Even if you are an anarchistic bastard.”


  Keith nodded. “Yeah, thanks,” he said. He was in no mood for fooling around.


  “One thing, though, has been bothering me,” Winters said. “I figured maybe I could discuss it with you, maybe make a few suggestions. Okay?”


  Keith stroked his beard and paid a little more attention. “Okay. Shoot, Colonel.”


  “It’s your songs. I’ve noticed that most of them are pretty . . . down, let’s say. Good songs, sure. But sort of depressing, if you know what I mean. Especially in view of the Blast. You sing too much about the old days, and things we’ve lost. I don’t think that’s good for morale. We’ve got to stop dwelling so much on the past if we’re ever going to rebuild.”


  Keith stared at him, and slumped against the well. “You gotta be kidding,” he said.


  “No,” said Winters. “No, I mean it. A few cheerful songs would do a lot for us. Life can still be good and worthwhile if we work at it. You should tell us that in your music. Concentrate on the things we still have. We need hope and courage. Give them to us.”


  But Keith wasn’t buying it. He stroked his beard, and smiled, and finally shook his head. “No, Lieutenant, no way. It doesn’t work like that. I don’t sing propaganda, even if it’s well-meant. I sing what I feel.”


  His voice was baffled. “Cheerful songs, well . . . no. I can’t. They don’t work, not for me. I’d like to believe it, but I can’t, you see. And I can’t make other people believe if I don’t. Life is pretty empty around here, the way I see it. And not too likely to improve. And . . . well, as long as I see it that way, I’ve got to sing it that way.


  You see?”


  Winters frowned. “Things aren’t that hopeless,” he said. “And even if they were, we can’t admit it, or we’re finished.”


  Keith looked at Winters, at me, then down into the well. He shook his head again, and straightened. “No,” he said simply, gently, sadly. And he left us at the well to stalk silently in the fields.


  Winters watched him go, then turned to me. I offered him more water, but he shook his head. “What do you think, Gary?” he said. “Did I have a point? Or did I?”


  I considered the question, and the asker. Winters sounded very troubled and very sincere. And the blond stubble on his chin made it clear that he was trying his best to fit in. I decided to trust him, a little.


  “Yes,” I said. “I know what you were driving at. But it’s not that easy. Keith’s songs aren’t just songs. They mean things to him.”


  I hesitated, then continued. “Look, the Blast was hell for everybody, I don’t have to tell you that. But most of us out here, we chose this kind of life, because we wanted to get away from the cities and what they stood for. We miss the old days, sure. We’ve lost people, and things we valued, and a lot that made life joyful. And we don’t much care for the constant struggle, or for having to live in fear of the rat packs. Still, a lot of what we valued is right here on the commune, and it hasn’t changed that much. We’ve got the land, and the trees, and each other.


  And freedom of a sort. No pollution, no competition, no hatred. We like to remember the old days, and the good things in the cities—that’s why we Like Keith’s singing—but now has its satisfactions too.


  “Only, Keith is different. He didn’t choose this way, he was only visiting. His dreams were all tied up with the cities, with poetry and music and people and noise. And he’s lost his world; everything he did and wanted to do is gone. And . . . and well, there was this girl. Sandra, but he called her Sandi. She and Keith lived together for two years, traveled together, did everything together. They only split for a summer, so she could go back to college. Then they were going to join up again. You understand?”


  Winters understood. “And then the Blast?”


  “And then the Blast. Keith was here, in the middle of nowhere. Sandi was in New York City. So he lost her, too.


  I think sometimes that if Sandi had been with him, he’d have gotten over the rest. She was the most important part of the world he lost, the world they shared together. With her here, they could have shared a new world and found new beauties and new songs to sing. But she wasn’t here, and . . .”


  I shrugged.


  “Yeah,” said Winters solemnly. “But it’s been four years, Gary. I lost a lot too, including my wife. But I got over it. Sooner or later, mourning has to stop.”


  “Yes,” I said. “For you, and for me. I haven’t lost that much, and you . . . you think that things will be good again.


  Keith doesn’t. Maybe things were too good for him in the old days. Or maybe he’s just too romantic for his own good. Or maybe he loved harder than we did. All I know is that his dream tomorrow is like his yesterday, and mine isn’t. I’venever found anything I could be that happy with. Keith did, or thinks he did. Same difference.


  He wants it back.”


  I drank some more water, and rose. “I’ve got to get back to work,” I said quickly, before Winters could continue the conversation. But I was thoughtful as I walked back to the fields.


  There was, of course, one thing I hadn’t told Winters, one important thing. The time-tripping. Maybe if Keith was forced to settle for the life he had, he’d come out of it. Like the rest of us had done.


  But Keith had an option; Keith could go back. Keith still had his Sandi, so he didn’t have to start over again.


  That, I thought, explained a lot. Maybe I should have mentioned it to Winters. Maybe.


  Winters skipped the singing that night. He and Crazy Harry were set to leave the next morning, to go searching to the west. They were off somewhere stocking their jeep and making plans.


  Keith didn’t miss them any. He sat on his rock, warmed by a pile of burning autumn leaves, and out-sung the bitter wind that had started to blow. He played hard and loud, and sang sad. And after the fire went out, and the audience drifted off, he took his guitar and his cigar box and went off toward the creek.


  I followed him. This time the night was black and cloudy, with the smell of rain in the air. And the wind was strong and cold. No, it didn’t sound like people dying. But it moved through the trees and shook the branches and whipped away the leaves. And it sounded . . . restless.


  When I reached the creek, Keith was already rolling up his sleeve.


  I stopped him before he took his needle out. “Hey, Keith,” I said, laying a hand on his arm. “Easy. Talk first, okay?”


  He looked at my hand and his needle, and returned a reluctant nod. “Okay, Gary,” he said. “But short. I’m in a rush. I haven’t seen Sandi for a week.”


  I let go his arm and sat down. “I know.”


  “I was trying to make it last, Gar. I only had a month’s worth, but I figured I could make it last longer if I only time-tripped once a week.” He smiled. “But that’s hard.”


  “I know,” I repeated. “But it would be easier if you didn’t think about her so much.”


  He nodded, put down the box, and pulled his denim jacket a little tighter to shut out the wind. “I think too much,” he agreed. Then, smiling, he added, “Such men are dangerous.”


  “Ummm, yeah. To themselves, mostly.” I looked at him, cold and huddled in the darkness. “Keith, what will you do when you run out?”


  “I wish I knew.”


  “I know,” I said. “Then you’ll forget. Your time machine will be broken, and you’ll have to live today. Find somebody else and start again. Only it might be easier if you’d start now. Put away the chronine for a while.


  Fight it.”


  “Sing cheerful songs?” he asked sarcastically.


  “Maybe not. I don’t ask you to wipe out the past, or pretend it didn’t happen. But try to find something in the present. You know it can’t be as empty as you pretend. Things aren’t black and white like that. Winters was part right, you know—there are still good things. You forget that.”


  “Do I? What do I forget?”


  I hesitated. He was making it hard for me. “Well . . . you still enjoy your singing. You know that. And there could be other things. You used to enjoy writing your own stuff. Why don’t you work on some new songs? You haven’t written anything to speak of since the Blast.”


  Keith had picked up a handful of leaves and was offering them to the wind, one by one. “I’ve thought of that.


  You don’t know how much I’ve thought of that, Gary. And I’ve tried. But nothing comes.” His voice went soft right then. “In the old days, it was different. And you know why. Sandi would sit out in the audience every time I sang. And when I did something new, something of mine, I could see her brighten. If it was good, I’d know it, just from the way she smiled. She was proud of me, and my songs.”


  He shook his head. “Doesn’t work now, Gary. I write a song now, and sing it, and . . . so what? Who cares? You?


  Yeah, maybe you and a few of the others come up after and say, “Hey, Keith, I liked that.” But that’s not the same. My songs were important to Sandi, the same way her acting was important to me. And now my songs aren’t important to anyone. I tell myself that shouldn’t matter. I should get my own satisfaction from composing, even if no one else does. I tell myself that a lot. But saying it doesn’t make it so.”


  Sometimes I think, right then, I should have told Keith that his songs were the most important thing in the world to me. But hell, they weren’t. And Keith was a friend, and I couldn’t feed him lies, even if he needed them.


  Besides, he wouldn’t have believed me. Keith had a way of recognizing truth.


  Instead, I floundered. “Keith, you could find someone like that again, if you tried. There are girls in the commune, girls as good as Sandi, if you’d open yourself up to them. You could find someone else.”


  Keith gave me a calm stare, more chilling than the wind. “I don’t need someone else, Gary,” he said. He picked up the cigar box, opened it, and showed me the needle. “I’ve got Sandi.”


  Twice more that week Keith time-tripped. And both times he rushed off with a feverish urgency. Usually he’d wait an hour or so after the singing, and discreetly drift off to his creek. But now he brought the cigar box with him, and left even before the last notes of “Me and Bobby McGee” had faded from the air.


  Nobody mentioned anything, of course. We all knew Keith was time-tripping, and we all knew he was running out. So we forgave him, and understood. Everybody understood, that is, except Pete, Winters’ former corporal.


  He, like Winters and Crazy Harry, hadn’t been filled in yet. But one evening at the singing, I noticed him looking curiously at the cigar box that lay by Keith’s feet. He said something to Jan, the girl he’d been sleeping with. And she said something back. So I figured he’d been briefed.


  I was too right.


  Winters and Crazy Harry returned a week, to the day, after their departure. They were not alone. They brought three young teen-agers, a guy and two girls, whom they’d found down west, in company with a group of rats.


  “In company,” is a euphemism, of course. The kids had been slaves. Winters and Crazy had freed them.


  I didn’t ask what had happened to the rats. I could guess.


  There was a lot of excitement that night and the night after. The kids were a little frightened of us, and it took a lot of attention to convince them that things would be different here. Winters decided that they should have their own place, and he and Pete began planning a second new cabin. The first one was nearing its crude completion.


  As it turned out, Winters and Pete were talking about more than a cabin. I should have realized that, since I caught Winters looking at Keith very curiously and thoughtfully on at least two occasions.


  But I didn’t realize it. Like everyone else, I was busy getting to know the newcomers and trying to make them feel at ease. It wasn’t simple, that.


  So I didn’t know what was going on until the fourth evening after Winters’ return. I was outside, listening to Keith sing. He’d just barely finished “They Call the Wind Maria,” and was about to swing into a second song, when a group of people suddenly walked into the circle. Winters led them, and Crazy Harry was just behind him with the three kids. And Pete was there, with his arm around Jan. Plus a few others who hadn’t been at the concert when it started but had followed Winters from the common house.


  Keith figured they wanted to listen, I guess. He began to play. But Winters stopped him.


  “No, Keith,” he said. “Not right now. We’ve got business to take care of now, while everybody’s together.


  We’re going to talk tonight.”


  Keith’s fingers stopped, and the music faded. The only sounds were the wind and the crackle of the nearby burning leaves. Everyone was looking at Winters.


  “I want to talk about time-tripping,” Winters said.


  Keith put down his guitar and glanced at the cigar box at the base of concert rock. “Talk,” he said.


  Winters looked around the circle, studying the impassive faces, as if he was weighing them before speaking. I looked too.


  “I’ve been told that the commune has a supply of chronine,” Winters began. “And that you use it for time-tripping. Is that true, Keith?”


  Keith stroked his beard, as he did when he was nervous or thoughtful. “Yeah,” he said.


  “And that’s the only use that’s ever been made of this chronine?” Winters said. His supporters had gathered behind him in what seemed like a phalanx.


  I stood up. I didn’t feel comfortable arguing from the ground. “Keith was the first one to find the chronine,” I said. “We were going through the town hospital after the Army had gotten through with it. A few drugs were all that were left. Most of them are in the commune stores, in case we need them. But Keith wanted the chronine.


  So we gave it to him, all of us. Nobody else cared much.”


  Winters nodded. “I understand that,” he said very reasonably. “I’m not criticizing that decision. Perhaps you didn’t realize, however, that there are other uses or chronine besides time-tripping.”


  He paused. “Listen, and try to judge me fairly, that’s all I ask,” he said, looking at each of us in turn. “Chronine is a powerful drug; it’s an important resource, and we need all our resources right now. And time-tripping—anyone’s time-tripping—is an abuse of the drug. Not what it was intended for.”


  That was a mistake on Winters’ part. Lectures on drug abuse weren’t likely to go over big in the commune. I could feel the people around me getting uptight.


  Rick, a tall, thin guy with a goatee who came to the concerts every night, took a poke at Winters from the ground. “Bullshit,” he said. “Chronine’s time travel, Colonel. Meant to be used for tripping.”


  “Right,” someone else said. “And we gave it to Keith. I don’t want to time-trip, but he does. So what’s wrong with it?”


  Winters defused the hostility quickly. “Nothing,” he said. “If we had an unlimited supply of chronine. But we don’t. Do we, Keith?”


  “No,” Keith said quietly. “Just a little left.”


  The fire was reflected in Winters’ eyes when he looked at Keith. It made it difficult to read his expression. But his voice sounded heavy. “Keith, I know what those time trips mean to you. And I don’t want to hurt you, really I don’t. But we need that chronine, all of us.”


  “How?” That was me. I wanted Keith to give up chronine, but I’d be damned before I’d let it be taken from him. “How do we need the chronine?”


  “Chronine is not a time machine,” Winters said. “It is a memory drug. And there are things we must remember.”


  He glanced around the circle. “Is there anyone here who ever worked in a hospital? An orderly? A candy-striper? Never mind. There might be, in a group this size. And they’d have seen things. Somewhere in the back of their skulls they’d know things we need to know. I’ll bet some of you took shop in high school. I’ll bet you learned all sorts of useful things. But how much do you remember? With chronine, you could remember it all.


  We might have someone here who once learned to make arrows. We might have a tanner. We might have someone who knows how to build a generator. We might have a doctor!”


  Winters paused and let that sink in. Around the circle, people shifted uneasily and began to mutter.


  Finally Winters continued. “If we found a library, we wouldn’t burn the books for heat, no matter how cold it got. But we’re doing the same thing when we let Keith time-trip. We’re a library—all of us here, we have books in our heads. And the only way to read those books is with chronine. We should use it to help us remember the things we must know. We should hoard it like a treasure, calculate every recall session carefully, and make sure—make absolutely sure—that we don’t waste a grain of it.”


  Then he stopped. A long, long silence followed; for Keith, an endless one. Finally Rick spoke again. “I never thought of that,” he said reluctantly. “Maybe you have something. My father was a doctor, if that means anything.”


  Then another voice, and another; then a chorus of people speaking at once, throwing up half-remembered experiences that might be valuable, might be useful. Winters had struck paydirt.


  He wasn’t smiling, though. He was looking at me.


  I wouldn’t meet his eyes. I couldn’t. He had a point—an awful, awful point. But I couldn’t admit that, I couldn’t look at him and nod my surrender. Keith was my friend, and I had to stand by him.


  And of all of us in the circle, I was the only one standing. But I couldn’t think of anything to say.


  Finally Winters’ eyes moved. He looked at concert rock. Keith sat there, looking at the cigar box.


  The hubbub went on for at least five minutes, but at last it died of its own weight. One by one the speakers glanced at Keith, and remembered, and dropped off into awkward silence. When the hush was complete, Keith rose and looked around, like a man coming out of a bad dream.


  “No,” he said. His voice was hurt and disbelieving; his eyes moved from person to person. “You can’t. I don’t . . . don’t waste chronine. You know that, all of you. I visit Sandi, and that’s not wasting. I need Sandi, and she’s gone. I have to go back. It’s my only way, my time machine.” He shook his head.


  My turn. “Yes,” I said, as forcefully as I could manage. “Keith’s right. Waste is a matter of definition. If you ask me, the biggest waste would be sending people back to sleep through college lectures a second time.”


  Laughter. Then other voices backed me. “I’m with Gary,” somebody said. “Keith needs Sandi, and we need Keith. It’s simple. I say he keeps the chronine.”


  “No way,” someone else objected. “I’m as compassionate as anyone, but hell—how many of our people have died over the last few years’ cause we’ve bungled it when they needed doctoring? You remember Doug, two years ago? You shouldn’t need chronine for that. A bad appendix and he dies. We butchered him when we tried to cut it out. If there’s a chance to prevent that from happening again—even a long shot—I say we gotta take it.”


  “No guarantee it won’t happen anyway,” the earlier voice came back. “You have to hit the right memories to accomplish anything, and even they may not be as useful as you’d like.”


  “Shit. We have to try . . .”


  “I think we have an obligation to Keith . . .”


  “I think Keith’s got an obligation to us . . .”


  And suddenly everybody was arguing again, hassling back and forth, while Winters and Keith and I stood and listened. It went on and on, back and forth over the same points. Until Pete spoke.


  He stepped around Winters, holding Jan. “I’ve heard enough of this,” he said. “I don’t even think we got no argument. Jan here is gonna have my kid, she tells me. Well, damnit, I’m not going to take any chances on her or the kid dying. If there’s a way we can learn something that’ll make it safer, we take it. Especially I’m not gonna take no chances for a goddamn weakling who can’t face up to life. Hell, Keithie here wasn’t the only one hurt, so how does he rate? I lost a chick in the Blast too, but I’m not begging for chronine to dream her up again. I got a new chick instead. And that’s what you better do, Keith.”


  Keith stood very still, but his fists were balled at his sides. “There are differences, Pete,” he said slowly. “Big ones. My Sandi was no chick, for one thing. And I loved her, maybe more than you can ever understand. I know you don’t understand pain, Pete. You’ve hardened yourself to it, like a lot of people, by pretending that it doesn’t exist. So you convinced everybody you’re a tough guy, a strong man, real independent. And you gave up some of your humanity, too.” He smiled, very much in control of himself now, his voice sure and steady.


  “Well, I won’t play that game. I’ll cling to my humanity, and fight for it if I must. I loved once, really loved.


  And now I hurt. And I won’t deny either of those things, or pretend that they mean any less to me than they do.”


  He looked to Winters. “Lieutenant, I want my Sandi, and I won’t let you take her away from me. Let’s have a vote.”


  Winters nodded.


  It was close, very close. The margin was only three votes. Keith had a lot of friends.


  But Winters won.


  Keith took it calmly. He picked up the cigar box, walked over, and handed it to Winters. Pete was grinning happily, but Winters didn’t even crack a smile.


  “I’m sorry, Keith,” he said.


  “Yeah,” said Keith. “So am I.” There were tears on his face. Keith was never ashamed to cry.


  There was no singing that night.


  Winters didn’t time-trip. He sent men on “search expeditions” into the past, all very carefully planned for minimum risk and maximum reward.


  We didn’t get any doctor out of it. Rick made three trips back without coming up with any useful memories. But one of the guys remembered some valuable stuff about medicinal herbs after a trip back to a bio lab, and another jaunt recalled some marginally good memories about electricity.


  Winters was still optimistic, though. He’d turned to interviewing by then, to decide who should get to use the chronine next. He was very careful, very thorough, and he always asked the right questions. No one went back without his okay. Pending that approval, the chronine was stored in the new cabin, where Pete kept an eye on it.


  And Keith? Keith sang. I was afraid, the night of the argument, that he might give up singing, but I was wrong.


  He couldn’t give up song, any more than he could give up Sandi. He returned to concert rock the very next evening, and sang longer and harder than ever before. The night after that he was even better.


  During the day, meanwhile, he went about his work with a strained cheerfulness. He smiled a lot, and talked a lot, but he never said anything much. And he never mentioned chronine, or time-tripping, or the argument.


  Or Sandi.


  He still spent his nights out by the creek, though. The weather was getting progressively colder, but Keith didn’t seem to mind. He just brought out a few blankets and his sleeping bag, and ignored the wind, and the chill, and the increasingly frequent rains.


  I went out with him once or twice to sit and talk. Keith was cordial enough. But he never brought up the subjects that really mattered, and I couldn’t bring myself to force the conversations to places he obviously didn’t want to do. We wound up discussing the weather and like subjects.


  These days, instead of his cigar box, Keith brought his guitar out to the creek. He never played it when I was there, but I heard him once or twice from a distance, when I was halfway back to the common house after one of our fruitless talks. No singing, just music. Two songs, over and over again. You know which two.


  And after a while, just one. “Me and Bobby McGee.” Night after night, alone and obsessed, Keith played that song, sitting by a dry creek in a barren forest. I’d always liked the song, but now I began to fear it, and a shiver would go through me whenever I heard those notes on the frosty autumn wind.


  Finally, one night, I spoke to him about it. It was a short conversation, but I think it was the only time, after the argument, that Keith and I ever really reached each other.


  I’d come with him to the creek, and wrapped myself in a heavy woolen blanket to ward off the cold, wet drizzle that was dripping from the skies. Keith lay against his tree, half into his sleeping bag, with his guitar on his lap.


  He didn’t even bother to shield it against the damp, which bothered me.


  We talked about nothing, until at last, I mentioned his lonely creek concerts. He smiled. “You know why I play that song,” he said.


  “Yeah,” I said. “But I wish you’d stop.”


  He looked away. “I will. After tonight. But tonight I play it, Gary. Don’t argue, please. Just listen. The song is all I have left now, to help me think. And I’ve needed it, ’cause I been thinking a lot.”


  “I warned you about thinking,” I said jokingly.


  But he didn’t laugh. “Yeah. You were right, too. Or I was, or Shakespeare . . . whoever you want to credit the warning to. Still, sometimes you can’t help thinking. It’s part of being human. Right?”


  “I guess.”


  “I know. So I think with my music. No water left to think by, and the stars are all covered. And Sandi’s gone.


  Really gone now. You know, Gary . . . if I kept on, day to day, and didn’t think so much, I might forget her. I might even forget what she looked like. Do you think Pete remembers his chick?”


  “Yes,” I said. “And you’ll remember Sandi. I’m sure of that. But maybe not quite so much . . . and maybe that’s for the best. Sometimes it’s good to forget.”


  Then he looked at me. Into my eyes. “But I don’t want to forget, Gary. And I won’t. I won’t.”


  And then he began to play. The same song. Once. Twice. Three times. I tried to talk, but he wasn’t listening.


  His fingers moved on, fiercely, relentlessly. And the music and the wind washed away my words.


  Finally I gave up and left. It was a long walk back to the common house, and Keith’s guitar stalked me through the drizzle.


  Winters woke me in the common house, shaking me from my bunk to face a grim, gray dawn. His face was even grayer. He said nothing; he didn’t want to wake the others, I guess. He just beckoned me outside.


  I yawned and stretched and followed him. Just outside the door, Winters bent and handed me a broken guitar.


  I looked at it blankly, then up at him. My face must have asked the question.


  “He used it on Pete’s head,” Winters said. “And took the chronine. I think Pete has a mild concussion, but he’ll probably be all right. Lucky. He could be dead, real easy.”


  I held the guitar in my hands. It was shattered, the wood cracked and splintered, several strings snapped. It must have been a hell of a blow. I couldn’t believe it. “No,” I said. “Keith . . . no, he couldn’t . . .”


  “It’s his guitar,” Winters pointed out. “And who else would take the chronine?” Then his face softened. “I’m sorry, Gary. I really am. I think I understand why he did it. Still, I want him. Any idea where he could be?”


  I knew, of course. But I was scared. “What . . . what will you do?”


  “No punishment,” he said. “Don’t worry. I just want the chronine back. We’ll be more careful next time.”


  I nodded. “Okay,” I said. “But nothing happens to Keith. I’ll fight you if you go back on your word, and the others will too.”


  He just looked at me, very sadly, like he was disappointed that I’d mistrust him. He didn’t say a thing. We walked the mile to the creek in silence, me still holding the guitar.


  Keith was there, of course. Wrapped in his sleeping bag, the cigar box next to him. There were a few bags left.


  He’d used only one.


  I bent to wake him. But when I touched him and rolled him over, two things hit me. He’d shaved off his beard.


  And he was very, very cold.


  Then I noticed the empty bottle.


  We’d found other drugs with the chronine, way back when. They weren’t even guarded. Keith had used sleeping pills.


  I stood up, not saying a word. I didn’t need to explain. Winters had taken it all in very quickly. He studied the body and shook his head.


  “I wonder why he shaved?” he said finally.


  “I know,” I said. “He never wore a beard in the old days, when he was with Sandi.”


  “Yes,” said Winters. “Well, it figures.”


  “What?”


  “The suicide. He always seemed unstable.”


  “No, Lieutenant,” I said. “You’ve got it all wrong, Keith didn’t commit suicide.”


  Winters frowned. I smiled.


  “Look,” I said. “If you did it, it would be suicide. You think chronine is only a drug for dreaming. Bui Keith figured it for a time machine. He didn’t kill himself. That wasn’t his style. He just went back to his Sandi. And this time, he made sure he stayed there.”


  Winters looked back at the body. “Yes,” he said. “Maybe so.” He paused. “For his sake, I hope that he was right.”


  The years since then have been good ones, I guess. Winters is a better leader than I was. The time-trips never turned up any knowledge worth a damn, but the search expeditions proved fruitful. There are more than two hundred people in town now, most of them people that Winters brought in.


  It’s a real town, too. We have electricity and a library, and plenty of food. And a doctor—a real doctor that Winters found a hundred miles from here. We got so prosperous that the Sons of the Blast heard about us and came back for a little fun. Winters had his militia beat them off and hunt down the ones who tried to escape.


  Nobody but the old commune people remember Keith. But we still have singing and music. Winters found a kid named Ronnie on one of his trips, and Ronnie has a guitar of his own. He’s not in Keith’s league, of course, but he tries hard, and everybody has fun. And he’s taught some of the youngsters how to play.


  Only thing is, Ronnie likes to write his own stuff, so we don’t hear many of the old songs. Instead we get postwar music. The most popular tune, right now, is a long ballad about how our army wiped out the Sons of the Blast.


  Winters says that’s a healthy thing; he talks about new music for a new civilization. And maybe he has something. In time, I’m sure, there will be a new culture to replace the one that died. Ronnie, like Winters, is giving us tomorrow.


  But there’s a price.


  The other night, when Ronnie sang, I asked him to do “Me and Bobby McGee.” But nobody knew the words.


  THE FOUNTAIN OF AGE


  Nancy Kress


  I had her in a ring. In those days, you carried around pieces of a person. Not like today.


  A strand of hair, a drop of blood, a lip-sticked kiss on paper—those things were real. You could put them in a locket or pocket case or ring, you could carry them around, you could fondle them. None of this hologram stuff.


  Who can treasure laser shadows? Or the nanotech recreations—even worse. Fah. Did the Master of the Universe “re-create the world after it got banged up a little? Never. He made do with the original, like a sensible person.


  So I had her in a ring. And I had the ring for forty-two years before it was eaten by the modern world. Literally eaten, so tell me where is the justice in that?


  And oh, she was so beautiful! Not gene-mod misshapen like these modern girls, with their waists so skinny and their behinds huge and those repulsive breasts. No, she was natural, a real woman, a goddess. Black hair wild as stormy water, olive skin, green eyes. I remember the exact shade of green. Not grass, not emerald, not moss.


  Her own shade. I remember. I—


  “Grampops?”


  —met her while I was on shore leave on Cyprus. The Mid-East war had just ended, one of the wars, who can keep them all straight? I met Daria in a taverna and we had a week together. Nobody will ever know what glory that week was. She was a nice girl, too, even if she was a . . . People do what they must to survive. Nobody knows that better than me. Daria—


  “Grampops!”


  —gave me a lock of hair and a kiss pressed on paper. Back then I kept them in a cheap plastolux bubble, all I could afford, but later I had the hair and tiny folded paper set into a ring. Much later, when I had money and Miriam had died and—


  “Dad!”


  And that’s how it started up again. With my son, my grandchildren. Life just never knows when enough is enough.


  “Dad, the kids spoke to you. Twice.”


  “So this creates an obligation for me to answer?”


  My son Geoffrey sighs. The boys—six and eight, what business does a fifty-five-year-old man have with such young kids, but Gloria is his second wife—have vanished into the hall. They come, they go. We sit on a Sunday afternoon in my room—a nice room, it should be for what I pay—in the Silver Star Retirement Home. Every Sunday Geoff comes, we sit, we stare at each other. Sometimes Gloria comes, sometimes the boys, sometimes not. The whole thing is a strain.


  Then the kids burst back through the doorway, and this time something follows them in.


  “Reuven, what the shit is that?”


  Geoffrey says, irritated, “Don’t curse in front of the children, and . . .”


  “Shit is cursing? Since when?”


  “. . . and it’s Bobby, not ‘Reuven.’ ”


  “It’s ‘Zaydeh’, not ‘Grampops’, and I could show you what cursing is. Get that thing away from me!”


  “Isn’t it astronomical?” Reuven says. “I just got it!”


  The thing is trying to climb onto my lap. It’s not like their last pet, the pink cat that could jump to the ceiling.


  Kangaroo genes in it, such foolishness. This one isn’t even real, it’s a ‘bot of some kind, like those retro metal dogs the Japanese were so fascinated with seventy years ago. Only this one just sort of suggests a dog, with sleek silver lines that sometimes seem to disappear.


  “It’s got stealth coating!” Eric shouts. “You can’t see it!”


  I can see it, but only in flashes when the light hits the right way. The thing leaps onto my lap and I flap my arms at it and try to push it off, except that by then it’s not there. Maybe.


  Reuven yells, like this is an explanation, “It’s got microprocessors!”


  Geoff says in his stiff way, “The ‘bot takes digital images of whatever is behind it and continuously transmits them in holo to the front, so that at any distance greater than—


  “This is what you spend my money on?”


  He says stiffly, “My money now. Some of it, anyway.”


  “Not because you earned it, boychik.”


  Geoffrey’s thin lips go thinner. He hates it when I remind him who made the money. I hate it when he forgets.


  “Dad, why do you have to talk like that? All that affected folksy stuff—you never talked it when I was growing up, and it’s hardly your actual background, is it? So why?”


  For Geoffrey, this is a daring attack. I could tell him the reason, but he wouldn’t like it, wouldn’t understand.


  Not how this “folksy speech started, or why, or what use it was to me. Not even how a habit can settle in after it’s no use, and you cling to it because otherwise you might lose who you were, even if who you were wasn’t so great. How could Geoff understand a thing like that? He’s only fifty-five.


  Suddenly Eric shouts, “Rex is gone!” Both boys barrel out the door of my room. I see Mrs. Petrillo inching down the hall beside her robo-walker. She shrieks as they run past her, but at least they don’t knock her over.


  “Go after them, Geoff, before somebody gets hurt!


  “They won’t hurt anybody, and neither will Rex.


  “And you know this how? A building full of old people, tottering around like cranes on extra stilts, and you think—”


  “Calm down, Dad, Rex has built-in object avoidance and—”


  “You’re telling me about software? Me, boychik?”


  Now he’s really mad. I know because he goes quiet and stiff. Stiffer, if that’s possible. The man is a carbon-fiber rod.


  “It’s not like you actually developed any software, Dad. You only stole it. It was I who took the company legitimate and furthermore—”


  But that’s when I notice that my ring is gone.


  Daria was Persian, not Greek or Turkish or Arab. If you think that made it any easier for me to look for her, you’re crazy. I went back after my last tour of duty ended and I searched, how I searched. Nobody in Cyprus knew her, had ever seen her, would admit she existed.


  No records: “destroyed in the war.”


  Our last morning we’d gone down to a rocky little beach. We’d left Nicosia the day after we met to go to this tiny coastal town that the war hadn’t ruined too much. On the beach we made love with the smooth pebbles pocking our tushes, first hers and then mine. Daria cut a lock of her wild hair and pressed a kiss onto paper.


  Little pink wildflowers grew in the scrub grass. We both cried. I swore I’d come back.


  And I did, but I couldn’t find her. One more prostitute on Cyprus—who tracked such people? Eventually I had to give up. I went back to Brooklyn, put the hair and kiss—such red lipstick, today they all wear gold, they look like flaking lamps—in the plastolux. Later, I hid the bubble with my Army uniform, where Miriam couldn’t find it. Poor Miriam—by her own lights, she was a good wife, a good mother. It’s not her fault she wasn’t Daria. Nobody was Daria.


  Until now, of course, when hundreds of people are, or at least partly her. Hundreds? Probably thousands.


  Anybody who can afford it.


  “My ring! My ring is gone!”


  “Your ring?”


  “My ring!” Surely even Geoffrey has noticed that I’ve worn a ring day and night for the last forty-two years?


  He noticed. “It must have fallen off when you were flapping your arms at Rex.”


  This makes sense. I’m skinnier now, arms like coat hangers, and the ring is—was—loose. I feel around on my chair: nothing. Slowly I lower myself to the floor to search.


  “Careful, Dad!” Geoffrey says and there’s something bad in his voice. I peer up at him, and I know. I just know.


  “It’s that . . . that dybbuk! That ‘bot!”


  He says, “It vacuums up small objects. But don’t worry, it keeps them in an internal depository . . . Dad, what is that ring? Why is it so important?”


  Now his voice is suspicious. Forty-two years it takes for him to become suspicious, a good show of why he could never have succeeded in my business. But I knew that when he was seven. And why should I care now?


  I’m a very old man, I can do what I want.


  I say, “Help me up . . . no, not like that, you want me to tear something? The ring is mine, is all. I want it back.”


  Now, Geoffrey.


  He sets me in my chair and leaves, shaking his head. It’s a long time before he comes back. I watch Tony DiParia pass by in his powerchair. I wave at Jennifer Tamlin, who is waiting for a visit from her kids. They spare her twenty minutes every other month. I study Nurse Kate’s ass, which is round and firm as a good pumpkin. When Geoffrey comes back with Eric and Reuven, I take one look at his face and I know.


  “The boys found the incinerator chute,” Geoffrey says, guilty and already resenting me for it, “and they thought it would be fun to empty Rex’s depository in it . . . Eric! Bobby! Tell Grampops you’re sorry!”


  They both mumble something. Me, I’m devastated—and then I’m not.


  “It’s all right,” I say to the boys, waving my hand like I’m Queen Monica of England. “Don’t worry about it!”


  They look confused. Geoffrey looks suddenly wary. Me, I feel like my heart might split down the seam.


  Because I know what I’m going to do. I’m going to get another lock of hair and another kiss from Daria.


  Because now, of course, I know where she is. The entire world knows where she is.


  “Down, Rex!” Eric shouts, but I don’t see the stupid ‘bot. I’m not looking. I see just the past, and the future, and all at once and for the first time in decades, they even look like there’s a tie, a bright cord, between them.


  The Silver Star Retirement Home is for people who have given up. You want to go on actually living, you go to a renewal center. Or to Sequene. But if you’ve outlived everything and everybody that matters to you and you’re ready to check out, or you don’t have the money for a renewal center, you go to Silver Star and wait to die.


  I’m there because I figured it’s time for me to go, enough is enough already, only Geoffrey left for me and I never liked him all that much. But I have lots of money. Tons of money. So much money that the second I put one foot out the door of the Home, the day after Geoffrey’s visit, the feds are on me like cold on space. Just like the old days, almost it makes me nostalgic.


  “Max Feder,” one says, and it isn’t a question. He’s built with serious augments, I haven’t forgotten how to tell.


  Like he needs them against an old man like me. “I’m Agent Joseph Alcozer and this is Agent Shawna Blair.


  She would have been a beauty if she didn’t have that deformed genemod figure, like a wasp, and the wasp’s sting in her eyes.


  I breathe in the artificially sweet reconstituted air of a Brooklyn Dome summer. Genemod flowers bloom sedately in manicured beds. Well-behaved flowers, they remind me of Geoffrey. From my powerchair I say,


  “What can I do for you, Agent Alcozer?” while Nurse Kate, who’s not the deepest carrot in the garden, looks baffled, glancing back and forth from me to the fed.


  “You can explain to us the recent large deposits of money from the Feder Group into your personal account.”


  “And I should do this why?”


  “Just to satisfy my curiosity,” Alcozer says, and it’s pretty much the truth. They have the right to monitor all my finances in perpetuity as a result of that unfortunate little misstep back in my forties. Six-to-ten, of which I served not quite five in Themis Federal Justice Center. Also as a result of the Economic Security Act, which kicked in even earlier, right after the Change-Over. And I have the right to tell them to go to hell.


  Almost I get a taste of the old thrill, the hunt-and-evade, but not really. I’m too old, and I have something else on my mind. Besides, Alcozer doesn’t really expect answers. He just wants me to know they’re looking in my direction.


  “Talk to my lawyer. I’m sure you know where to find him,” I say and power on down to the waiting car.


  It takes me to the Brooklyn Renewal Center, right out at the edge of the Brooklyn Dome, and I check into a suite. For the next month doctors will gene-jolt a few of my organs, jazz up some hormones, step up the firing of selected synapses. It won’t be a super-effective job, nor last too long. I know that. I’m an old man and there’s only so much they can do. But it’ll be enough.


  Scrupulous as a rabbi, the doctor asks if I don’t want a D-treatment instead. I tell her no, I don’t. Yes, I’m sure.


  She smiles, relieved. For D-treatment I’d go to Sequene, not here, and the renewal center would lose its very expensive fees.


  Then the doctor, who looks thirty-five and might even be that, tells me I’ll be out cold for the whole month, I won’t even dream. She’s wrong. I dream about Daria, and while I do I’m young again and her red mouth is warm against mine in a sleazy taverna. The stinking streets of Nicosia smell of flowers and spices and whatever that spring smell is that makes you ache from wanting things you can’t have. Then we’re on the rocky little beach, our last morning together, and I want to never wake up.


  But I do wake, and Geoffrey is sitting beside my bed.


  “Dad, what are you doing?”


  “Having renewal. What are you doing?”


  “Why did you transfer three hundred fifty million from the Feder Group on the very day of our merger with Shanghai Winds Corporation? Don’t you know how that made us look?”


  “No.”, I say, even though I do know. I just don’t care. Carefully I raise my right arm above my head, and it goes up so fast and so easy that I laugh out loud. There’s no pressure on my bladder. I can feel the blood race in my veins.


  “It made us look undercapitalized and shifty, and Shanghai Winds have postponed the entire—Why did you transfer the money? And why now? You ruined the whole merger!”


  “You’ll get lots of mergers, boychik. Now leave me alone.” I sit up and swing my legs, a little too fast, over the side of the bed. I wait for my head to clear. “There’s something I need to do.


  “Dad . . .” He says, and now I see real fear in his eyes, and so I relent.


  “It’s all right, Geoffrey. Strictly legit. I’m not going back to my old ways.”


  “Then why do I have on my system six calls from three different federal agencies?”


  “They like to stay in practice,” I say, and lie down again. Maybe that’ll make him go away.


  “Dad . . .”


  I close my eyes. Briefly I consider snoring, but that might be too much. You can overdo these things. Geoff waits five more minutes, then goes away.


  Children. They tie you to the present, when sometimes all you want is the past.


  After the war, after I failed to find Daria in Cyprus, I went home. For a while I just drifted. It was the Change-Over, and half the country was drifting: unemployed, rioting, getting used to living on the dole instead of working. We weren’t needed. The Domes were going up, the robots suddenly everywhere and doing more and more work, only so many knowledge workers needed, blah blah blah. I did a little of this, a little of that, finally met and married Miriam, who made me pick one of the thats. So I found work monitoring security systems, because back then I had such a clean record. The Master of the Universe must love a good joke.


  We lived in a rat-hole way outside the Brooklyn Dome, next door to her mother. From the beginning, Miriam and I fought a lot. She was desperate for a child, but she didn’t like sex. She didn’t like my friends. I didn’t like her mother. She didn’t like my snoring. A small and stifling life and it just got worse and worse. I could feel something growing in me, something dangerous, until it seemed I might burst apart with it and splatter my anguished guts all over our lousy apartment. At night, I walked. I walked through increasingly dangerous neighborhoods, and sometimes I stood on the docks at three in the morning—how insane is that?—and just stared out to sea until some roboguard ejected me.


  Then, although I’d failed to find Daria, history found her instead.


  A Tuesday morning, August 24—you think I could forget the date? Not a chance. Gray clouds, 92 degrees, 60 percent chance of rain, air quality poor. On my way to work I passed a media kiosk in our crummy neighborhood and there, on the outside screen for twenty seconds, was her face.


  I don’t remember going into the kiosk or sliding in my credit chip. I do remember, for some reason, the poison-green lettering on the choices, each listed in six languages:


  PORN.


  LIBRARY.


  COMMLINK.


  FINANCIALS.


  NEWS.


  My finger trembled as I pushed the last button, then STANDARD DELIVERY. The kiosk smelled of urine and sex.


  “Today speculation swirls around ViaHealth Hospital in the Manhattan Dome. Last week Daria Cleary, wife of British billionaire-financier Peter Morton Cleary, underwent an operation to remove a brain tumor. The operation, apparently successful, was followed by sudden dizzying trading in ViaHealth stock and wild rumors, some apparently deliberately leaked, of strange properties associated with Mrs. Cleary’s condition. The Cleary establishment has refused to comment, but yesterday an unprecedented meeting was held at the Manhattan branch of Cleary Enterprises, a meeting attended not only by the CEOs of several American and British transnationals but also by high government officials, including Surgeon General Mary Grace Rogers and FDA chief Jared Vanderhorn.


  “Both Mr. and Mrs. Cleary have interesting histories. Peter Morton Cleary, son of legendary Charging Chatsworth’ Cleary, is known for personal eccentricity as well as very aggressive business practices. The third Mrs. Cleary, whom he met and married in Cyprus six years ago, has long been rumored to have been either a barmaid or paid escort.


  Daria. A brain tumor. Married to a big-shot Brit. Now in Manhattan. And I had never known.


  The operation, apparently successful . . .


  I paid to watch the news clip again. And again. The words welded together and rasped, an iron drone. I simply stared at Daria’s face, which looked no older than when I had first seen her leaning on her elbows in that taverna. Again and again.


  Then I sat on the filthy curb like a drunk, a doper, a bum, and cried.


  It was easier to get into Manhattan back then, with the Dome only half-finished. Not so easy to get into ViaHealth Hospital. In fact, impossible to get in legitimately, too many rich people in vulnerable states of illness. It took me six weeks to find someone to bribe. The bribe consumed half of our savings, Miriam’s and mine. I got into the system as a cleaning-bot supervisor, my retinal and voice scans flimsily on file. A system-wide background check wouldn’t hold, but why should anyone do a system-wide background check on a cleaning supervisor? The lowliest of the low.


  Then I discovered that the person I bribed had diddled me. I was in the hospital, but I didn’t have clearance for Daria’s floor.


  Robocams everywhere. Voice-and thumbprint-controlled elevators. I couldn’t get off my floor, couldn’t get anywhere near her. I’d bribed my way into the system for two days only. I had two days only off from my job.


  By the end of the second day, I was desperate. I ignored the whispered directions in my earcomm—”Send an F-3 ‘bot to disinfect Room 678”—and hung around near the elevators. Ten minutes later a woman got on, an aging, overdressed, and over-renewed woman in a crisp white outfit and shoes with jeweled heels. She put her thumb to the security pad and said, “Surgical floor.


  “Yes, ma’am”, the elevator said. Just before the door closed, I dashed in.


  “There is an unauthorized person on this elevator,” the elevator said, somehow combining calmness with urgency. “Mrs. Holmason, please disembark immediately. Unauthorized person, remain motionless or you will be neutralized.”


  I remained motionless, looked at Mrs. Holmason, and said, “Please. I knew Daria Cleary long ago, on Cyprus, I just want to see her again for a minute, please ma’am, I don’t mean anybody any harm, oh please . . .”


  It was on the word “harm that her face changed. A small and cruel smile appeared at the corners of her mouth.


  She wasn’t afraid of me; I would have bet my eyes that she’d never been afraid of anything in her life.


  Cushioned by money, she’d never had to be.


  “There is an unauthorized person on this elevator”, the elevator repeated. “Mrs. Holmason, please disembark immediately. Unauthorized person, remain motionless or you—”


  “This person is my guest”, Mrs. Holmason said crisply. “Code 1693, elevator. Surgical floor, please.”


  A pause. The universe held its breath.


  “I have no front-desk entry in my system for such a guest,” the elevator said. “Please return to the front desk or else complete the verbal code for—”


  Mrs. Holmason said to me, still with the same small smile, “So did you know Daria when she was a prostitute on Cyprus?”


  This, then, was the price for letting me ride the elevator. But it’s not like reporters wouldn’t now ferret out everything about Daria, anyway.


  “Yes,” I said. “I did,” and she was.


  “Elevator, Code 1693 Abigail Louise. Surgical floor.” And the elevator closed its doors and rose.


  “And was she any good?” Mrs. Holmason said.


  I wanted to punch her in her artificial face, to club her to the ground. The pampered lousy bitter bitch. I stared at her steadily and said, “Yes. Daria was good.”


  “Well, she would have to be, wouldn’t she?” Sweetly. The elevator opened and Mrs. Holmason walked serenely down the corridor.


  There were no names on the doors, but they all stood open. I didn’t have much time. The bitch’s secret code might have gotten me on this floor, but it wouldn’t keep me there. Peter Morton Cleary unwittingly helped me, or at least his ego did. The roboguard outside the third doorway bore a flashy logo:


  CLEARY ENTERPRISES.


  I dashed forward and it caught me in a painful vise.


  But Daria, lying on a white bed inside the room, was awake and had already seen me.


  The Renewal Center keeps me for an extra week. I protest, but not too much. What good will it be if I leave early and fall down, an old man in the street? Okay, I could rent a roboguard—not a good idea to take one from the Feder Group, I don’t want Geoffrey tracking me. It’s not like I won’t already have Agent Alcozer and the other Agent, the hard-eyed beauty, whose name I can’t remember. Memory isn’t what it used to be. Renewal only goes so far.


  It’s not, after all, D-treatment.


  But I don’t want a roboguard, so I spend the extra week. I refuse Geoffrey’s calls. I do the physical therapy the doctors insist on. I worry the place on my bony finger where my ring used to be. I don’t look at the news.


  There’s going to be something, at my age, that I haven’t seen before? Solomon was right. Nothing new under the sun, and the sun itself not all that interesting either. At least not to somebody who hasn’t left the Brooklyn Dome in ten years.


  Then, on my last day in the Center, the courier finally shows up. I say, “About time. Why so long? He doesn’t answer me. This is irritating, so I say, “Katar aves? Stevan? Do you come from Stevan?


  He scowls, hands me the package, and leaves.


  This is not a good sign.


  But the package is as requested. The commlink runs quantum-encrypted, military-grade software piggy-backing on satellites that have no idea they’re being used. The satellites don’t know, the countries owning them don’t know, the federal tracking system—and the feds track everything, don’t believe the civil-rights garbage you hear at kiosks—can’t track this. I take the comm out into the garden, use it to sweep for bugs, jam two of them, and make some calls.


  The next day I check myself out. I wave at the federal agent in undercover get-up as a nurse, get into the car that pulls up to the gate, and disappear.


  “Max,” Daria said from her hospital bed all those decades ago, in her voice a world of wonder. She snapped something in Farsi to the guard ‘bot. It let me go and returned to its post by the door.


  “Daria.” I approached the bed slowly, my legs barely able to carry me. Half her head was shaved, the right half, while her wild black hair spilled down from the other side. There were angry red stitches on the bare scalp, dark splotches under her eyes, a med patch on her neck like a purple bruise. Her lips looked dry and cracked. I went weak—weaker–with desire.


  “How . . . how you have . . .” Her English had improved in ten years, but her accent remained unchanged, and so did that adorable little catch in her low voice. To me that little catch was femininity was Daria. No other woman ever had it. Her green eyes filled with water.


  “Daria, are you all right?” The world’s stupidest question—she lay in a hospital room, a tumor in her brain, looking like she’d seen a ghost. But was the ghost me, or her? I remembered Daria in so many moods, laughing and lusting and weeping and once throwing a vase at my head. But never with that trapped look, that bitterness in her green, green eyes. “Daria, I looked for you, I—”


  She waved her hand, a sudden crackling gesture that brought back a second flood of memories. Nobody had ever had such expressive hands. And I knew instantly what she meant: the room was monitored. Of course it was.


  I leaned close to her ear. She smelled faintly sour, of medicine and disinfectant, but the Daria smell was there, too. “I’ll take you away. As soon as you’re well. I’ll—”


  She pushed me off and stared incredulously at my face. And for a second the universe flipped and I saw what Daria saw: a raggedy unshaven putz, with a wedding ring on my left hand, whom she had not seen or heard from in eight years.


  I let her go and backed away.


  But she reached for me, one slim hand with the sleeve of the lace nightgown falling back from her delicate wrist, and the Daria I remembered was back, my Daria, crying on a rocky beach the morning my shore leave ended. “Oh, Max, stay!” she’d cried then, and I had said, “I’ll be AWOL. I can’t!”


  “I can’t”, she whispered now. “Is not possible . . . Max . . .” then her eyes went wide as she gazed over my shoulder.


  He looked older than his holograms, and bigger. Dressed in a high-fashion business suit, its diagonal sash an aggressive crimson, the clothes cut sleek because a man like this has no need to carry his own electronics, or ID, or credit chips. Brown hair, brown beard, but pale gray eyes, almost white. Like glaciers.


  “Who is your guest, Daria?” Cleary said in that cool voice the Brits do better than anybody else. I served under enough of them in the war. Although not like this one; no one like this had crossed my path before.


  She was afraid of him. I felt it rather than saw it. But her voice held steady when she said, “An old friend.


  “I can imagine. I think it’s time for your friend to leave.” Within an hour, I was sure, he would know everything there was to know about me.


  “Yes, Peter.” After two more minutes. Alone, please.


  They gazed at each other. She had always had courage, but that look chilled me down to my cells. Only years later did I know enough to recognize it, when the Feder Group was involved with hostile negotiations: I offer you this for that, but I despise you for making me do it. Done? The look stretched to a full minute, ninety seconds. There seemed to be no air left in the room.


  Finally he said, “Of course, darling,” and stepped out into the hall.


  Done? Done!


  What had Daria become since that morning on the rocky Cyprus beach?


  She pulled me close. “Nine. Tonight. By Linn’s in alley. Amsterdam. Big street. Be careful you not followed.” It was breathed in my ear, so softly that erotic memories swamped me. And with them, anguish.


  She was not my Daria. She had stolen my Daria, who might have sold her body but never her soul. My Daria was gone, taken over by this manipulating, lying bitch who belonged to Peter Morton Cleary, lived with him, fucked him . . .


  I hope I never know anger like that again. It isn’t human, that anger.


  I hit her. Not on her half-shaven scalp, and not hard. But I slapped her across her beautiful mouth and said,


  “Face it, Daria. You always were a whore.” And I left.


  May the Master of the Universe forgive me.


  I have never been able to remember the hours between ViaHealth Hospital and the alley off Amsterdam Avenue. What did I do? I must have done something, a man has a physical body and that body must be in one place or another. I must have dodged and doubled back and done all those silly things they do in the holos to lose pursuers. I must have dumped my commlink; those things can be traced. Did I eat? Did I huddle somewhere behind trash cans? I remember nothing.


  Memory snaps back in when I stand in the alley behind Linn’s, a sleazy VR-parlor franchise. Then every detail is clear. Hazy figures passed me as they headed for the back door, customers maybe, going after fantasies pornographic or exciting or maybe just as sad as mine. A boy in one of the ridiculous caped-and-mirrored sweaters that were the newest fashion among the young. A woman in a long black coat, hands in her pockets.


  An old man with the bluest eyes I have ever seen. These are acid-etched in my memory. I could still draw any one of them today. The alley stank of garbage cans and urine—how did Daria even know of such a place?


  And what was I expecting? That she would come to me, sick and thin from illness, wobbling toward me in the fading light? Or that Peter Cleary would arrive with goons and guns? That these were my last minutes on Earth, here in a reeking alley under the shadow of the half-finished struts that would eventually support the Manhattan Dome?


  I expected all of that. I expected nothing. I was out of my mind, as I have never been before or since. Not like that, not like that.


  At nine o’clock a boy brushed past me and went into the VR parlor. He kept his head down, like a teenager ashamed or embarrassed about going into Linn’s, and so I only glimpsed his face. He might have been Greek, or Persian, or Turkish, or Arab. He might even have been a Jew. The package dropped into my pocket was so light that I didn’t even feel it. Only his hand, light as a breeze.


  It was a credit chip, tightly wrapped in a tiny bit of paper that brought to mind that other paper, with Daria’s kiss. In ink that faded and disappeared even as I read it, childish block letters said:


  LIFELONG, INC.


  A MUST TO BUY TONIGHT!


  The chip held a half million credits.


  I hadn’t even known that she could read and write.


  The car that takes me from the Brooklyn Renewal Center is followed, of course. By the feds and maybe by Geoffrey, too, although I don’t think he’s that smart. But who knows? It’s never good to underestimate people.


  Even a chicken can peck you to death.


  The car disappears into the underground streets. Aboveground is for the parks and paths and tiny shops and everything else that lets Dome dwellers pretend they don’t live in a desperate, angry, starving, too-hot world. I lean forward, toward the driver.


  “Are you an Adams?” This is an important question.


  He glances at me in his mirror; the car is not on auto. Good. Auto can be traced. But, then, Stevan knows his business.


  The driver grins. “Nicklos Adams, gajo. Stevan’s adopted grandson.”


  All at once I relax. Who knew, until that moment, that my renewed body was so tense? With reason: It had been ten years since I’d seen Stevan and things change, things change. But gajo, the Romanes term for unclean outsiders, was said lightly, and an adopted grandson holds a position of honor among gypsies. Stevan is not doing this grudgingly. He has sent his adopted grandson. We are still wortácha.


  Nicklos stays underground as we leave Brooklyn, but he doesn’t take the Manhattan artery. Instead he pulls into a badly lit service bay. We move quickly—almost running, I have forgotten how good it feels to run—to a different level and get into a different car. This car goes into Manhattan, where we change again in another service bay. I don’t question the jammers; I don’t have to. Stevan and I are wortácha, partners in an economic enterprise. Once we each taught the other everything we both knew. Well, almost everything.


  When the car emerges aboveground, we are in open country, heading toward the Catskills. We drive through the world I have only read about for ten years, since I went into the Silver Star Retirement Home. Farms guarded by e-fences or genemod dogs, irrigated with expensive water. Outside the farms, the ghost towns of the dead, the shanty towns of the barely living. Until the micro-climate changes again—give it a decade, maybe—this part of the country has drought. Elsewhere, sparse fields have become lush jungles, cities unlivable heat sinks or swarming warrens of the hopeless, but not here. A lone child, starveling and unsmiling, waves at the car and I look away. It’s not shame—I have not caused this misery. It’s not distaste, either. I don’t know what it is.


  Nicklos says, “The car has stealth shields. Very new. You’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “Yes, I have,” I say. Reuven’s ‘bot dog, a flash of nearly invisible light, my arms flailing at the stupid thing. My ring with Daria’s hair, her kiss. All at once my elation at escaping Brooklyn vanishes. Such foolishness. I’m still an old man with a bare finger and an ache in his heart, doing something stupid. Most likely my last stupid act.


  Nicklos watches me in the mirror. “Take heart, gajo. So ci del o bers, del o caso.


  I don’t speak much Romanes, but I recognize the proverb. Stevan used it often. What a year may not bring, an hour might.


  From your mouth to God’s ears.


  From the alley behind Linn’s I went straight to a public kiosk. That was how little I knew in those days: no cover, no dummy corporation, no off-shore accounts. Also no time. I deposited the five hundred thousand credits in my and Miriam’s account, thereby increasing it to a 500,016. Fortunately, the deposit proved untraceable because Daria knew more than me—how? How did she learn so much so fast? And what had such knowledge cost her?


  But I didn’t think those compassionate thoughts then. I didn’t think at all, only felt. The credits were blood money, owed me for the loss of the other Daria, my Daria. The Daria who had loved me and could never have married Peter Morton Cleary. I screamed at the screen in the public kiosk, I punched the keys with a savagery that should have gotten me arrested. As soon as the deposit registered, I went to a trading site, read the directions through the red haze in my demented mind, and bought a half million worth of stock in Lifelong, Inc.


  I didn’t even realize that it was among the lowest-rated, cheapest stocks on the exchange. I wouldn’t have cared.


  I was following Daria’s instructions from some twisted idea that I was somehow crushing her by doing this, that I was polluting her world by entering it, that I was losing these bogus credits exactly as I had lost her. I was flinging the piece of her dirty world that she’d given me right back in her face. I was not sane.


  Then I went and got drunk.


  It was the only time in my life that I have ever been truly drunk. I don’t know what happened, where I went, what I did. I woke in a doorway, my boots and credit chip with its sixteen credits stolen, someone’s spittle on my shirt. If it had been winter, I would have frozen to death. It was not winter. I threw up on the sidewalk and staggered home.


  Miriam screaming and crying. My head pounded and my hands shook, but I had thrown up the insanity with the vomit. I looked at this woman I did not love and I had my first clear thought in weeks: We cannot go on like this.


  “Miriam—”


  “Shut up! You shut up! Just tell me where you were, you don’t come home, what am I supposed to think? You never come home, even when you’re here you’re not here, this is a life? You hide things from me—”


  “I never—”


  “No? What is that plastic bubble with your old uniform? Whose hair, whose kiss? I can’t trust you, you’re devious, you’re cold, you—”


  “You went through my Army uniform? My things?”


  “I hate you! You’re a no-good son-of-a-bitch, even my mother says so, she knew, she told me not to marry you, find a real mensch she said, this one’s not and if you think I ever really loved you, a stinking sex maniac like you but—” She stopped.


  Miriam is not stupid. She saw my face. She knew I was going to leave her, that she had just said things that made it possible for me to leave her. She continued on, without drawing new breath or changing tone, but with a sudden twisted triumph that poisoned the rest of our decades together. Poisoned us more, as if “more” were even possible—but more is always possible. I learned as much that night. More is always possible. She said—


  —and everything closed in on me forever—


  “—but I’m pregnant.”


  Technology has been good to the Rom.


  They have always been coppersmiths, basket makers, auto-body repairers, fortune tellers, any occupation that uses light tools and can easily be moved from place to place. And thieves, of course, but only stealing from the gaje. It is shame to steal from other Romani, or even to work for other Romani, because it puts one person in a lower position than another. No, it is more honorable to form wortácha, share-and-share-alike economic partnerships to steal from the gaje, who after all have enslaved and tortured and ridiculed and whipped and romanticized and debased the Rom for eight centuries. Technology makes stealing both safer and more effective.


  Nicklos drives along mountain roads so steep my heart is under my tongue. He says, “Opaque the windows if you’re so squeamish”, and I do. It does not help. When we finally stop, I gasp with relief.


  Stevan yanks open the door. “Max!”


  “Stevan!” We embrace, while curious children peep at us and Stevan’s wife, Rosie, waits to one side. I turn to her and bow, knowing better than to touch her. Rosie is fierce and strong, as a Romani wife should be, and nobody crosses her, not even Stevan. He is the rom baro, the big man, in his kumpania, but it is Rom women who traditionally support their men and who are responsible for their all-important ritual cleanliness. If a man becomes marimé, unclean, the shame lies even more on his wife than on him. Nobody with any sense offends Rosie. I have sense. I bow.


  She nods her head, gracious as a queen. Like Stevan, Rosie is old now—the Rom do no genemods of any kind, which are marimé. Rosie has a tooth missing on the left side, her hair is gray, her cheeks sag. But those cheeks glow with color, her black eyes snap, and she moves her considerable weight with the sure quickness of a girl.


  She wears much gold jewelry, long full skirts, and the traditional headscarf of a married woman. The harder the new century pulls on the Rom, the more they cling to the old ways, except for new ways to steal. This is how they stay a people. Who can say they’re wrong?


  “Come in, come in,” Stevan says.


  He leads me toward their house, one of a circle of cabins around a scuffed green. Mountain forest presses close to the houses. The inside of the Adams house looks like every other Rom house I have ever seen: inner walls pulled down to make a large room, which Rosie has lavished with thick Oriental carpets, thick dark red drapes, large overstuffed sofas. It’s like entering an upholstered womb.


  Children sit everywhere, giggling. From the kitchen comes the good smell of stuffed cabbage, along with the bickering of Rosie’s daughters-in-law and unmarried granddaughters. Somewhere in the back of the house will be tiny, unimportant bedrooms, but here is where Rom life goes on, rich and fierce and free.


  “Sit there,” Max, Stevan says, pointing. The chair kept for gaje visitors. No Rom would ever sit in it, just as no Rom will ever eat from dishes I touch. Stevan and I are wortácha, but I have never kidded myself that I am not marimé to him.


  And what is he to me?


  Necessary. Now, more than ever.


  “Not here, Stevan,” I say. “We must talk business.


  “As you wish.” He leads me back outside. The men of the kumpania have gathered, and there are introductions in the circle among the cabins. Wary looks among the young, but I detect no real hostility. The older ones, of course, remember me. Stevan and I worked together for thirty years, right up until I retired and Geoffrey took over the Feder Group. Stevan, who is also old but still a decade younger than me and the smartest man I have ever met, and I made each other rich.


  Richer.


  Finally he leads me to a separate building, which my practiced eye recognizes for what it is: a super-reinforced, Faraday-cage-enclosed office. Undetectable unless emitting electronic signals and I would bet the farm I never wanted that those signals were carried by underground cable until they left, heavily encrypted, for wherever Stevan and his sons wanted them to go. Probably through the same unaware satellites I had used to call him.


  Here, too, one chair was marimé. Stevan points and I sit.


  “I need help, Stevan. It will cost me, but will not make money for you. I tell you this honestly. I know you will not let me pay you, so I ask your help from history, as well as from our old wortácha. I ask as a friend.”


  He studies me from those dark eyes, sunken now but once those of the handsomest Rom in his nation. There are reasons that stupid novels romanticized gypsy lovers. Before he can speak, I hold up my hand. “I know I am gajo. Please don’t insult me by reminding me of the obvious. And let me say this first—you will not like what I ask you to do. You will not approve. It involves a woman, someone I have never told you about, someone notorious. But I appeal to you anyway. As a friend. And from history.”


  Still Stevan studies me. Twice I’ve said “from history”, not “from our history”. Stevan knows what I mean.


  There has always been affinity between Rom and Jews: both outcasts, both wanderers, both blamed and flogged and hunted for sport by the gaje, the Gentiles. Enslaved together in Romania, driven together out of Spain, imprisoned and murdered together in Germany just one hundred fifty years ago. Stevan’s great-great-great-grandfather died in Auschwitz, along with a million other of the Rom. They died with “Z, for Zigeuner,” the Nazi word for “gypsy” branded on their arms. My great-great-grandfather was there, too, with a blue number on his arm. A hundred fifty years ago is nothing to Romani, to Jews. We neither of us forget.


  Stevan does not want to do this for me, whatever it is. But although the Rom do not make family of gaje, they are fast and loyal friends. They do not count the cost of efforts, except in honor. Finally he says, “Tell me.”


  Two days after I bought the LifeLong stock, the news broke. Daria Cleary had had not only a brain tumor but another tumor on her spine, and both were like nothing the doctors had ever seen before.


  I am no scientist, and back then I knew even less about genetics than I know now, which is not much. But the information was everywhere, kiosks and the Internet and street orators and the White House. Everybody talked about it. Everybody had an opinion. Daria Cleary was the next step in evolution, was the anti-Christ, was an inhuman monster, was the incarnation of a goddess, was—the only thing everybody agreed on—a lot of money on the hoof.


  Both of her tumors produced proteins nobody had ever seen before, from some sort of genetic mutation. The proteins were, as close as I could understand it, capable of making something like a warehouse of spare stem cells. They renewed organs, blood, skin, everything in the adult person. Daria had looked still eighteen to me because her body was still eighteen. It might be eighteen forever. The fountain of youth, phoenix from the ashes, we are become as gods, blah blah blah. Her tumors might be able to be grown in a lab and transplanted into others, and then those others could also stay young forever.


  Only, of course, it didn’t work out that way.


  But nobody knew that, then. LifeLong, the struggling biotech company that Peter Cleary secretly took over to set up commercial control of Daria’s tumors, rocketed to the stratosphere. Almost you couldn’t glimpse it way up there. My half-million credits became one million, three million, a hundred million. The entire global economy, already staggering from the Change-Over and the climate changes, tripped again like some crazy drunk. Then it got up again and lurched on, but changed for good.


  No more changed than my life. Because of her.


  Should I say the success of my new stock was ashes in my mouth? I would be lying. Who hates being rich?


  Should I say it was pure blessing, a gift from the Master of the Universe, something that made me happy? I would be lying.


  “I don’t understand,” Miriam said, holding in her hands the e-key I had just handed her. “You bought a house?”


  Under the Brooklyn Dome? How can we buy a house?


  Not “we”, I thought. There was no more “we”, and maybe there never had been. But she didn’t need to know that. Miriam was my wife, carrying my child, and I was sick of our cruelty to each other. Enough is enough already. Besides, we would be away from her mother.


  “I got a stock tip, never mind how. I bought—”


  “A stock tip? Oh! When can I see the house?”


  She never asked about my business again. Which was a good thing, because the money changed me. No, money doesn’t change people, it only makes them more of whatever they were before. Somewhere inside me had always been this rage, this desperation, this contempt. Somewhere inside me I had always been a crook. I just hadn’t known it.


  I could have lived for the rest of my life on the money Daria gave me. Easy. Miriam and I could have had six children, more, another Jacob with my own personal twelve tribes. Well, maybe not—Miriam still hated sex.


  Also, I didn’t want a dynasty. I never touched my wife again, and she never asked. I took prostitutes sometimes, when I needed to. I took business alliances with men, Italians and Jews and Russians and Turks, most of whom were well known to the feds. And this is when I took on a separate identity for these transactions, the folksy quaint Jew that later Geoffrey would hate, the colorful mumbling Shylock. I took on dubious construction contracts and, later, even more dubious Robin Hoods, those lost cyber-rats who rob from the rich and give to the pleasure-drug dealers.


  But dubious to who? The Feder Group did very well. And why shouldn’t I loot a world in which Daria—Daria, to whom I’d given my soul—could give me money instead of herself ? Money for a soul, the old bargain. A world rotten at the core. A world like this.


  I regret none of it. Miriam was, in her own way, happy. Geoffrey had everything a child could want, except maybe respectability, and when I retired, he took the Feder Group legitimate and got that, too.


  I put Daria’s lock of hair and paper kiss in a bank deposit box, beyond the reach of Miriam and her new army of obsessive cleaners, human and ‘bot. After she died in a car crash when Geoff was thirteen, I had the hair and paper set inside my ring. By then LifeLong had “perfected the technique for using Daria’s tumor cells for tissue renewal. The process, what came to be called D-treatment, couldn’t make you younger. Nothing can reverse time.


  What D-treatment could do was “freeze you at whatever age you had the operation done. Peter Cleary, among the first to be treated after FDA approval (the fastest FDA approval in history—mine wasn’t the only soul for sale) would stay fifty-four years old forever.


  Supermodel Kezia Dostie would stay nineteen. Singer Mbamba would stay thirty. First came Hollywood, then society, then politicians, and then everybody with enough money, which wasn’t too many people because after all you don’t want hoi polloi permanently cluttering up the planet. When King James III of England was D-treated, the whole thing had arrived. Respectable as organ transplants, safe as a haircut. Unless the king was hit by a bus, Princess Monica would never succeed to the throne, but she didn’t seem to care. And England would forever have its beloved king, who had somehow become a symbol of the “British renewal brought about by Daria’s shaved head.


  There were complications, of course. From day one, many people hated the whole idea of D-treatment. It was unnatural, monstrous, contrary to God’s will, dangerous, premature, and unpatriotic. I never understood that last, but apparently D-treatment offended the patriotism of several different countries in several different parts of the world. Objectors wrote passionate letters. Objectors organized on the Internet and, later, on the Link.


  Objectors subpoenaed scientists to testify on their side, and some tried to subpoena God. A few were even sure they’d succeeded. And, inevitably, some objectors didn’t wait for anything formal to develop: they just attacked.


  I stay with Stevan two days. He houses me in a guest cottage, well away from the Rom women, which I find immensely flattering. I am eighty-six years old, and although renewal has made me feel good again, it isn’t that good. Sap doesn’t rise in my veins. I don’t need sap; I just need to see Daria again.


  “Why, Max?” Stevan asks, as of course he was bound to do. “What do you want from her?”


  “Another lock of hair, another kiss on paper.”


  “And this makes sense to you?” He leans toward me, hands on his knees, two old men sitting on a fallen log in the mountain woods. There is a snake by the log, beyond Stevan. I watch it carefully. It watches me, too. We have mutual distaste, this snake and I. If man was meant to be in naked woods, we wouldn’t have invented room service, let alone orbitals. Although in fact this woods is not so naked—the entire kumpania and its archaically lush land are encased under an invisible and very expensive mini-Dome and are nourished by underground irrigation. This is largely due to me, as Stevan knows. I don’t have to issue any reminders.


  I say, “What in this world makes sense?” I need another lock of hair and a paper kiss, is all. I have to have them.


  Is this so hard to understand?


  “It’s impossible to understand.”


  “Then is understanding necessary?”


  He doesn’t answer, and I see that I need to say more. Stevan has still not noticed the snake. He is ten years younger than me, he still has much of the strength in his arms, he lives surrounded by his wife and family. What does he know from desperation?


  “Stevan, it’s like this: To be old, in the way I’m old, this is to live in a war zone. Zap zap zap—who falls next?”


  You don’t know, but you see them fall, the people all around you, the people you know. The bullets are going to keep coming, you know this, and the next one could just as well take you. Eventually it will take you. So you cherish any little thing you still care about, anything that says you’re still among the living. Anything that matters to you.


  I sound like a damn fool.


  But Stevan lumbers to his feet and stretches, not looking at me. “Okay, Max.”


  “Okay? You can do it? You will?”


  “I will.”


  We are still wortácha. We shake hands and my eyes fill, the easy tears of the old. Ridiculous. Stevan pretends not to notice. All at once I know that I will never see him again, that this completes anything I might be owed by the Rom. Whatever happens, they will not set a pomona sinia, a death-feast table, for me, the gajo. That is all right. You can’t have everything. And anyway, the important thing is not to get, but to want.


  After so long, I am grateful to want anything.


  We walk out of the woods. And I am right, Stevan never notices the snake.


  Nicklos drives me back to the Manhattan Dome. “BaXt, gajo.”


  “Good-bye, Nicklos.” The young—they believe that luck is what succeeds. I don’t need luck, I have planning.


  Although this time I have planned only to a point, so maybe I will need luck after all. Yes, definitely.


  “BaXt, Nicklos.”


  I climb out of the car at the Manhattan Space Port, and a ‘bot appears to take my little overnight bag and lead me inside. It seats me in a small room. Almost immediately a woman enters, dressed in the black-and-green uniform of the Federal Space Authority. She’s a shicksa beauty, tall and blonde, with violet eyes. Genemod, of course. I’m unmoved. Next to the Rom women, she looks sterile, a made thing. Next to Daria, she looks like a pale cartoon.


  “Max Feder?”


  “That’s me.”


  “I’m Jennifer Kenyon, FSA. I’d like to talk to you about the trip you just booked up to Sequene.”


  “I bet you would.”


  Her face hardens, pastry dough left out too long. “We’ve notified Agent Alcozer of the CIB, who will be here shortly. Until then, you will wait here, please.”


  “I’ve notified my lawyer, who will holo here shortly. Until then, you will bring me a coffee, please. Something to eat would be nice, too. Rom food, although delicious, is very spicy for my old guts.”


  She scowls and leaves. A ‘bot brings very good coffee and excellent doughnuts. Max Feder is a reprobate suddenly awakened from the safely dead, but money is still money.


  Twenty minutes later Agent Alcozer shows up, no female sidekick. He, Ms. Kenyon, and I sit down, a cozy trio.


  Almost I’m looking forward to this. Josh holos in and stands in front of the wall screen, sighing. “Hello, Joe.”


  “Ms. Kenyon, I’m Josh Zyla, Max Feder’s attorney of record. Is there a problem?”


  She says, “Mr. Feder is not cleared for space travel. He has a criminal record.”


  “That’s true,” Josh agrees genially. He’s even more genial than his father, who represented me for thirty years.


  “But if you’ll check the Space Travel Security Act, Section 42, paragraph 13a, you’ll see that the flight restrictions apply only to orbitals registered in countries signatory to the Land-Gonzalez Treaty and—”


  “Sequene is registered in Bahrain, a sig—”


  “—and which received global Expansion Act monies to subsidize some or all construction costs and—”


  “Sequene received—”


  “—and have not filed a full-responsibility liability acceptance form for a given prospective space-faring individual.”


  Ms. Kenyon is silent. Clearly she, or her system, has not checked to see if Sequene had filed a full-responsibility liability acceptance form to let me come aboard. At least, she hasn’t checked in the last hour.


  Alcozer frowns. “Why would Sequene file a flight acceptance for Max Feder?”


  Why indeed? Full-liability acceptances were designed to allow diplomats from violent countries, who might violently object to exclusion, attend international conferences. The acceptances are risky. If said diplomat blows up the place, no government is legally responsible and no insurance company has to pay. The demolition is then considered just one of those things. Full-liability acceptances are rare, and not designed for the likes of Max Feder.


  Josh shrugs. “Sequene didn’t tell me how it made its decisions.” This is true, since Sequene doesn’t know yet that I am coming upstairs. Money isn’t the only thing that can be stolen. Every alteration of every record is a kind of theft. Stevan’s people are very good thieves. They have had eight centuries to practice.


  Jennifer Kenyon, that blonde buttress of bureaucracy, finishes examining her handheld and says, “It’s true—the form is on file. I guess you can fly, Mr. Feder.”


  Alcozer, still frowning, says, “I don’t think—”


  Josh says, “Are you arresting my client, Agent Alcozer? If not, then this interview is over.”


  Alcozer leaves, unhappy. Josh shoots me a puzzled look before his holo vanishes. Jennifer Kenyon says stiffly, “I need to ask you some questions, Mr. Feder, preparatory to your retinal and security scans. Please be advised that you are being recorded. What is your full name and citizen ID?’ ”


  “Max Michael Feder, 03065932861.”


  “What is your flight number and destination this afternoon?”


  “British Spaceways Flight 165, to Sequene Orbital.”


  “How long will you be staying?”


  “Three days.”


  “And what is the purpose of your visit?”


  Our eyes meet. I know what she sees: a very old man with the hectic and temporary glow of renewal artificially animating his sagging face, too-thin arms, weak legs. A man with how long to live—a year? Two? Maybe five, if he’s lucky and his mind doesn’t go first. A dinosaur with the meteor already a foot above the ground, and a criminal dinosaur at that. One who should be getting ready to check out already, preferably without causing too much fuss to everybody staying longer at the party.


  I say, “I’m going to Sequene to take D-treatment so I can stay eighty-six years old.”


  Fifteen years after I established the Feder Group, a girl stopped me as I left the office. A strange-looking girl, dressed in a shapeless long robe of some kind with her hair hidden under an orange cap with wings. I didn’t remember her name. I had hired her reluctantly—the orange was some kind of reactionary cult and who needs the trouble—but Moshe Silverstein had insisted. Moshe was my—what? If we’d been Italian, he’d have been my “consigliere. We weren’t Italian. He was my number-two until, I hoped, Geoffrey became old enough. It was not a robust hope. Geoffrey, now sixteen, was a prig.


  The girl said, “Mr. Feder, could I talk to you a minute?”


  “Certainly. Talk.”


  She grimaced. Under the silly hat, the skinned-back hair, she had a pretty face. She was the accountant for show, absolutely honest, in charge only of the books for the Feder Group, which was also honest. You have to present something to the IRS. “She’s brilliant,” Moshe had argued. I’d argued back that for this small part of our operations we didn’t need brilliant, but here the girl was. I hardly ever saw her, since I was hardly ever in the Feder Group office. My real business all took place elsewhere.


  “I’ve found an irregularity,” the girl said, and all at once I remembered her name: Gwendolyn Jameson, and the cult with the modest dress and orange hats was the Daughters of Eve. Opposed to any kind of genetic engineering at all.


  “What kind of irregularity, Gwendolyn?”


  “An inexplicable and big one. Please come look at this screen of—”


  “Screens I don’t need. What’s the problem?” I was already late to meet a man about a deal.


  She said, “A quarter million credits have been moved from the Feder Group to an entity called Cypress, Ltd., that’s registered in Hong Kong. I can’t trace them from there, and even though the authorization has your codes on it, and although I found your hand-written back-up order in the files, something just doesn’t seem right.”


  I froze. I hadn’t authorized any transfer, and nobody should have been able to connect Cypress, Ltd. with the Feder Group. Nobody.


  “Let me see the hand-written order.”


  She brought it to me. It looked like my handwriting, but I had not written it. It was inside our paper files. And somebody had my personal codes.


  “Freeze all accounts now. Nothing moves in, nothing moves out. You got that?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  I called Moshe, who called his nephew Timothy, who was my real accountant. We went over everything. I paced around the secret office while Tim ran heavily encrypted software for which I’d paid half my fortune. I chewed my nails, I cursed, I pounded on the wall. Like such foolishness could help? It didn’t help. Finally Tim looked up.


  “Well?” My throat could barely get the syllable out.


  “Two and a half million is missing. They’ve penetrated three accounts—Cypress, Mu-Nova, and the Aurora Group.”


  “Zurich?” I said. “Did they get into Zurich?”


  “No.”


  Thank you, Master of the Universe. Also thank the Swiss. Zurich held the bulk of my credits.


  “This guy’s good,” Tim said, and the professional admiration in his voice only made me madder.


  “Find him,” I said.


  “I don’t do that kind of—”


  “I’ll find him,” Moshe said. “But it will cost. A lot.”


  “I don’t care. Find him.”


  Two weeks later he said, “I have him. You won’t believe this—it’s a goddamn gypsy. The name he’s using is Stevan Adams.”


  It’s not that hard to kidnap a Rom. They rely on hiding, moving, stealth, gypsy-nation loyalty, not so much on pure muscle. What with one thing and another, drought and flooding and war and famine and bio-plagues, the population of the United States is half what it was a hundred years ago. The Romani population has doubled.


  They take care of their own, but in their own way. Four Rom in a beat-up truck, even an armed and armored truck, were no match for what I sent against them.


  Moshe flew me to an abandoned house somewhere in the Pennsylvania mountains. It was old, this house, and peculiar. How did people manage to live here, sixty years ago? Miles from everything, perched on a mountainside, no wind or solar or geothermal energy, facing north with huge expanses of real glass, now shattered. A vacation home, Moshe said. Some vacation—all the place had was a view, which I didn’t see because we were using only the basement.


  “Where is he?”


  “In there.”


  “Alone, Moshe?”


  “Just as you said. The others are in that room over there, the laundry room, drugged. He’s just tied up.”


  “Are you sure you got the right one?” Gypsies switch identities, you know. More names for the same person than a Russian novel. I’d done research on the flight in.


  Moshe looked insulted. “I have the right one.”


  I opened the door to what might have once been a wine cellar. Dank, moldy, spiders. Moshe’s men had set up a floodlight. Stevan Adams sat bound to a chair, a big man dressed in rough work clothes, with short dark hair and a luxurious mustache. His eyes glittered with intelligence, with contempt. But controlled contempt, this was no cheap cyberthug. This was a man you’d have to kill to break. I didn’t kill, not even when it lost me money.


  There was plenty to take from the world without blood on your hands.


  I said, “I’m Max Feder.”


  He said, “Where are my son and nephews?”


  “They’re safe. I hurt no one.”


  “Where are they?”


  “In the next room. Drugged but unharmed.”


  “Show me.”


  I said to Moshe, “Take the other side of that chair and help me pull it.”


  Moshe looked startled—this was not how we did things. But it was how I wanted them done now. What so many people never understand is that it’s not enough to make money. It’s not even enough to be handed money, like Daria (whom I was still, in those years, cursing) handed to me. You have to also be able to keep money, and for that you must be a good judge of people. No—a superb judge of people. This is more than watching them closely, reading body language, seeing when they blink, blah blah blah. It’s a kind of smell, a tingling high in the nose that I never ignore. Never. The mind sees what it wants to see, but the body—the body knows.


  This smell is a talent, my only one really. I’m not an accountant, not a software expert (as Geoffrey never tires of telling me), not even a particularly good thief when I’m alone. Always I needed Moshe and the Robin Hoods I used, those shadowy young men so adept at stealing from the rich and so bad, without me, at not dying violently. Me, I don’t need violence. I can smell.


  Moshe and I grabbed the chair and dragged it out of the fruit cellar and into a crumbling laundry room. We gasped and lurched; Stevan was heavy and we were not exactly athletes. Three young men, one scarcely older than Geoffrey, lay bound on the rotted floor, angelic smiles on their sleeping faces. Whatever Moshe had given them, it looked happy.


  “See, Mr. Adams? They breathe, they’ll be fine.”


  “Bring them awake so I can see.”


  Moshe said, “Who do you think you—”


  Again I cut him off. “Bring them awake, Moshe.”


  He grimaced and called, “Dena!” His daughter, our doctor, came in from outside, carrying her weapon. Her face was masked; I don’t risk anybody but Moshe and me. She slapped patches on the boys and they woke up, easily and profanely. Stevan and they conversed in Romanes and even though I didn’t speak the language, I could see the moment he told them it was no good trying any kind of physical assault. The youngest spat at me, a theatrical bit of foolishness I forgave at once. They were good boys. And would Geoffrey have done as much for me? I doubted this.


  We dragged Stevan back into the other room and locked in the bound boys, Dena on guard. Even if they got themselves loose—which, it eventually turned out, they did—she had knock-out gases and everything else she needed.


  I said, “You took two and a half million credits from accounts belonging to me.”


  Stevan said, “So?”


  How do I convey the attitude in that one word? Not just contempt but pleasure, pride, deliberate goad. Even if I killed him, he was not going to back down. A mensch.


  “So you also took my authorization codes. And you slipped into my paper files a forged back-up authorization.”


  How did you do that, Mr. Adams?


  Again just that look.


  “I’m not going to harm you, or your relatives. Never. In fact, I want to hire you. My operation can use a man like you.”


  “I do not work for gaje.”


  “Right. I know. Usually you don’t work for gaje. You people go freelance, this is gutsy, more power to you. But together, you and me together, I can make you rich beyond anything you can imagine.”


  “I don’t need more riches.”


  Astoundingly, I later found out this was true, and not just because Stevan now had my two and a half million credits. The Rom are not interested in owning very much. Not property: they prefer to rent, so as to move easily and quickly. Vehicles, yes, even planes and helicopters, but always old and beat-up, not conspicuous. Gold for their women but not jewels, and how much gold can one woman wear? Mostly they want to live together in their densely carpeted rooms, getting all they need from gossiping and fighting and loving each other while stealing from everybody else.


  Stevan said, “You have nothing I want, gajo.”


  “I think I do. My holdings are big, vaster than anything you’ve penetrated. So far, anyway. And I know people. I can offer you something you can’t get anyplace else. Safety.”


  Moshe echoed blankly, “Safety? I had not told him about this part.”


  “Yes,” I said, addressing Stevan. “I have access to military hardware. Some, anyway. I can get smaller, movable versions of the force-fences that buttress domes. You could keep away anyone you didn’t want from your communities, your children, without guns. More: I can do a lot toward keeping any of you that get caught out of jail, unless you commit murder or something.”


  For the first time, Stevan’s expression shifted. Jail is the worst thing that can happen to a Rom. It means separation from the kumpania, it means associating with gaje, it means it’s impossible to avoid marimé. Romani will spend any amount of money, go to any lengths to keep one of their own out of prison. Also to keep their children safe; nobody loves their kids like the Rom. And I already knew that gypsies did not commit murder.


  On this point, eight centuries of bad press was just plain wrong.


  “And of course,” I said craftily, “money—a very lot of money—can help with lawyers and such if one of your little operations does happen to go awry.”


  “I don’t work for gaje.”


  “Give it up, Max,” Moshe said, with disgust.


  But I trusted my nose. I waited.


  Stevan gazed at me.


  Finally he said, “Have you ever heard of wortácha?”


  Jennifer Kenyon and the FSA let me fly up to Sequene. They have no choice, really. My lawyer is prepared to make a big civil-rights stink if he has to. The current president, who has not had D-treatment, does not want a big civil-rights stink in her administration. She has enough Constitutional problems already. I used to know some of the people causing them.


  Shuttle security takes everything but your soul, and that it maybe nibbles at. Every inch of me is stripped and examined by machines and ‘bots and people. If I carried any passengers before—lice, tapeworm, non-human molecules—I don’t have them after Security is finished with me. I can’t bring my own commlink, I can’t wear my own clothes, almost I can’t use my own bones. Shuttles and orbitals are fragile environments, I’m told.


  Nobody seems to notice that I’m a pretty fragile environment, too. Finally, dressed in a coverall and flimsy disposable shoes, I’m allowed to stagger onto the shuttle and collapse into a recliner.


  Then starts the real punishment.


  Space is a game for the young. The flight is hard on my body despite my renewal, despite their gadgets, despite all the patches stuck on my skin like so much red, blue, green, and yellow confetti. I’m eighty-six years old, what do you want from me. Few people wait that long for D-treatment. The attendant doesn’t knock me out because then he wouldn’t know if anything vital ruptured. It feels like everything ruptures, but in fact I arrive in one unbroken piece. Still, it’s a long time before I can walk off the shuttle.


  “Mr. Feder, this way, please.” A young man, strong. I refuse to lean on his arm. But I look at everything. I’ve never been on an orbital before, and please the Master of the Universe, I never will again. Fifty years they’ve been up here, some of these orbitals, but why should I go upstairs? Money and influence travel by quantum packets, not shuttles. And there’s never been anything upstairs that I wanted. Until now.


  The shuttle bay is disappointing, just another parking garage. My guide leads me through a door into a long corridor lined with doors. Other people walk here and there, but they’re led by cute little gold-colored robots, not by a person. Well, this is no more than I expected.


  My guard shows me into a small, bare, white room a lot like the one at the Manhattan Spaceport. These people all need a new interior designer.


  A woman enters. “Mr. Feder, I’m Leila Cleary. How was your trip up?”


  “Fine.” This is Peter Cleary’s daughter by one of his wives before Daria. She looks about thirty but of course would be much older. Red hair, blue eyes, at least at the moment, who knows. Eyes as hard as I’ve ever seen on a woman. She makes Alcozer’s sidekick and Jennifer Kenyon both look like cuddly stuffed toys.


  “We’re so glad you chose to honor Sequene with a trip. And so surprised, especially when we discovered that Sequene had filed a full-responsibility liability acceptance form for you.”


  “Discovered? When, Ms. Cleary?”


  “After you had taken off from Earth and before you landed here. How did that happen, Mr. Feder?”


  “I have no idea, Ms. Cleary. I’m an old man, can’t keep track of all these modern forms. Unfortunately my memory isn’t what it was once.” I make my voice quaver. She isn’t fooled.


  “I see. Well, now that you’re here, what can we do for you?”


  “I want a D-treatment. I know I don’t have an appointment, but I’ll stay at the hotel until you can fit me in. And, of course, I’ll pay whatever premiums you ask for a rush job. Whatever.”


  “We don’t do rush jobs,’ Mr. Feder. Our medical procedures are meticulous and individually tailored.”


  “Of course, of course. Everybody knows that.”


  “You are not just everybody,’ Mr. Feder. And Sequene is a private facility. We reserve the right to grant or deny treatment.”


  “Understood. But why would you want to deny it to me? My record? You’ve treated others with . . . shall we say, complicated backgrounds. I don’t name names, although I could. Carmine Lucente. Raul Lopez-Reyes.”


  Worse of all, Mikhail Balakov. But D-treatment is supposed to be a private thing.


  “Mr. Feder, you are eighty-six. Are you sure you know what D-treatment can and cannot do? If you think—”


  “I don’t,” I say harshly. Master of the Universe, nobody knows better than I what D-treatment can and cannot do. Nobody. “How about this, Ms. Cleary. I’ll stay in the hotel, your best suite, and your people can confer, can run whatever tests you like. I’ll wait as long as you like.” Meanwhile, take all the blood you want, pretend Sequene is Transylvania, ha ha.


  The joke falls flat. Her look could wither a cactus. How much does she know? I have never, in fifty-six years, found out what Daria told Peter Cleary about me. Nor if Peter ever knew that Daria had given me that first half-million credits, so long ago. My guess is no, Leila doesn’t know this, but I can’t be sure.


  “All right, Mr. Feder. We’ll do that. You stay in the hotel, and I’ll confer with my staff. Meanwhile, the screen in your suite will inform you about the procedure and all necessary consent forms. You can also send them downstairs to lawyers and relatives. Have a pleasant stay in Sequene.”


  There is no reason to not have a pleasant stay in Sequene. Once I move—or am moved, my young unsolicited bodyguard at my side—out of the shuttle bay area, the place looks like a five-star hotel in the most tasteful British fashion. Not too new, not too glossy, none of that neo-Asian glitter. Comfort and quality over flash, although Reggie (the b-guard’s name) tells me there is a casino “for your gambling pleasure”. Probably the rest of it, too: the call girls, pretty boys, and recreational drugs, all discreet and clean. I don’t ask, despite some professional curiosity. I am eighty-six and here just for the D-treatment, a harmless old man trying a last end run around Death. I stay in character.


  My suite is beautiful, if small. On an orbital, space costs. Off-white and pale green—green is supposed to be soothing—walls, antique armoire for my clothes, which have arrived on a separate shuttle. State of the art VR, full scent-and tingly-sprays. The bed does everything but take out the trash. One wall chats me up, very courteously giving instructions for “illuminating the window. I follow them, and gasp.


  Space. The suite abuts the orbital shell, and only a clear-to-the-disappearing-point hull separates me from blackness dotted with stars. Immediately I opaque the window. Who needs to see all that room, all that cold? To me it brings no sense of wonder, only a chill. Three, maybe four atoms per square liter—who wants that? We’re meant for warmth and air and the packed molecules of living flesh.


  Daria is up here. Somewhere, sequestered, reclusive. She’s here. And I’m not going away until I find her.


  Before Stevan and I became wortácha, he insisted that I meet Rosie. He did not have to do this. Romani men do not need their wives’ cooperation to conduct their business affairs; they are not Episcopalians. But Rosie and Stevan did things their own way. He relied on her.


  And she was really something back then. In her late thirties, curly black hair, snapping dark eyes beside swinging gold earrings, voluptuous breasts in her thin white blouse. A pagan queen. Not since Daria had I seen a woman I admired so much. She hated me on sight.


  “Gajo,” she said, by way of acknowledgment. Her lips barely parted on the word.


  “Mrs. Adams, thank you for having me here,” I said. It came out too sarcastic. I was barely “here” at all; we stood outside the building that the kumpania was renting at the moment, a former dance club miles from the Philadelphia Dome. This neighborhood I never would have entered without Stevan and five of his seven brothers surrounding me. A few blocks away, something exploded. Rosie never flinched. She blocked the door to the building like a battalion defending a bridge.


  “Rosie,” Stevan said, somewhere between irritation and resignation.


  “You make a wortácha with my husband?”


  “Yes,” Stevan said. Irritation had won. “Come in, Max.”


  Carefully I oozed past Rosie, entered directly into the large main room, and sat where Stevan pointed. No one else was present, but I didn’t know then how significant this was. All doors from the dark, thickly curtained room stayed closed. The wall screen had been blanked, although a music cube played softly, something with a lot of bass. In one corner a very large holo of some saint raised his hands to heaven over and over, staring at me with reproachful eyes.


  Stevan said, “Some coffee, Rosie.”


  She flounced off, returning too soon—tension had fallen like bricks the second she disappeared—with three coffees. Two in glasses rimmed with gold, one in the cheapest kind of disposable cup. I like sweetener in mine but I didn’t ask for it. Nobody offered.


  Stevan explained to Rosie the tentative plans that he and I had discussed. She wasn’t listening. Finally she interrupted him to talk to me.


  “You kidnap my husband, my son, my nephews, and now you want us to do business with you? To make a wortácha? With a gajo? Are you crazy?”


  “Getting there fast,” I said.


  Stevan said, almost pleadingly, “He’s a Jew, Rosie.”


  “Do I care? He’s marimé and for you—Stevan!—for you to even—” Abruptly she switched into Romanes, which of course I didn’t understand, but it no longer mattered because now I wasn’t listening.


  “—died early am. Family mouth only said—” the soft music had given way to news; it hadn’t been a music cube, after all, but one of the staccato newslinks that shot out information like rapid-fire weapons. “—no accident. Repeat, Peter Morton Cleary dead—”


  “Max?”


  “—and no accident!” So—failure of D-treatment? All die? To—


  “Max!”


  “—see later! Fire in Manhattan Dome—”


  Then Rosie was pouring water on my head and I was sputtering and gasping. A lot of water, much more water than necessary.


  Stevan said, with a certain disgust, “You fainted. What is it? Are you sick?”


  “It was the news”, Rosie said. “About that marimé gaji with the tumors. Have you had D-treatment, gajo?”


  “No!”


  She studied me. I could have been something staked out in a vivisection lab. “Then did you know this Cleary big man?”


  “No. And then I said—was it despair or cunning? who knows these things—”But once, long ago, I met his wife. Briefly. Before she was . . . when we were both kids.


  Stevan was not interested in this. Rosie was. She gazed at me a long time. I remembered all the old stories about gypsy fortunetellers, seers, dark powers. Nobody had looked at me like that before and nobody has looked at me like that since, for which I am seriously grateful. Some things are not decent.


  Stevan said, disgust still coloring his voice, “Max, if you’re not well, maybe I—”


  “No,” Rosie said, and the President of the United States should have such authority in her voice. “It’s all right.”


  Set up your wortácha. It’s all right.


  She left the room, not flouncing this time, and I didn’t see her again for twenty years. This was fine with both of us. She didn’t need a gajo in her living room, and I didn’t need a seer in my soul. Everybody has limits.


  Peter Cleary’s death set off world-wide panic. He’d had D-treatment and all his tissues were supposed to be constantly regenerating to the age at which he’d had it, which was fifty-four. He shouldn’t have died unless a building fell on him. Never was an autopsy more anxiously awaited by the world. The dead Jesus didn’t get such attention.


  The press swarmed from the hive. Peter Cleary hadn’t been the first to get D-treatment because somewhere there had to be anonymous beta-testers. Volunteers, LifeLong had said, and this turned out to be true. None of them stayed anonymous now. Prisoners on Death Row, heartbreaking children dying of diseases with no cure, a few very old and very rich people. Thirty-two people before Peter Cleary had received pieces of Daria’s tumors, and all thirty-two of them were now dead.


  Each one died exactly twenty years after receiving D-treatment.


  Daria Cleary was still alive.


  But was she? That’s what a corporate spokesman said, but no one had seen her for years. She and Cleary lived in the London Dome. He went to meetings, to parties, to court. She did not. Rumors had flown for years: Daria was a prisoner, Daria had been crippled by her constantly harvested tumors, Daria had died and been replaced by a clone (never mind that no had ever succeeded in cloning humans). Every once in a while a robocam snapped a picture of her—if it was really her—in her garden. She still looked eighteen. But now even these illegal images stopped.


  For two weeks I stayed home and watched the newsholos. Moshe handled my business. Stevan, my new partner, didn’t contact me; maybe Rosie had something to do with that. More people who had received D-treatment died: a Japanese singer, a Greek scientist working on the new orbitals, a Chinese industrialist, an American actor. King James of England, perpetually thirty-nine, made a statement that said nothing, elegantly.


  Doctors spoke, speculating about delayed terminator genes and foreign hosts and massively triggered cell apoptosis and who knows what else. A woman standing in a museum talked about somebody named Dorian Gray.


  I waited, knowing what must happen.


  The mob appeared to start spontaneously, but nobody intelligent believed that. Cleary stock, not only LifeLong but all of it, had tumbled to nearly nothing. The wild trading that followed plunged three small countries into bankruptcy, more into recession. Court claims blossomed like mushrooms after rain. The attacks on the LifeLong facility and on the Clearys had never stopped, not for twenty years, but not like this. It might have been organized by any number of groups. Certainly the professional terrorists involved were not Dome citizens—at least, not all of them.


  The London Dome police would have died to a soldier to stop terrorists, but firing on several thousand of their own citizens, mostly the idealistic young—this they couldn’t bring themselves to do. And maybe the cops disapproved of D-treatment, too. A lot of class resentment came in here, and who can tell from the British class system? For whatever reason, the mob got through. The Cleary force fences went down—somebody somewhere knew what they were doing—and the compound went up in flame.


  Press robocams zoomed in for close-ups of the mess. Each time they showed a body, my stomach turned to mush. But it was never her.


  “Dad,” Geoffrey said beside me. I hadn’t even heard him come into my bedroom.


  “Not now, Geoff.”


  He said nothing for so long that finally I had to look at him. Sixteen, taller than I ever thought of being, a nice-looking boy but with a kind of shrinking around him. Timid, even passive. Where does such a thing come from?


  Miriam hadn’t exactly been a shy wren and me . . . well.


  “Dad, have you had D-treatment? Are you going to die?”


  I could see what it cost him. Even I, the worst father in the world, could see that. So I tore my eyes away from the news and said, “No. I haven’t had D-treatment. I give you my word.”


  His expression didn’t change but I felt the shift inside him. I could smell it, with that tingling high in the nose that I never ignore. I smelled it with horror but not, I realized, much surprise. Nor even with enough horror.


  Geoff was disappointed.


  “Don’t worry, son,” I said wryly, “you’ll take over all this soon enough. Just not this week.”


  “I don’t—”


  “At least be honest, kid.” At least that. And may the Master of the Universe forgive me for my tone. The cat-o’-nine-tails


  Geoff felt it. He hardened—maybe there was more in him than I thought. “All right, I will be honest. Are you what they say you are at school? Are you a crook?”


  “Yes. Are you a mensch?”


  “A what?”


  “Never mind. Just drink it down. I’m a crook and you’re the son of a crook who eats and lives because of what I do. Now what are you going to do about it?”


  He looked at me. Not levelly—he was not one of Stevan’s sons, he would never be that—but at least he didn’t flinch. His voice wobbled, but it spoke. “What I’m going to do about it is shut down all your businesses. Or make them honest. As soon as they’re mine.” He walked out of the room.


  It was the proudest of him I had ever been. A fool but, in his own deluded way, himself. You have to give credit for that.


  I went back to searching the news for Daria.


  She appeared briefly the next day. Immediately the world doubted it was her: a holo, a pre-recording, blah blah blah. But I knew. She said only that she was alive and in hiding. That scientists now told her that only she could host the D-treatment tumors without eventually dying. That she deeply regretted the unintentional deaths. That the Cleary estate would compensate all D-treatment victims. A stiff little speech, written by lawyers. Only the tears, unshed but there, were her own.


  I stared at her beautiful young face, listened to the catch in her low voice, and I didn’t know what I felt. I felt everything. Anger, longing, contempt, misery, revenge, protection. Nobody can stand such feelings too long. I contacted Moshe and then Stevan, and I went back to work.


  My first evening at Sequene I spend in bed. Nothing hurts, not with a pain patch on my neck, but I’m weaker than I expect. This is not the fault of Sequene. The gravity here, the wall screen cheerily informs me, is 95 percent of Earth’s, “just slightly enough lower to put a spring in your step! The air is healthier than any place on Earth has been for a long time. The water is pure, the food miraculous, the staffs “robotic and human among the finest in the world. So enjoy your stay! Anything you need can be summoned by simply instructing the wallscreen aloud!


  I need Daria, I don’t say aloud. “So tell me about Sequene. Its history and layout and so forth. I’ve already memorized the building blueprints. Now I need current maps.


  “Certainly!” the screen says, brightening like a girl drinking in boyish attention. “The name Sequene’ derives from a fascinating European and American legend. In 1513—nearly six hundred years ago, imagine that!—an explorer from Spain, one Ponce de León, traveled to what is now part of the United States. To Florida.”


  Views of white sand beaches, nothing like the sodden, overgrown, bio-infested swamp that is Florida now.


  “Of course, back then Florida was habitable, and so were various islands in the Caribbean Sea! They were inhabited by a tribe called the Arawak.”


  Images of Indians, looking noble.


  “These people told the Spanish that one of their great chiefs, Sequene, had heard about a Fountain of Youth in a land to the north, called Biminy. Sequene took a group of warriors, sailed for Biminy, and found the Fountain of Youth. Supposedly he and his tribesmen lived there happily forever.”


  “Of course, no one can actually live forever—”


  Daria?


  “—but here on Sequene we can guarantee you—yes, guarantee you!—twenty more years without aging a day older than you are now! Truly a miraculous fountain.’ As you undergo this proven scientific procedure—”


  Pictures of deliriously happy people, drunk on science.


  “—we on Sequene want you to be as comfortable, amused, and satisfied as possible. To this end, Sequene contains luxurious accommodations, five-star dining rooms—”


  I said, “Map?”


  “Certainly!”


  For the next half hour I study maps of Sequene. I can’t request too much, I have to look like just one more chump willing to gamble that twenty years of non-aging life is better than whatever I would have gotten otherwise. It’s clear the hotel, the hospital, the casino and mini-golf course, and other foolishness don’t take up more than one-third of the orbital’s usable space. Even allowing for storage and maintenance, there’s still a hell of a lot going on up here that’s officially unaccounted for. Including, somewhere, Daria.


  But it’s not going to be easy to find her.


  I have dinner in my room, sleep with the help of yet another patch, and wake just as discouraged as last night. I can’t communicate with Stevan, not without equipment they didn’t let me bring upstairs. I can’t do anything that will get me kicked out. All I have is my money—never negligible, granted—and my wits. This morning neither seems enough.


  All I really have is an old man’s stupid dream.


  Eventually I slump into the dining room for breakfast. A waiter—human—rushes over to me. I barely glance at him. Across the room is Agent Joseph Alcozer. And sitting at a table by herself, drinking orange juice or something that’s supposed to be orange juice, is Rosie Adams.


  A year and a half after Peter Cleary died, D-treatments resumed. And there were plenty of takers.


  Does this make sense? Freeze yourself at one age for twenty years and then zap! you’re dead. All right, so maybe it made sense for the old who didn’t want more deterioration, the dying who weren’t in too much pain.


  Although you couldn’t be too far gone or you wouldn’t have strength enough to stand the surgery that would save you. But younger people took D-treatments, too. Men and women who wanted to stay beautiful and didn’t mind paying for that with their lives. Even some very young athletes, who, I guess, couldn’t imagine life without slamming at a ball. Dancers. Holo stars. Crazy.


  LifeLong, Inc. reorganized financially, renamed itself Sequene, and moved out of London to a Greek island.


  The King of England died of his D-treatment, a famous actress died of hers, the sultan of Bahrain died. It made no difference. People kept coming to Sequene.


  Other people kept attacking Sequene. By that time, force fences had replaced or reinforced domes; there should have been no attacks on the island. But this is a mathematical Law of the Universe: As fast as new defenses multiply, counterweapons will multiply faster. Nothing is ever safe enough.


  So the Greek island was blown up by devices that burrowed under the sea and into subterranean rock. Again Daria survived. Nine months later Sequene reopened on another island. Customers came.


  That was the same year Geoffrey and I finally reconciled. Sort of.


  For three years we’d lived in the same house, separate. I admit it—I was a terrible father. What kind of man ignores his sixteen-year-old son? His seventeen-, eighteen-, nineteen-year-old son? But this was mostly Geoff’s choice. He wouldn’t talk to me, wouldn’t answer me, and what could I do? Shoot him? He went to school, had his meals in his room, studied hard. The school sent me his reports, all good. My office, the legitimate Feder Group, paid his bills. For a kid with a large amount of credit behind him, he didn’t spend much. When he left high school and started college, I signed the papers. That was all. No discussion. Yes, I tried once or twice, but not very hard. I was busy.


  My business had gotten bigger, more complicated, riskier. One thing led me to another, and then another.


  Stevan Adams and I made a good team. But I took all the risks, since the Rom would rather lose deals than end up in jail. Maybe I took too many risks—at least Moshe said so. He never liked Stevan. “Dirty gypsy keeps his hands clean,” he said. Not a master of clear language, my Moshe. But the profits increased, and that he didn’t complain about.


  Federal surveillance increased as well.


  Then one October night when the air smelled of apples, a rare night I was home early and watching some stupid holo about Luna City, Geoffrey came into the room. “Max?


  He was calling me “Max now?” I didn’t protest—at least he was talking. “Geoff ! Come in, sit down, you want a beer?”


  “No. I don’t drink. I want to tell you something, because you have a right to know.”


  “So tell me.” My heart suddenly trembled. What has he done? He stood there leaning forward a little on the balls of his feet, like a fighter, which he was not. Thin, not tall, light brown hair falling over his eyes. Miriam’s eyes, I saw with a sudden pain I never expected. Geoff didn’t dress in the strange things that kids do. He looked, standing there, like an underage actor trying to play a New England accountant.


  “I want to tell you that I’m getting married.”


  “Married?” He was nineteen, just starting his second year of college! This would be expensive, some little tart to be paid off, how did he even meet her . . .


  “I’m marrying Gwendolyn Jameson. Next week.”


  I was speechless. Gwendolyn—the accountant Moshe had made me hire, the “brilliant weird one” that had first noticed Stevan’s penetration of the Feder Group. Her cult dress and hat were gone, but she was still a mousy, skinny nothing, the kind of person you forget is even in the room. How did—


  “I’m not asking your blessing or anything like that,” Geoff said. “But if you want to come to the ceremony, you’re welcome.”


  “When . . . where . . .”


  “Tuesday evening at seven o’clock at Gwendolyn’s mother’s house on—”


  “I mean, where did you meet her? When?”


  He actually blushed. “At your office, of course. I went up with the papers for my college tuition. She was there, and I took one look at her and I knew.”


  He knew. One look. All at once I was back in a taverna on Cyprus, twenty again myself, and I take one look at Daria standing by the bar and that’s it for me. But Gwendolyn? And this had been going on a whole year, over a year. A wedding next week.


  Somehow I said, “I wouldn’t miss it, Geoff.” It was the only decent thing I’d ever done for my son.


  “That’s great,” he said, suddenly looking much younger. “We thought that on the—”


  A huge noise from the front of the house. Security alarms, the robo-butler, doors yanked open, shouting. The feds burst in with weapons drawn and warrants on handhelds. Even as I put my hands on top of my head, even as the house system automatically linked to my lawyer, I knew I wasn’t going to make Geoff’s wedding.


  And I didn’t. Held without bail: a flight risk. A plea bargain got me six-to-ten, which ended up as five after time off for good behavior. It wasn’t too bad. My lawyers did what lawyers do and I got the new prison, Themis International Cooperative Justice Center, a floating island in the middle of Lake Ontario. American and Canadian prisoners and absolutely no chance of unassisted escape unless you could swim forty-two kilometers.


  But islands aren’t necessarily impregnable. While I was in prison, Sequene was attacked again. Its Greek island was force-fielded top, bottom, and sides, but you have to have air. The terrorists—the Sons of Godly Righteousness, this time—sent in bio-engineered pathogens on the west wind. Twenty-six people died. Daria wasn’t one of them.


  Sequene moved upstairs to one of the new orbitals. No wind. Two years later, they were back in business.


  My third year in prison, Gwendolyn died. She was one of the victims, the many victims, of the Mesopotamian bio-virus. I couldn’t comfort Geoff, and who says I would have even tried, or that he would have accepted comfort? An alien, my son. But there must have been something of me in him, because he didn’t marry again for twenty-five years. Gwendolyn, that skinny bizarre prig, had imprinted herself on his Feder heart.


  When the government got me, they got Moshe, too. Moshe fought and screamed and hollered, but what good did it do him? He also got six-to-ten. Me, I don’t bear a grudge. I do my work and the feds do theirs, the schmucks.


  They couldn’t get close to Stevan. Never even got his name—any of his names. If they had, Stevan would have been gone anyway: different identity, different face. For all I know, different DNA. More likely, Stevan’s DNA was never on file in the first place. The Rom give birth at home, don’t register birth or death certificates, don’t claim their children on whatever fraudulent taxes they might file, don’t send them to school. Romani don’t go on the dole, don’t turn up on any records they can possibly avoid, move often and by night. As much as humanly possible in this century, they don’t actually exist. And Rom women are even more invisible than the men.


  Which was probably part of the reason that, forty years later, Rosie Adams could be sitting in the dining room of Sequene orbital, pretending she didn’t know me, while I totter to a table and wonder what the hell she’s doing here.


  Alcozer ambles over, no sweat or haste, where can I go? Uninvited, he sits at my table. “Good morning, Max.


  “Shalom, Agent Alcozer.” For the feds I always lay it on especially thick.


  “We were surprised to see you here.”


  The royal “we”. Everybody in the fucking federal government thinks they’re tsars. I say, “Why is that? An old man, I shouldn’t want to live longer?”


  “It was our impression that you thought you were barely living at all.”


  How closely did they observe me in the Silver Star Home? I was there ten years, watching holos, playing cards, practically next door to drooling in a wheelchair. The government can spare money for all that surveillance?


  “Have some orange juice,” I say, pushing my untouched glass at him. Too bad it isn’t cut with cyanide. Alcozer is the last thing I need. Over his shoulder I glance at Rosie, who frowns at the tablecloth, scratching at it with the nails of both hands.


  She doesn’t look good. At the kumpania less than a week ago, she looked old but still vital, despite the gray hair and wrinkles. Then her cheeks were rosy, her lips red with paint, her eyes bright under the colorful headscarf.


  Now she sits slumped, scratching away—and what is that all about?—as pale and pasty as a very large maggot.


  No headscarf, no jewelry. Her gray hair has been cut and waved into some horrible old-lady shape, and she wears loose pants and tunic in dull brown. From women’s fashions I don’t know, but these clothes look expensive and boring.


  Alcozer leans in very close to me and says, “Max, I’m going to be honest with you.”


  That’ll be the day.


  “We know you’ve been off the streets for ten years, and we know your son has taken the Feder Group legitimate. We have no reason to touch him, so your mind can be easy about that. But somebody’s still running at least a few of your old operations, and we don’t know who.”


  Not Moshe. He died a week after his release from prison. Heart attack.


  “Also, there are still old investigations on you that we could re-open. I don’t want to do that, of course, but I could. I know and you know that the leads are pretty cold, and on most the statute of limitations is close to running out. But there could be . . . repercussions. Up here, I mean. He leans back away from me and looks solemn.”


  I say politely, “I’m sorry, but I’m not following.”


  He says, “Durbin-Nacarro, and then I don’t need him to chart me a flight path.”


  The Durbin-Nacarro Act severely limits the elective surgery available to convicted felons. This is supposed to deter criminals and terrorists from changing their looks, fingerprints, retinal patterns, voice scans, and anything else that “hinders identification. Did they think that someone who, say, blows up a spaceport in San Francisco or Dubai would then go to a registered hospital in any signatory country to request a new face? Ah, lawmakers.


  Sequene is, of course, registered in a Durbin-Nacarro country, but nobody has ever applied D-treatment to Durbin-Nacarro. The treatment doesn’t change anything that could be criminally misleading. In fact, the feds like it because it updates all their biological records on everybody who passes through Sequene. Plenty of criminals have had D-treatment: Carmine Lucente, Raul Lopez-Reyes, Surya Hasimo. But if Alcozer really wants to, he can find some federal judge somewhere to issue a dogshit injunction and stop my D-treatment.


  Of course, I have no intention of actually getting a D-treatment, but he doesn’t know that. I put on panic.


  “Agent . . . I’m an old man . . . and without this . . .”


  “Just think about it, Max. We’ll talk again.” He puts his hand on mine—such a fucking putz—and squeezes it briefly. I look pathetic. Alcozer walks jauntily out.


  Rosie is still scratching at the tablecloth. Now she starts to tear her bread into little pieces and fling them around. A young woman in the light blue Sequene uniform rushes over to Rosie’s table and says in a strong British accent, “Is everything all right then, Mrs. Kowalski?


  Rosie looks up dimly and says nothing.


  “I’ll just help you to your room, dear.” Gently the attendant guides her out. I catch her eye and look meaningfully upset, and in five minutes the girl is back at my table. “Are you all right then, Mr. Feder?”


  Now I’m querulous and demanding, a very rich temperamental geezer. “No, I’m not all right, I’m upset. For what I pay here, that’s not the sight I expect with my breakfast.


  “Of course not. It won’t happen again.”


  “What’s her problem?”


  The girl hesitates, then decides that my tip will justify a minor invasion of Rosie’s privacy.


  “Mrs. Kowalski has a bit of mental decay. Naturally she wants to get it sorted out before it can progress anymore, so she came to us. Now, would you like anything more to eat?”


  “No, I’m done. I’ll just maybe take a little walk before my first doctor’s appointment.”


  She beams as if I’ve just declared that I’ll just maybe bring peace to northern China. I nod and start a deliberately slow progress around Sequene. This yields me nothing, which I should have known. I can’t get into restricted areas because I couldn’t carry even the simplest jammer through shuttle security, and even if I could, it would only call attention to myself, and that I don’t need. There are jammers and weapons here somewhere, and from my study of the blueprints I can make a good guess where. I can even guess where Daria might be.


  But I can’t get at them, or her, and it comes to me that the only way I am going to see Daria is to ask for her.


  Which I’m afraid to do. When your entire life has narrowed to one insane desire, you live with fear: you breathe it, eat it, lie down with it, feel it slide along your skin like a woman’s lost caress.


  I was terrified that Daria would say no. And then I would have nothing left to desire. When that happens, you’re already dead.


  In the afternoon the doctors take blood, they take tissue, they put me in machines, they take me out again.


  Everyone is exquisitely polite. I talk to someone I suspect is a psychiatrist, although I’m told he’s not. I sign a lot of papers. Everything is recorded.


  Agent Alcozer waits for me outside my suite. “Max. Can I come in?”


  “Why not?”


  In my sitting room he ostentatiously takes a small green box from his pocket, presses a series of buttons, and sets the thing on the floor. A jammer. We are now encased in a Faraday cage: no electromagnetic wavelengths in and none out. An invisible privacy cloak.


  Of course—Alcozer has jammers, has weapons, has anything I might need to get to Daria. Agent Alcozer.


  “Angel Alcozer.”


  He says, “Have you thought about my offer?”


  “I don’t remember an offer. An offer has numbers attached, like flies on fly paper. Flies I don’t remember, Joe.”


  I have never used his first name before. He’s too good to look startled.


  “Here are some flies, Max. You name three important things about the San Cristobel fraud of ‘89. The hacker’s name, the Swiss account number, and the organization you worked with. Then we let you stay up here on Sequene without interference. Sound good?”


  “San Cristobel, San Cristobel,” I mutter. “Do I remember from San Cristobel?”


  “I think you do.”


  “Maybe I do.”


  His eyes sharpen. They are no color at all, nondescript. Government-issue eyes. But eager.


  “But I need something else, too, I say.”


  “Something else?”


  “I want—”


  All at once I stop. High in my nose, something tingles. This time there is even a distinct smell, like old fish.


  Something is wrong here, something connected to Alcozer, or to the San Cristobel deal—Moshe’s deal, not Stevan’s—or to this conversation.


  “You want what?” Alcozer says.


  “I want to think a little more. I never ignore that smell. The nose knows.”


  He shifts his weight, disappointed. “Not too much more, Max. Your treatment’s scheduled for tomorrow.”


  How does he know that? I don’t know that. Alcozer has access to information I do not. Probably he knows where Daria is. All I have to do is give him the San Cristobel flies, and who gets hurt? Moshe is dead, that particular Robin Hood is dead, the island where it all happened no longer even exists, lost to the rising sea. The money was long since moved from the Swiss to the Indonesians and on from there. Nobody gets hurt.


  No. There was something else about San Cristobel. Old fish.


  I say, “Let me think a few hours. It’s a big step, this.” I let my voice quaver. “A big change for me, this place.”


  You know I never lived big on Earth. And for a kid from Brooklyn . . .


  Alcozer smiles. It’s supposed to be a comradely smile. He looks like a vampire with a tooth job. “For a kid from Des Moines, too. All right, Max, you think. I’ll come back right after dinner.” He turns off the jammer, pockets it, stands. “Have another nice walk. By the way, there’s no restricted areas on Sequene that you could possibly get into.”


  “You think maybe I don’t know that?”


  “I’m trying to find out what you know.” Alcozer looks pleased with himself, like he’s said something witty. I let him think this. Always good to encourage federal delusion.


  Old fish. But whose?


  I go to dinner. The second I sit at a table, Rosie totters into the dining room, lights up like a rocket launch, and shouts, “Christopher!”


  I look around. Two other diners in the room so far, and they’re both women. Rosie lurches over, tears streaming down her cheeks, and throws her arms around me. “You came!”


  “I—”


  A harried-looking woman in the light blue uniform hurries through the doorway. “Oh, Mr. Feder, I’m so sorry, she—”


  “It’s Christopher!” Rosie cries. “Look, Anna, my brother Christopher! He came all the way from California to visit me!”


  Rosie is clutching me like I’m a cliff she’s about to go over. I don’t have to play blank—I am blank. The attendant tries to detach her, but she only clutches harder.


  “So sorry, Mr. Feder, she gets a little confused, she—Mrs. Kowalski!”


  “Christopher! Christopher! I’m going to have dinner with my brother!”


  “Mrs. Kowalski, really, you—”


  “Would it help if I have dinner with her?” I say.


  The attendant looks confused. But more people are coming into the dining room, very rich people, and it’s clear she doesn’t want a fuss. Her earcomm says something and she tries to smile at me. “Oh, that would be . . . if you don’t mind . . .”


  “Not at all. My aunt, in her last days . . . I understand.”


  The young attendant is grateful, along with angry and embarrassed and a half dozen other things I don’t care about. I reach out with my one free hand and pull out a chair for Rosie, who sits down, mumbling. A robo-waiter appears and order is restored to the universe.


  Rosie mumbles to herself all through dinner, absolutely unintelligible mumbling. The attendant lurks unhappily in a corner. The set of her body says she’s has been dealing with Rosie all day and is disgusted with this duty.


  Stevan must have created a hell of a credit history for Mrs. Kowalski. Rosie says nothing whatsoever to me, but occasionally she beams at me like a demented lighthouse. I say nothing to her, but I get worried. I don’t know what’s happening. Either she really has lost it—in less than a week? is this possible?—or she’s a better actress than half of the holo stars on the Link.


  She eats everything, but very slowly. Halfway through dessert, some kind of chocolate pastry, the dining room is full. The first shift, the old people who go to bed at ten o’clock (I know this, I’m one of them) have left and the second shift, the younger and more fashionably dressed, are eating and laughing and ordering expensive wine. I recognize a famous Japanese singer, an American ex-Senator who was once (although he didn’t know it) on my payroll, and an Arab playboy. From Sequene’s point of view, it is not a good place for a tawdry scene.


  Rosie stands and cries, “Daria Cleary!”


  My heart stops.


  But of course Daria is not there. There’s only Rosie, flailing her arms and crying, “I must thank Daria Cleary! Zor this gift of life! I must thank her!”


  People stare. A few look amused, but most do not. They have the affronted look of sleek darlings forced to look at old age, senility, a badly dressed and stooped body that may smell bad—all the things they have come to Sequene to avoid experiencing. The attendant dashes over.


  “Mrs. Kowalski!”


  “Daria! I must thank her!”


  The girl tugs on Rosie, who grabs at the tablecloth. Plates and wineglasses and expensive hydroponic flowers crash to the floor. Diners mutter, scowling. The girl says desperately, “Yes, of course, we’ll go see Daria! Right now! Come with me, Mrs. Kowalski.”


  “Christopher, too!”


  I say softly, conspiratorially, to the girl, “We need to get her out of here.”


  She says, “Yes, yes, of course, Christopher, too,” and gives me a tight, grateful, furious smile.


  Rosie trails happily after the attendant, holding my hand.


  I think, This cannot work. Once we’re out of the dining room, out of earshot, out of hypocrisy . . .


  In the corridor outside the dining room Rosie halts, shouting again, “Daria! People here, too, stop and stare.


  Rosie, suddenly not tottering, leads the way past them, down a side corridor, then another. Faster now, the attendant has to run to catch up. Me, too. So Rosie hits the force fence first, is knocked to the ground, and starts to cry.


  “All right, you,” the girl says, all pretense of sweetness gone. “That’s enough!” She grabs Rosie’s arm and tries to yank her upward. Rosie outweighs her by maybe twenty-five kilos. A service ‘bot trundles toward us.


  Rosie is calling, “Daria! Daria! Please, you don’t know what this means to me! I’m an old woman but I was young once, I too lost the only man I ever loved—remember Cyprus? Do you—you do! Cyprus! Daria!”


  The ‘bot exudes a scoop and effortlessly shovels up Rosie like so much gravel. The girl says viciously, “I’ve had just about enough of—”


  And stops. Her face changes. Something is coming over her earcomm.


  Then there is an almost inaudible POP! as the force-fence shuts down. At the far end of the corridor, a door opens, a door that wasn’t even there a moment ago. Stealth coating, I think, dazed. Reuven’s robo-dog. My hand, unbidden, goes to my naked ring finger.


  Standing in the doorway, backed by bodyguards both human and ‘bot just as she was in the ViaHealth hospital fifty-five years ago, is Daria.


  She still looks eighteen. As I stumble forward, too numb to feel my legs move, I see her in a Greek taverna, leaning against the bar; on a rocky beach, crying in early morning light; in a hospital bed, head half shaved. She doesn’t see me at all, isn’t looking, doesn’t recognize me. She looks at Rosie.


  Who has changed utterly. Rosie scrambles off the gravel scoop and pushes away the attendant, a push so strong the girl falls against the corridor wall. Rosie grabs my hand and drags me forward. At the doorway, both ‘bot and human bodyguards block the way. Rosie submits to a body search that ordinarily would have brought death to any man who touched a Rom woman in those ways, possibly including her husband. Rosie endures it like a pagan queen disdaining unimportant Roman soldiers. Me, I hardly notice it. I can’t stop looking at Daria.


  Still eighteen, but utterly changed.


  The wild black hair has been subdued into a fashionable, tame, ugly style. Her smooth brown skin has no color under its paint. Her eyes, still her own shade of green, bear in their depths a defeat and loneliness I can’t imagine.


  Yes. I can.


  She says nothing, just stands aside to let us pass once the guards have finished. The human one says, “Mrs. Cleary—” but she silences him with a wave of her hand. We stand now in a sort of front hall. Maybe it’s white or blue or gold, maybe there are flowers, maybe the flowers stand on an antique table—nothing really registers.


  All I see is Daria, who does not see me.


  She says to Rosie, “What do you know of Cyprus? Were you there?”


  She must think Rosie was a whore on Cyprus when Daria herself was—the ages would be about right. But Daria’s question is detached, uninvolved, the way you might politely ask the age of an historical building.


  Dating from 1649? Really. Well.


  Rosie doesn’t answer. Instead she steps behind me. Rosie can’t say my name, because of course we are all under surveillance. She must remain Mrs. Kowalski so that she can go home to Stevan. Rosie can say nothing.


  So I do. I say, “Daria, it’s Max.”


  Finally she looks at me, and she knows who I am.


  The Rom have a word for ghosts: mulé. Mulé haunt the places they used to live for up to a year. They eat scraps, use the toilet, spend the money buried with them in their coffins. They trouble the living in dreams and visions.


  Wispy, insubstantial, they nonetheless exist. I could never find out if Stevan or Rosie actually believed in mulé.


  There are things the Rom never tell a gajo.


  Daria has become a muli. There is no real interest in her eyes as she regards me. This woman, who once, in a hospital room, risked both our lives to bring me riches and atonement and shame, now has lived beyond all risk, all interest. Decades of being shut away by Peter Cleary, of being hated by people who make periodic and serious efforts to kill her, of being used as a biological supply station from which pieces are clipped to fuel others’ vanity, have drained her of all vitality. She desires nothing, feels nothing, cares about nothing. Including me.


  “Max,” she says courteously. “Hello.”


  The throaty catch, the hesitation, is gone from her voice. For some reason, it is this which breaks me. Go figure.


  Her accent is still there, even her scent is still there, but not that catch in the voice, and not Daria. This is a shell.


  In her eyes, nothing.


  Rosie takes my hand. It is the first time in forty years, except for when she was crazy Mrs. Kowalski, that Rosie Adams has ever touched me. In her clasp I feel all of the compassion, the life, that is missing from Daria.


  Nothing could have hurt me more.


  I can’t look any more at Daria. How do you look at something that isn’t there? I turn my head and see Agent Alcozer round the corner of the hallway outside the apartment, running toward us.


  And then, at that moment and not a second before, I remember what stank about San Cristobel.


  The scam went through fine. But afterward, Moshe came to me.


  “They want to do it again, this time with a mole. They’ve actually got someone inside the feds, in the Central Investigative Bureau. It looks good.”


  “Get me the details,” I said. And when Moshe did, I rejected the deal.


  “But why?” Anguished—Moshe hated to let a profitable thing go.


  “Because,” I said, and wouldn’t say more. He argued, but I stood firm. The new deal involved another organization, the one the mole came from. The Pure of Heart and Planet. Eco-nuts, into a lot of things on both sides of the law, but I knew what Moshe did not and wouldn’t have cared about if he had. The Pure of Heart and Planet were connected with the second big attack on LifeLong, on that Greek island. The Pure of Heart and Planet along with their mole in the feds, altered and augmented in sacrifice to the greater glory of biological purity, a guy from what used to be Des Moines.


  Alcozer runs faster than humanly possible. He carries something in his hands, a thick rod with knobs that I don’t recognize. Weapons change in ten years. Everything changes.


  And Daria knows. She looks at Alcozer, and she doesn’t move.


  The bodyguards don’t move, either, and I realize that of course they’ve reactivated the force fence around the apartment. It makes no difference. Alcozer barrels through it; whatever the military has developed for the Central Investigative Bureau, it trumps whatever Sequene has. It handles the guard ‘bot, too, which just shuts down, erased by what must be the jammer of all jammers.


  The human bodyguard isn’t quite so easy. He fires at Alcozer, and the mole staggers. Blood howls out of him.


  As he goes down he throws something, so small you might not notice it if you didn’t know what was happening.


  I know; this is the first weapon that I actually recognize, although undoubtedly it’s been upgraded. Primitive.


  Contained. Lethal enough to do what it needs to without risking a hull breach, no matter where on an orbital or shuttle you set it off. A MPG, mini personal grenade, and all at once I’m back on Cyprus, in the Army, and training unused for sixty-five years surfaces in my muscles like blossoming spores.


  I lurch forward. Not smooth, nothing my drill sergeant would be proud of. But I never hesitate, not for a nanosecond.


  I can only save one of them. No time for anything else. Daria stands, beautiful as the moment I saw her in that taverna, in her green eyes a welcome for death. Overdue, so what kept you already? But those would be my words, not hers. Daria has no words, which are for the living.


  I hit Rosie’s solid flesh more like a dropped piano than a rescuing knight. We both go down—whump!—and I roll with her under the antique table, which is there after all, a heavy marble slab. My roll takes Rosie, the beloved of my faithful friend Stevan, against the wall, with me on the outside. I never hear the grenade; they have been upgraded. Electromagnetic waves, nothing as crude as fragments. Burns sluice across my back like burning oil. The table cracks and half falls.


  Then darkness.


  Romani have a saying: Rom corel khajnja, Gadzo corel farma. Gypsies steal the chicken, but it is the gaje who steal the whole farm.


  Yes.


  Yes.


  I wake in a white bed, in a white room, wearing white bandages under a white blanket. It’s like doctors think that color hurts. Geoff sits beside my bed. When I stir, he leans forward.


  “Dad?”


  “I’m here.”


  “How do you feel?”


  The inevitable, stupid question. I was MPG-fragged, a table fell on me, how should I feel? But Geoff realizes this. He says, quietly, “She’s dead.”


  “Rosie?”


  He looks blank—as well he might. “Who’s Rosie?”


  “What did I say? I don’t feel . . . I can’t . . .”


  “Just rest, Dad. Don’t try to talk. I just want you to know that Daria Cleary’s dead.”


  “I know,” I say. “She’s been dead a long time.”


  “So is that terrorist. Dead. It turns out he was actually a federal agent—can you believe it? But the woman you saved, Mrs. Kowalski, she’s all right.”


  “Where is she?”


  “She went back downstairs. Changed her mind about D-treatment. Now the newsholos want to interview her and they can’t find her.”


  And they never will. I think about Stevan and Rosie . . . and Daria. It isn’t pain I feel, although that might be because the doctors have stuck on my neck a patch the size of Rhode Island. Not pain, but hollowness.


  Emptiness. Cold winds blow right through me.


  When there’s nothing left to desire, you’re finished.


  In the hallway, ‘bots roll softly past. Dishes clink. People murmur and someplace a bell chimes. Hollowness.


  Emptiness.


  “Dad,” Geoff says, and his tone changes. “You saved that woman’s life. You didn’t even know her, she was just some crazy woman you were being kind to, and you saved her life. You’re a hero.”


  Slowly I turn my head to look at him. Geoff’s eyes shine. His thin lips work up and down. “I’m so proud of you.”


  So it’s a joke. All of it—a bad joke. You’d think the Master of the Universe could do better. I go on an insane quest for a ring eaten by a robotic dog, I assist in the mercy killing of the only woman I ever loved, I save the life of one of the best criminals on the planet—my own partner-in-law in so many grand larcenies that Geoff’s head would spin—and the punch line is that my son is proud of me. Proud. This makes sense?


  But a little of the hollowness fills. A little of the cold wind abates.


  Geoff goes on, “I told Bobby and Eric what you did. They’re proud of their grampops, too. So is Gloria. They all can’t wait for you to come back home.”


  “That’s nice”, I say. Grampops—what a word. But the wind abates a little more.


  “Sleep, now, Dad,” Geoff says. He hesitates, then leans over and kisses my forehead.


  I feel my son’s kiss there long after he leaves.


  So I don’t tell him that I’m not going back home any time soon. I’m going to have the D-treatment, after all.


  When I do have to tell him, I’ll say that I want to live to see my grandsons grow up. Maybe this is even true.


  Okay—it is true, but the idea is so new I need time to get used to it.


  My other reason for getting D-treatment is stronger, fiercer. It’s been there so much longer.


  I want a piece of Daria with me. In the old days, I had her in a ring. But that was then, and this is now, and I’ll take what I can get. It is, will have to be, enough.


  HALL OF MIRRORS


  Fredric Brown


  It is a tough decision to make—whether to give up your life so you can live it over again!


  For an instant you think it is temporary blindness, this sudden dark that comes in the middle of a bright afternoon.


  It must be blindness, you think; could the sun that was tanning you have gone out instantaneously, leaving you in utter blackness?


  Then the nerves of your body tell you that you are standing, whereas only a second ago you were sitting comfortably, almost reclining, in a canvas chair. In the patio of a friend’s house in Beverly Hills. Talking to Barbara, your fiancée. Looking at Barbara—Barbara in a swim suit—her skin golden tan in the brilliant sunshine, beautiful.


  You wore swimming trunks. Now you do not feel them on you; the slight pressure of the elastic waistband is no longer there against your waist. You touch your hands to your hips. You are naked. And standing.


  Whatever has happened to you is more than a change to sudden darkness or to sudden blindness.


  You raise your hands gropingly before you. They touch a plain smooth surface, a wall. You spread them apart and each hand reaches a corner. You pivot slowly. A second wall, then a third, then a door. You are in a closet about four feet square.


  Your hand finds the knob of the door. It turns and you push the door open.


  There is light now. The door has opened to a lighted room . . . a room that you have never seen before.


  It is not large, but it is pleasantly furnished—although the furniture is of a style that is strange to you. Modesty makes you open the door cautiously the rest of the way. But the room is empty of people.


  You step into the room, turning to look behind you into the closet, which is now illuminated by light from the room. The closet is and is not a closet; it is the size and shape of one, but it contains nothing, not a single hook, no rod for hanging clothes, no shelf. It is an empty, blank-walled, four-by-four-foot space.


  You close the door to it and stand looking around the room. It is about twelve by sixteen feet. There is one door, but it is closed. There are no windows. Five pieces of furniture. Four of them you recognize—more or less. One looks like a very functional desk. One is obviously a chair . . . a comfortable-looking one. There is a table, although its top is on several levels instead of only one. Another is a bed, or couch. Something shimmering is lying across it and you walk over and pick the shimmering something up and examine it.


  It is a garment.


  You are naked, so you put it on. Slippers are part way under the bed (or couch) and you slide your feet into them. They fit, and they feel warm and comfortable as nothing you have ever worn on your feet has felt. Like lamb’s wool, but softer.


  You are dressed now. You look at the door—the only door of the room except that of the closet (closet?) from which you entered it. You walk to the door and before you try the knob, you see the small typewritten sign pasted just above it that reads:


  This door has a time lock set to open in one hour.


  For reasons you will soon understand, it is better that you do not leave this room before then.


  There is a letter for you on the desk.


  Please read it.


  It is not signed. You look at the desk and see that there is an envelope lying on it.


  You do not yet go to take that envelope from the desk and read the letter that must be in it.


  Why not? Because you are frightened.


  You see other things about the room. The lighting has no source that you can discover. It comes from nowhere.


  It is not indirect lighting; the ceiling and the walls are not reflecting it at all.


  They didn’t have lighting like that, back where you came from. What did you mean by back where you came from?


  You close your eyes. You tell yourself: I am Norman Hastings. I am an associate professor of mathematics at the University of Southern California. I am twenty-five years old, and this is the year nineteen hundred and fifty-four.


  You open your eyes and look again.


  They didn’t use that style of furniture in Los Angeles—or anywhere else that you know of—in 1954. That thing over in the corner—you can’t even guess what it is. So might your grandfather, at your age, have looked at a television set.


  You look down at yourself, at the shimmering garment that you found waiting for you. With thumb and forefinger you feel its texture.


  It’s like nothing you’ve ever touched before.


  I am Norman Hastings. This is nineteen hundred and fifty-four.


  Suddenly you must know, and at once.


  You go to the desk and pick up the envelope that lies upon it. Your name is typed on the outside: Norman Hastings.


  Your hands shake a little as you open it. Do you blame them?


  There are several pages, typewritten. Dear Norman, it starts. You turn quickly to the end to look for the signature. It is unsigned.


  You turn back and start reading.


  “Do not be afraid. There is nothing to fear, but much to explain. Much that you must understand before the time lock opens that door. Much that you must accept and—obey.


  “You have already guessed that you are in the future—in what, to you, seems to be the future. The clothes and the room must have told you that. I planned it that way so the shock would not be too sudden, so you would realize it over the course of several minutes rather than read it here—and quite probably disbelieve what you read.


  “The ‘closet’ from which you have just stepped is, as you have by now realized, a time machine. From it you stepped into the world of 2004. The date is April 7th, just fifty years from the time you last remember.


  “You cannot return.


  “I did this to you and you may hate me for it; I do not know. That is up to you to decide, but it does not matter.


  What does matter, and not to you alone, is another decision which you must make. I am incapable of making it.


  “Who is writing this to you? I would rather not tell you just yet. By the time you have finished reading this, even though it is not signed (for I knew you would look first for a signature), I will not need to tell you who I am. You will know.


  “I am seventy-five years of age. I have, in this year 2004, been studying ‘time’ for thirty of those years. I have completed the first time machine ever built—and thus far, its construction, even the fact that it has been constructed, is my own secret.


  “You have just participated in the first major experiment. It will be your responsibility to decide whether there shall ever be any more experiments with it, whether it should be given to the world, or whether it should be destroyed and never used again.”


  End of the first page.


  You look up for a moment, hesitating to turn the next page. Already you suspect what is coming.


  You turn the page.


  “I constructed the first time machine a week ago. My calculations had told me that it would work, but not how it would work. I had expected it to send an object back in time—it works backward in time only, not forward—physically unchanged and intact.


  “My first experiment showed me my error. I placed a cube of metal in the machine—it was a miniature of the one you just walked out of—and set the machine to go backward ten years. I flicked the switch and opened the door, expecting to find the cube vanished. Instead I found it had crumbled to powder.


  “I put in another cube and sent it two years back. The second cube came back unchanged, except that it was newer, shinier.


  “That gave me the answer. I had been expecting the cubes to go back in time, and they had done so, but not in the sense I had expected them to. Those metal cubes had been fabricated about three years previously. I had sent the first one back years before it had existed in its fabricated form. Ten years ago it had been ore. The machine returned it to that state.


  “Do you see how our previous theories of time travel have been wrong? We expected to be able to step into a time machine in, say, 2004, set it for fifty years back, and then step out in the year 1954 . . . but it does not work that way. The machine does not move in time. Only whatever is within the machine is affected, and then just with relation to itself and not to the rest of the Universe.


  “I confirmed this with guinea pigs by sending one six weeks old five weeks back and it came out a baby.


  “I need not outline all my experiments here. You will find a record of them in the desk and you can study it later.


  “Do you understand now what has happened to you, Norman?”


  You begin to understand. And you begin to sweat.


  The I who wrote that letter you are now reading is you, yourself at the age of seventy-five, in this year of 2004.


  You are that seventy-five-year-old man, with your body returned to what it had been fifty years ago, with all the memories of fifty years of living wiped out.


  You invented the time machine.


  And before you used it on yourself, you made these arrangements to help you orient yourself. You wrote yourself the letter which you are now reading.


  But if those fifty years are—to you—gone, what of all your friends, those you loved? What of your parents?


  What of the girl you are going—were going—to marry?


  You read on:


  “Yes, you will want to know what has happened. Mom died in 1963, Dad in 1968. You married Barbara in 1956. I am sorry to tell you that she died only three years later, in a plane crash. You have one son. He is still living; his name is Walter; he is now forty-six years old and is an accountant in Kansas City.”


  Tears come into your eyes and for a moment you can no longer read. Barbara dead—dead for forty-five years.


  And only minutes ago, in subjective time, you were sitting next to her, sitting in the bright sun in a Beverly Hills patio . . .


  You force yourself to read again.


  “But back to the discovery. You begin to see some of its implications. You will need time to think to see all of them.


  “It does not permit time travel as we have thought of time travel, but it gives us immortality of a sort.


  Immortality of the kind I have temporarily given us.


  “Is it good? Is it worthwhile to lose the memory of fifty years of one’s life in order to return one’s body to relative youth? The only way I can find out is to try, as soon as I have finished writing this and made my other preparations.


  “You will know the answer.


  “But before you decide, remember that there is another problem, more important than the psychological one. I mean overpopulation.


  “If our discovery is given to the world, if all who are old or dying can make themselves young again, the population will almost double every generation. Nor would the world—not even our own relatively enlightened country—be willing to accept compulsory birth control as a solution.


  “Give this to the world, as the world is today in 2004, and within a generation there will be famine, suffering, war. Perhaps a complete collapse of civilization.


  “Yes, we have reached other planets, but they are not suitable for colonizing. The stars may be our answer, but we are a long way from reaching them. When we do, someday, the billions of habitable planets that must be out there will be our answer . . . our living room. But until then, what is the answer?


  “Destroy the machine? But think of the countless lives it can save, the suffering it can prevent. Think of what it would mean to a man dying of cancer. Think . . .”


  Think. You finish the letter and put it down.


  You think of Barbara dead for forty-five years. And of the fact that you were married to her for three years and that those years are lost to you.


  Fifty years lost. You damn the old man of seventy-five whom you became and who has done this to you . . . who has given you this decision to make.


  Bitterly, you know what the decision must be. You think that he knew, too, and realize that he could safely leave it in your hands. Damn him, he should have known.


  Too valuable to destroy, too dangerous to give.


  The other answer is painfully obvious.


  You must be custodian of this discovery and keep it secret until it is safe to give, until mankind has expanded to the stars and has new worlds to populate, or until, even without that, he has reached a state of civilization where he can avoid overpopulation by rationing births to the number of accidental—or voluntary—deaths.


  If neither of those things has happened in another fifty years (and are they likely so soon?), then you, at seventy-five, will be writing another letter like this one. You will be undergoing another experience similar to the one you’re going through now. And making the same decision, of course.


  Why not? You’ll be the same person again.


  Time and again, to preserve this secret until Man is ready for it.


  How often will you again sit at a desk like this one, thinking the thoughts you are thinking now, feeling the grief you now feel?


  There is a click at the door and you know that the time lock has opened, that you are now free to leave this room, free to start a new life for yourself in place of the one you have already lived and lost.


  But you are in no hurry now to walk directly through that door.


  You sit there, staring straight ahead of you blindly, seeing in your mind’s eye the vista of a set of facing mirrors, like those in an old-fashioned barber shop, reflecting the same thing over and over again, diminishing into far distance.


  TRAVELLERS


  Robert Silverberg


  “Are we all ready, then?” Nikomastir asks. He has fashioned a crown of golden protopetaloids for himself and gleaming scarlet baubles dangle from his ears: the bright translucent shells of galgalids, strung on slender strands of pure gold. His long pale arms wave in the air as though he is conducting a symphony orchestra. “Our next destination is—” and he makes us wait for the announcement. And wait. And wait.


  “Sidri Akrak,” says Mayfly, giggling.


  “How did you know?” cries Nikomastir. “Sidri Akrak! Yes!


  Yes! Set your coordinates, everybody! Off we go! Sidri Akrak it is!”


  A faint yelp of dismay comes from Velimyle, and she shoots me a look of something that might almost have been fear, though perhaps there is a certain component of perverse delight in it also. I am not at all happy about the decision myself. Sidri Akrak is a nightmare world where gaudy monsters run screaming through the muddy streets. The people of Sidri Akrak are cold and dour and inhospitable; their idea of pleasure is to wallow in discomfort and ugliness.


  No one goes to Sidri Akrak if he can help it, no one.


  But we must live by our rules; and this day Nikomastir holds the right of next choice. It is devilish of Mayfly to have put the idea of going to Sidri Akrak into his head. But she is like that, Mayfly. And Nikomastir is terribly easily influenced.


  Will we all perish on hideous Sidri Akrak, victims of Mayfly’s casual frivolity?


  I don’t think so, however nasty the visit turns out to be. We often get into trouble, sometimes serious trouble, but we always get out of it. We lead charmed lives, we four travelers. Someday Mayfly will take one risk too many, I suppose, and I would like not to be there when she does. Most likely I will be, though. Mayfly is my mask-sister. Wherever she goes, I go. I must look after her: thoughtful, stolid, foolish me. I must protect her from herself as we four go traveling on and on, spinning giddily across the far-flung worlds.


  Sidri Akrak, though—


  The four of us have been to so many wondrous lovely places together: Elang-Lo and the floating isle of Vont, and Mikni and Chchikkikan, Heidoth and Thant, Milpar, Librot, Froidis, Smoor, Xamur and Iriarte and Nabomba Zom, and on and on and on. And now—Sidri Akrak? Sidri Akrak?


  We stand in a circle in the middle of a field of grass with golden blades, making ourselves ready for our relay-sweep departure from Galgala.


  I wouldn’t have minded remaining here a few months longer. A lovely world indeed is Galgala the golden, where myriads of auriferous microorganisms excrete atoms of gold as metabolic waste. It is everywhere on this planet, the lustrous pretty metal. It turns the rivers and streams to streaks of yellow flame and the seas to shimmering golden mirrors. Huge filters are deployed at the intake valve of Galgala’s reservoirs to strain the silt of dissolved gold from the water supply. The plants of Galgala are turgid in every tissue, leaf and stem and root, with aureous particles. Gold dust, held in suspension in the air, transforms the clouds to golden fleece.


  Therefore the once-precious stuff has grievously lost value throughout the galaxy since Galgala was discovered, and on Galgala itself a pound of gold is worth less than a pound of soap. But I understand very little about these economic matters and care even less. Only a miser could fail to rejoice in Galgala’s luminous beauty. We have been here six weeks; we have awakened each morning to the tinkle of golden chimes, we have bathed in the golden rivers and come forth shining, we have wrapped our bodies round with delicate golden chains. Now, though, it is time for us to move along, and Nikomastir has decreed that our new destination is to be one of the universe’s most disagreeable worlds. Unlike my companions I can see nothing amusing about going there. It strikes me as foolish and dangerous whimsy. But they are true sophisticates, untrammeled creatures made of air and light, and I am the leaden weight that dangles from their soaring souls. We will go to Sidri Akrak.


  We all face Nikomastir. Smiling sweetly, he calls out the coordinate numbers for our journey, and we set our beacons accordingly and doublecheck the settings with care. We nod our readiness for departure to one another.


  Velimyle moves almost imperceptibly closer to me, Mayfly to Nikomastir.


  I would have chosen a less flighty lover for her than Nikomastir if matters had been left to me. He is a slim elegant youth, high-spirited and shallow, a prancing fantastico with a taste for telling elaborate fanciful lies.


  And he is very young: only a single rebirth so far. Mayfly is on her fifth, as am I, and Velimyle claims three, which probably means four. Sembiran is Nikomastir’s native world, a place of grand valleys and lofty snow-capped mountains and beautiful meadows and thriving cities, where his father is a minor aristocrat of some sort.


  Or so Nikomastir has said, although we have learned again and again that it is risky to take anything Nikomastir says at face value.


  My incandescent mask-sister Mayfly, who is as small and fair as Nikomastir is tall and dark, encountered him while on a visit to Olej in the Lubrik system and was immediately captivated by his volatile impulsive nature, and they have traveled together ever since.


  Whither Mayfly goeth, thither go I: that is the pledge of the mask. So do I trudge along now from world to world with them, and therefore my winsome, sly, capricious Velimyle, whose psychosensitive paintings are sought by the connoisseurs of a hundred worlds but who belongs to me alone, has willy-nilly become the fourth member of our inseparable quartet.


  Some people find relay-sweep transport unlikable and even frightening, but I have never minded it. What is most bothersome, I suppose, is that no starship is involved: you travel unprotected by any sort of tangible container, a mere plummeting parcel falling in frightful solitude through the interstices of the continuum. A journey-helmet is all that covers you, and some flimsy folds of coppery mesh. You set up your coordinates, you activate your beacon, and you stand and wait, you stand and wait, until the probing beam of some far-off sweep-station intersects your position and catches you and lifts you and carries you away. If you’ve done things right, your baggage will be picked up and transported at the same time. Most of the time that is so.


  It is a stark and unluxurious mode of travel. The relay field wraps you in cocooning bands of force and shoots you off through one auxiliary space and another, kicking you through any convenient opening in the space-time lattice that presents itself, and while you wait to be delivered to your destination you drift like a bauble afloat in an infinite sea, helpless, utterly alone, bereft of all power to override the sweep. Your metabolic processes are suspended but the activity of your consciousness is not, so that your unsleeping mind ticks on and on in the most maddening way and there is nothing you can do to quiet its clamor. It is as though you must scratch your itching nose and your hands are tied behind your back. Eventually—you have no idea whether it has been an hour, a month, a century—you are plunked unceremoniously down into a relay station at the planet of your choice and there you are. Relay-sweep transport is ever so much more efficient than any system requiring vast vessels to plough the seas of space from world to world; but all the same it is a disquieting and somewhat degrading way to get around.


  So now we depart. Mayfly is the first to be captured by the sweep-beam. Perhaps half an hour later Nikomastir disappears, and then, almost immediately after, Velimyle. My own turn does not arrive for many long hours, which leaves me fidgeting gloomily in that golden meadow, wondering when, if ever, I will be taken, and whether some disjunction in our routes will separate me forever from my three companions. There is that risk—not so much that we would fail to arrive on Sidri Akrak at all, but that we might get there many years apart. I find that a melancholy thought indeed. More than that: it is terrifying.


  But finally the dazzling radiance of the sweep aura engulfs me and hurls me out into the Great Dark, and off I go, dropping freely through hundreds of light-years with nothing but an invisible sphere of force to protect me against the phantoms of the auxiliary spaces through which I fall.


  I hang in total stasis in a realm of utter blackness for what feels like a thousand centuries, an infinity of empty space at my elbow, as I go my zigzag way through the wormholes of the adjacent continuua.


  Within that terrible passivity my hyperactive mind ponders, as it all too often does, the deep questions of life—issues of honor, duty, justice, responsibility, the meaning of existence, subjects about which I have managed to learn nothing at all, basically, either in this life or the four that preceded it. I arrive at many profound conclusions during the course of my journey, but they fly away from me as fast as I construct them.


  I begin to think the trip will never end, that I will be one of those few unfortunate travelers, the one out of a billion who is caught in some shunt malfunction and is left to dangle in the middle of nowhere for all eternity, or at least for the ten or twenty thousand realtime years it will take for his metabolically suspended body to die.


  Has this actually ever happened to anyone? There are only rumors, unfounded reports. But there comes a time in every sweep-jump when I am convinced that it has happened to me.


  Then I see a glare of crimson and violet and azure and green, and my mask-sister Mayfly’s voice purrs in my ear, saying, “Welcome to Sidri Akrak, darling, welcome, welcome, welcome!”


  Nikomastir stands beside her. A moment later Velimyle materializes in a haze of color. The four of us have made a nearly simultaneous arrival, across who knows how many hundreds of light-years. We definitely do lead charmed lives, we four.


  Everyone knows about Sidri Akrak. The place was settled at least a thousand years ago and yet it still has the feel of a frontier world. Only the main streets of the half-dozen big cities are paved and all the rest are mere blue dirt that turn into rivers of mud during the rainy season. The houses are ramshackle slovenly things, lopsided and drafty, arrayed in higgledy-piggledy fashion as though they had been set down at random by their builders without any regard for logic or order. After all this time the planet is mostly jungle, a jungle that doesn’t merely encroach on the settlements but comes right up into them. Wild animals of the most repellent sorts are permitted to rampage everywhere, wandering about as they please.


  The Akrakikans simply don’t care. They pretend the animals—monstrous, appalling—aren’t there. The people of Sidri Akrak are a soulless bloodless bunch in the main, altogether indifferent to such things as comfort and beauty and proper sanitation. Primitive squalor is what they prefer, and if you don’t care for it, well, you’re quite free to visit some other world.


  “Why, exactly, did we come here?” I ask.


  It is a rhetorical question. I know perfectly well why: because Nikomastir, clueless about our next destination, had opened a void that Mayfly had mischievously filled with one of the most unappealing suggestions possible, just to see what Nikomastir would do with it, and Nikomastir had as usual given the matter about a thousandth of a second of careful consideration before blithely leaping headlong into the abyss, thereby taking the rest of us with him, as he has done so often before.


  But Nikomastir has already rearranged the facts in what passes for his mind.


  “I absolutely had to come here,” he says. “It’s a place I’ve always felt the need to see. My daddy was born on Sidri Akrak, you know. This is my ancestral world.”


  We know better than to challenge Nikomastir when he says things like that. What sense is there in arguing with him? He’ll only defend himself by topping one whopper with another twice as wild, building such a towering edifice of spur-of-the-moment fantasy that he’ll end up claiming to be the great-grandson of the Fourteenth Emperor, or perhaps the reincarnation of Julius Caesar.


  Velimyle whispers at my side, “We’ll just stay here two or three days and then we’ll move along.”


  I nod. We all indulge Nikomaster in his whims, but only up to a point.


  The sky of Sidri Akrak is a sort of dirty brown, broken by greasy, sullen green clouds. The sunlight is greenish too, pallid, tinged with undertones of dull gray. There is a sweet, overripe, mildly sickening flavor to the warm, clinging air, and its humidity is so intense that it is difficult to distinguish it from light rain. We have landed within some city, apparently—in a grassy open space that anywhere else might have been called a park, but which here seems merely to be a patch of land no one had bothered to use for anything, vaguely square and a couple of hundred meters across. To our left is an irregular row of bedraggled two-story wooden shacks; on our right is a dense clump of ungainly asymmetrical trees; before and behind us are ragged aggregations of unpainted buildings and scruffy unattractive shrubbery.


  “Look,” says Mayfly, pointing, and we have our first encounter with the famous wildlife of Sidri Akrak.


  An ugly creature comes bounding toward us out of the trees: a bulky, round-bodied thing, dark and furry, that rises to a disconcerting height atop two scrawny hairless legs covered with bright yellow scales. Its face is something out of your worst dreams, bulging fiery eyes the size of saucers and dangling red wattles and jutting black fangs, and it is moving very quickly in our direction, howling ferociously.


  We have weapons, of course. But it swiftly becomes apparent that the thing has no interest in us, that in fact it is fleeing an even more ghastly thing, a long bristle-covered many-legged monster built close to the ground, from whose spherical head emerge three long horn-like projections that branch and branch again, terminating in scores of writhing tendrils that are surely equipped with venomous stings. First one vile creature and then the other runs past us without seeming to notice us and they lose themselves in the shrubbery beyond. We can hear wild shrieking and hissing in there, and the sound of cracking branches.


  Nikomastir is smiling benignly. All this must be delightful to him. Mayfly too looks entranced. Even Velimyle, who is closest to me in temperament, almost normal in her desires and amusements, claps her hands together in fascination. I alone seem to be troubled by the sight of such creatures running about unhindered on what is supposedly a civilized world.


  But it is ever thus in our travels: I am fated always to stand a little to one side as I follow these three around the universe. Yet am I linked irrevocably to them all the same.


  Mayfly was my lover once, two lives back. That was before we took the mask together. Now, of course, it would be unthinkable for anything carnal to happen between us, though I still cherish cheerful memories of her pixy breasts in my hands, her slim sleek thighs about my hips. Even if we have forsworn the sexual part of our friendship, the rest is deeper than ever, and in truth we are still profoundly a couple, Mayfly and I, despite the rich and rewarding relationship I maintain with Velimyle and the frothy, sportive one Mayfly has built with Nikomastir. Above and beyond all that, there is also the bond that links us all. The lines of attraction go this way and that. We are inseparables. They are my world; I am a citizen only of our little group. Wherever we go, we go together. Even unto Sidri Akrak.


  In a little while two immigration officers show up to check us out. Sidri Akrak is an Imperium world and therefore the local immigration scanners have been automatically alerted to our arrival.


  They come riding up in a sputtering little snub-nosed vehicle, a man and a woman in baggy brown uniforms, and begin asking us questions. Nikomastir does most of the answering. His charm is irresistible even to an Akrakikan.


  The questioning, brusque and hard-edged, is done in Imperial, but from time to time the immigration officers exchange comments with each other in their own dialect, which sounds like static. The woman is swarthy and squat and flat-faced and the man is even less lovely, and they are not at all obliging; they seem to regard the arrival of tourists on their planet simply as an irritating intrusion. The discussion goes on and on—do we plan to remain here long, are we financially solvent, do we intend to engage in political activity in the course of our stay? Nikomastir meets every query with glib easy reassurances. During our interrogation a slimy rain begins to fall, oily pink stuff that coats us like grease, and a massive many-humped blue-green beast that looks like an ambulatory hill with purple eyes appears and goes lolloping thunderously past us with utter unconcern for our presence, leaving an odor of decay and corruption in its wake. After a time I stop listening to the discussion. But finally they flash bright lights in our faces—passports are validated retinally on Sidri Akrak—and Nikomastir announces that we have been granted six-month visas. Lodgings are available three streets away, they tell us.


  The place they have sent us to turns out to be a dismal rickety hovel and our innkeeper is no more friendly than the immigration officials, but we are grudgingly allowed to rent the entire upper floor. The rooms I am to share with Velimyle face the rear garden, a patch of uncouth tangled wilderness where some slow-moving shaggy monster is sluggishly browsing about, nibbling on the shrubbery. It lifts its head in my direction and gives me a cold glare, as though to warn me away from the plants on which it’s feeding. I signal it that it has nothing to worry about and turn away from the window. As I unpack I see a procession of glassy-shelled snail-like things with huge bulbous red eyes crawling diagonally across the bedroom wall. They too stare back at me. They seem almost to be smirking at me.


  But Nikomastir and Mayfly claim to be delighted to be here, and Velimyle seems to have no complaints. I feel outnumbered by them. Velimyle announces that she would like to do a painting of Nikomastir in the hotel garden. She only paints when she’s in a buoyant mood. Buoyant, here? They run off together downstairs, hand in hand like happy children. I watch from above as Velimyle sets up her easel outside and goes about the task of priming the psychosensitive surface of her canvas. She and Nikomastir are as untroubled as any Akrakikan by the shambling shaggy thing that grazes noisily nearby. How quickly they have acclimated.


  “Are you very miserable here, darling?” Mayfly asks, running her fingertips lightly along my cheeks.


  I give her a stoic smile. “I’ll be all right. We’ll find things to amuse us, I’m sure. It’s all for the best that Nikomastir brought us to this place.”


  “You don’t mean that, do you? Not really.”


  “Not really, no.”


  Yet in some sense I do. I often tell myself that it’s important not to live as though life is just a perpetual holiday for us, even though in fact it is. It would be too easy to lose ourselves, if we aren’t careful, in the nightmare that is perfection.


  This is an era when all things are possible. We have godlike existences. We have every imaginable comfort close at hand. Beauty and long life are ours for the asking; we are spared the whole dreary business of sagging flesh and spreading waistlines and blurry eyesight and graying hair and hardening arteries that afflicted our remote ancestors. And all the incredible richness of the galaxy lies open to us: key in your coordinates, snap your fingers, off you go, any world you choose to visit instantly available. Never in the history of the universe has any species lived such a life as ours.


  I fear the terrible ease of this existence of ours. I think sometimes that we’ll eventually be asked to pay a great price for it. That thought engulfs me in secret terror.


  Mayfly, who knows me almost as well as I know myself, says, “Think of it this way, love. There’s something to be learned even from ugliness. Isn’t it true that what we’re trying to get out of all this travel is experience that has meaning? If that’s what we want, we can’t just limit ourselves to the beautiful places. And maybe a horrid place like Sidri Akrak has something important to teach us.”


  Yes. She’s right. Is she aware that she’s voicing my own most private thoughts, or is she just being playful?


  Perhaps it’s all self-delusion, but I do indeed seek for meaning as we travel, or at least think that I do. These furtive broodings in which I indulge in the hidden places of my soul are, so it seems to me, the thing that sets me apart from Nikomastir and Mayfly and Velimyle, who take life as it comes and ask no questions.


  Velimyle and Nikomastir return from the garden a little while later. She puts the rolled canvas away without showing it to me.


  There is an uncharacteristically somber expression on Velimyle’s face and even giddy Nikomastir seems troubled. Plainly something has gone awry.


  I know better than to ask for details.


  We eat at our hotel that night. The surly innkeeper slams the dishes down before us almost angrily: a thin greenish gruel, some sort of stewed shredded meat, a mess of overcooked vegetables. The meat tastes like cooked twine and the vegetables have a dank swampy flavor. I pretend we are back on Iriarte, where food is the highest art and every meal is a symphony. I pretend we have returned to Nabomba Zom, to that wondrous palatial hotel by the shore of the scarlet sea, the waters of which at dawn would reverberate as if struck by a hammer as the first blue rays of morning fell upon it.


  But no, no, we are on Sidri Akrak. I lie sleepless through the night with Velimyle breathing gently beside me, listening to the fierce honkings and roarings and screechings of the wild beasts that roam the darkness beyond our windows. Now and again then the sounds of the lovemaking of Mayfly and Nikomastir come through the thin walls that separate our bedroom from theirs, giggles and gasps and long indrawn sighs of pleasure.


  In the morning we go out exploring.


  This city, we have learned, is called Periandros Andifang. It has a population of just under one hundred thousand, with not a single building of the slightest architectural distinction and a year-round climate of clamminess and drizzle. The plant life is, generally speaking, strikingly unsightly—a preponderance of gray leaves, black flowers—and the air is full of clouds of little stinging midges with malevolent purple beaks, and of course one has to deal with the fauna, too, the fiend’s gallery of grisly monstrosities, seemingly no two alike, that greet you at every turn: huge beasts with beady eyes and slavering fangs and clacking claws, things with pockmarked pustulent skins or writhing furry tentacles or clutching many-jointed arms. Almost always they appear without warning, galloping out of some clump of trees uttering banshee shrieks or ground-shaking roars.


  I begin to understand now the tales of unwary travelers who have total mental breakdowns within an hour of their arrival on Sidri Akrak.


  It quickly becomes clear to us, though, that none of these horrendous creatures has any interest in attacking us.


  The only real risk we run is that of getting trampled as they go charging past. Very likely it is the case that they find human flesh unpalatable, or indigestible, or downright poisonous. But encountering them is an unnerving business, and we encounter them again and again and again.


  Nikomastir finds it all fascinating. Painstakingly he searches out the ill-favored, the misshapen, the feculent, the repulsive—not that they are hard to find. He drifts ecstatically from one eyesore of a building to the next, taking an infinite number of pictures. He adores the plants’ sooty foul-smelling blossoms and sticky blighted-looking leaves. The rampaging animals give him even greater pleasure; whenever some particularly immense or especially abhorrent-looking loathsomeness happens to cross our path he cries out in boyish glee.


  This starts to be very irritating. His callow idiocy is making me feel old.


  “Remember, sweet, he’s not even seventy yet,” Mayfly reminds me, seeing my brows furrowing. “Surely you were like that yourself, once upon a time.”


  “Was I? I’d like to think that isn’t so.”


  “And in any case,” says Velimyle, “can’t you manage to find that enthusiasm of his charming?”


  No. I can’t. Perhaps it’s getting to be time for my next rebirth, I think. Growing old, for us, isn’t a matter so much of bodily decay—that is fended off by efficient processes of automatic bioenergetic correction—as of increasing inward rigidity, a creakiness of the soul, a corrugation of the psyche, a stiffening of the spiritual synapses. One starts to feel sour and petty and crabbed. Life loses its joy and its juice. By then you begin to become aware that it is time to clamber once more into the crystal tank where an intricate spiderweb of machinery will enfold you like a loving mother, and slip off into sweet oblivion for a while, and awaken to find yourself young again and ready to start all over. Which you can do over and over again, until eventually you arrive at the annoying point, after the eleventh or twelfth rebirth, where the buildup of solar poisons in your system has at last become ineradicable under any circumstances, and that is the end of you, alas.


  Even gods have to die eventually, it would seem.


  Nikomastir is a young god, and I am, evidently, an aging one.


  I try to make allowances for that. But I find myself fervently hoping, all the same, that he will tire of this awful place very soon and allow us to go onward to some happier world.


  He does not tire of it, though.


  He loves it. He is in the grip of what some ancient poet once called the fascination of the abomination. He has gone up and down every street of the city, peering at this building and that one in unstinting admiration of their imperfections. For several days running he makes it clear that he is searching for some building in particular, and then he finds it: a rambling old ruin of great size and formidable ugliness at the very edge of town, standing apart from everything else in a sort of private park.


  “Here it is!” he cries. “The ancestral mansion! The house where my father was born!”


  So Nikomastir still clings to the claim that he is of Akrakikan descent. There is no way that this can be true; the natives of this world are a chilly bloodless folk with mean pinched hard souls, if they have souls at all and not just some clicking chattering robotic mechanisms inside their skulls. Indeed I have known robots with personalities far more appealing than anyone we have met thus far on Sidri Akrak. Nikomastir, bless him, is nothing at all like that. He may be silly and frivolous and empty-headed, but he also is sweet-natured and lively and amiable and vivacious, terms that have never yet been applied to any citizen of Sidri Akrak, and never will be.


  Velimyle has tried to paint him again. Again the attempt was a failure. This time she is so distressed that I dare to breach the wall of privacy behind which she keeps her art and ask her what the difficulty is.


  “Look,” she says.


  She unrolls the second canvas. Against the familiar swirling colors of a typical Velimyle background I see the slender, angular form of Nikomastir, imprinted there by the force of Velimyle’s mental rapport with the psychosensitive fabric. But the features are all wrong. Nikomaster’s perpetual easy smile has given way to a dreadful scowling grimace. His lip curls backward menacingly; his teeth are the teeth of some predatory beast.


  And his eyes—oh, Velimyle, those harsh, glaring eyes! Where is his cheerful sparkle? These eyes are hard, narrow, fierce, and above all else sad. The Nikomastir of Velimyle’s painting stares out at the universe with tragic intensity. They are the eyes of a god, perhaps, but of a dying god, one who knows he must give up his life for the redemption of his race.


  “The first one was almost as bad,” Velimyle says. “Why is this happening? This isn’t Nikomastir at all. I’ve never had something like this happen.”


  “Has he seen either of the paintings?”


  “I wouldn’t let him. All I told him was that they didn’t come out right, that they would depress him if I showed them to him. And of course he didn’t want to see them after that.”


  “Something about this planet must be shading your perceptions,” I say. “Burn this, Velimyle. And the other one too. And forget about painting him until we’ve left here.”


  Nikomastir wants to have a look inside the crumbling, lurching pile that he says is his family’s ancestral home.


  But the place, ruinous though it is, happens to be occupied by Akrakikans, a whole swarm of them, and when he knocks at the front door and grandly introduces himself to the major-domo of the house as Count Nikomastir of Sembiran, who has come here on a sentimental journey to his former paternal estate, the door is closed in his face without a word. “How impolite,” Nikomastir says, not seeming very surprised. “But don’t worry: I’ll find a way of getting in.”


  That project gets tabled too. Over the next few days he leads us farther and farther afield, well out into the uninhabited countryside beyond the boundaries of Periandros Andifang. The land out here is swampy and uningratiating, and of course there are the animals to contend with, and the insects, and the humidity. I can tell that Mayfly and Verimyle are growing a little weary of Nikomastir’s exuberance, but they both are as tolerant of his whims as ever and follow him loyally through these soggy realms. As do I—partly, I suppose, because we agreed long ago that we would journey everywhere as a single unit, and partly because I have been stung, evidently, by various hints of Mayfly’s and Velimyle’s that my recent crochetiness could mean I might be getting ready for my next rebirth.


  Then he turns his attention once more to the old house that he imagines once belonged to his family. “My father once told me that there’s a pool of fire behind it, a phosphorescent lake. He used to swim it when he was a boy, and he’d come up dripping with cool flame. I’m going to take a swim in it too, and then we can head off to the next planet. Whose turn is it to pick our next planet, anyway?”


  “Mine,” I say quickly. I have Marajo in mind—the sparkling sands, the City of Seven Pyramids. “If there’s a lake behind that house, Nikomastir, I advise you very earnestly to stay away from it. The people who live there don’t seem to look favorably on trespassers. Besides, can’t you imagine the kind of nastinesses that would live in a lake on this world?”


  “My father went swimming in that one,” Nikomastir replies, and gives me a defiant glare. “It’s perfectly safe, I assure you.”


  I doubt, of course, that any such lake exists. If it’s there, though, I hope he isn’t fool enough to go swimming in it. My affection for the boy is real; I don’t want him to come to harm.


  But I let the matter drop. I’ve already said too much. The surest way to prod him into trouble, I know, is oppose him in one of his capricious fancies. My hope is that Nikomastir’s attention will be diverted elsewhere in the next day or two and all thought of that dismal house, and of the fiery lake that may or may not be behind it, will fly out of his mind.


  It’s generally a good idea, when visiting a world you know very little about, to keep out of places of unknown chemical properties. When we toured Megalo Kastro, we stood at the edge of a cliff looking down into the famous living sea, that pink custardy mass that is in fact a single living organism of gigantic size, spreading across thousands of kilometers of that world. But it did not occur to us to take a swim in that sea, for we understood that in a matter of hours it would dissolve and digest us if we did.


  And when we were on Xamur we went to see the Idradin crater, as everyone who goes to Xamur does. Xamur is the most perfect of worlds, flawless and serene, a paradise, air like perfume and water like wine, every tree in the ideal place, every brook, every hill.


  It has only one blemish—the Idradin, a huge round pit that reaches deep into the planet’s primordial heart. It is a hideous place, that crater. Concentric rings of jagged cooled lava surround it, black and eroded and bleak.


  Stinking gases rise out of the depths, and yellow clouds of sulfuric miasma belch forth, and wild red shafts of roaring flame, and you peer down from the edge into a roiling den of hot surging magma. Everyone who goes to Xamur must visit the Idradin, for if you did not see perfect Xamur’s one terrible flaw you could never be happy on any other world. And so we stared into it from above, and shivered with the horror we were expected to feel; but we were never at all tempted to clamber down the crater’s sides and dip our toes into that realm of fire below.


  It seems unlikely to me that Nikomastir will do anything so stupid here. But I have to be careful not to prod him in the wrong direction. I don’t mention the lake to him again.


  Our exploration of Sidri Akrak proceeds. We visit new swamps, new groves of fetid-smelling malproportioned trees, new neighborhoods of misshapen and graceless buildings. One drizzly disheartening day succeeds another, and finally I am unable to bear the sight of that brown sky and greenish sun any longer. Though it is a violation of our agreements, I stay behind at the hotel one morning and let the other three go off without me.


  It is a quiet time. I spend the hours reflecting on our travels of years past, all the many worlds we have seen. Icy Mulano of the two suns, one yellow, one bloody red, and billions of ghostly electric life-forms glimmering about you in the frigid air. Estrilidis, where the cats have two tails and the insects have eyes like blue diamonds.


  Zimbalou, the sunless nomad world, where the cities are buried deep below the frozen surface. Kalimaka, Haj Qaldun, Vietoris, Nabomba Zom—


  So many places, so many sights. A lifetime of wonderful experiences; and yet what, I ask myself, has it all meant? How has it shaped me? What have I learned?


  I have no answers, only to say that we will continue to go onward, ever onward. It is our life. It is what we do.


  We are travelers by choice, but also by nature, by destiny.


  I am still lost in reverie when I hear Velimyle’s voice outside my window, calling to me, telling me that I must come quickly. “Nikomastir—” she cries. “Nikomastir!”


  “What about him?”


  But she can only gesture and wave. Her eyes are wild. We run together through the muddy streets, paying no heed to the bulky and grotesque Akrakikan monstrosities that occasionally intersect our path. I realize after a time that Velimyle is leading me toward the tumbledown house at the edge of town that Nikomastir has claimed as his family’s former home. A narrow grassy path leads around one side of it to the rear; and there, to my amazement, I see the phosphorescent lake of Nikomastir’s fantasies, with Mayfly beside it, leaping up and down in agitation that verges on frenzy.


  She points toward the water. “Out there—there—”


  On this ugly world even a phosphorescent lake can somehow manage to be an unlovely sight. I saw one once on Darma Barma that flashed like heavenly fire in rippling waves of cobalt and amethyst, magenta and gold, aquamarine and emerald and jade. But from this lake emanates the most unradiant of radiances, a dull, prosaic, sickly gleam, dark-toned and dispiriting, except in one place off toward the farther shore where a disturbance of some sort is setting up whirlpools of glinting metallic effects, swirls of eye-jabbing bright sparkles, as though handfuls of iron filings are being thrown through a magnetic field.


  The disturbance is Nikomastir. He—his body, rather—is tossing and heaving at the lake’s surface, and all about him the denizens of the lake can be seen, narrow scaly jutting heads popping up by the dozens, hinged jaws snapping, sharp teeth closing on flesh. A widening pool of blood surrounds him. They, whatever they are, are ripping him to shreds.


  “We have to get him out of there,” Mayfly says, her voice congested with horror and fear.


  “How?” I ask.


  “I told him not to do it,” says trembling Velimyle. “I told him, I told him, I told him. But he plunged right in, and when he was halfway across they began to break the surface, and then—then he began screaming, and—”


  Mayfly plucks urgently at my sleeve. “What can we do? How can we rescue him?”


  “He’s beyond rescuing,” I tell her hollowly.


  “But if we can get his body back,” she says, “there’ll be a way to revive him, won’t there? I know there is.


  Scientists can do anything nowadays.” Velimyle, more tentatively, agrees. Some kind of scientific miracle, Nikomastir gathered up and repaired somehow by the regeneration of tissue—


  But tissue is all that’s left of him now, frayed sorry scraps, and the creatures of the lake, frantic now with blood-lust, are devouring even those in furious haste.


  They want me to tell them that Nikomastir isn’t really dead.


  But he is: really, really, really dead. Dead forever. What has been played out on this shore today was not a game. There is nothing that can be saved, no way to regenerate. I have never seen the death of a human being before. It is a dizzying thing to contemplate: the finality, the utterness. My mind is whirling; I have to fight back convulsions of shock and horror.


  “Couldn’t you have stopped him?” I ask angrily, when I am able to speak again.


  “But he wanted so badly to do it,” Mayfly replies. “We couldn’t have stopped him, you know. Not even if we—”


  She halts in midsentence.


  “Not even if you had wanted to?” I say. “Is that it?” Neither of them can meet my furious gaze. “But you didn’t want to, did you? You thought it would be fun to see Nikomastir swim across the phosphorescent lake. Fun. Am I right? Yes. I know that I am. What could you have been thinking, Mayfly? Velimyle?”


  There is no sign of Nikomastir at the surface any longer. The lake is growing still again. Its phosphorescence has subsided to a somber tarnished glow.


  For a long time, minutes, hours, weeks, none of us is capable of moving. Silent, pale, stunned, we stand with bowed heads by the shore of that frightful lake, scarcely even able to breathe.


  We are in the presence of incontrovertible and permanent death, which to us is a novelty far greater even than the living sea of Megalo Kastro or the blue dawn of Nabomba Zom, and the immense fact of it holds us rooted to the spot. Was this truly Nikomastir’s ancestral world? Was his father actually born in that great old falling-down house, and did he really once swim in this deadly lake? And if none of that was so, how did Nikomastir know that the lake was there? We will never be able to answer those questions. Whatever we do not know about Nikomastir that we have already learned, we will never come to discover now. That is the meaning of death: the finality of it, the severing of communication, the awful unanswerable power of the uncompromising curtain that descends like a wall of steel. We did not come to Sidri Akrak to learn about such things, but that is what we have learned on Sidri Akrak, and we will take it with us wherever we go henceforth, pondering it, examining it.


  “Come,” I say to Mayfly and Velimyle, after a time. “We need to get away from here.”


  So, then. Nikomastir was foolish. He was bold. He has had his swim and now he is dead. And why? Why? For what? What was he seeking, on this awful world? What were we? We know what we found, yes, but not what it was that we were looking for. I wonder if we will ever know.


  He has lived his only life, has Nikomastir, and he has lost it in the pursuit of idle pleasure. There is a lesson in that, for me, for Velimilye, for Mayfly, for us all. And one day I will, I hope, understand what it is.


  All I do know after having lived these hundreds of years is that the universe is very large and we are quite small. We live godlike lives these days, flitting as we do from world to world, but even so we are not gods. We die: some sooner, some later, but we do die. Only gods live forever. Nikomastir hardly lived at all.


  So be it. We have learned what we have learned from Nikomastir’s death, and now we must move on. We are travelers by nature and destiny, and we will go forward into our lives. Tomorrow we leave for Marajo. The shining sands, the City of Seven Pyramids. Marajo will teach us something, as Xamur once did, and Nabomba Zom, and Galgala. And also Sidri Akrak. Something. Something. Something.
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  Our wounds were horrible, but the army made us well and gave us Heaven, temporarily. And a fortune to spend there.


  The most expensive and hard-to-replace component of a fighting suit is the soldier inside of it, so if he is crippled badly enough to be taken out of the fight, the suit tries to save what’s left. In William’s case, it automatically cut off his mangled leg and sealed the stump. In my case it was the right arm, just above the elbow. They say that for us women, losing an arm is easier than a leg. How did they come up with that?


  But it was amazing luck that we should both get amputation wounds at the same time, which kept us together.


  That was the Tet-2 campaign, which was a disaster, and William and I lay around doped to the gills with happyjuice while the others died their way through the disaster of Aleph-7. The score after the two battles was fifty-four dead, thirty-seven of us crips, two head cases, and only twelve more or less working soldiers, who were of course bristling with enthusiasm. Twelve is not enough to fight a battle with, unfortunately, so the Sangre y Victoria was rerouted to the hospital planet Heaven.


  We took a long time, three collapsar jumps, getting to Heaven. The Taurans can chase you through one jump, if they’re at the right place and the right time. But two would be almost impossible, and three just couldn’t happen.


  (But “couldn’t happen” is probably a bad-luck charm. Because of the relativistic distortions associated with travel through collapsar jumps, you never know, when you greet the enemy, whether it comes from your own time, or centuries in your past or future. Maybe in a millennium or two, they’ll be able to follow you through three collapsar jumps like following footprints. One of the first things they’d do is vaporize Heaven. Then Earth.)


  Heaven is like an Earth untouched by human industry and avarice, pristine forests and fields and mountains—but it’s also a monument to human industry, and avarice, too.


  When you recover—and there’s no “if”; you wouldn’t be there if they didn’t know they could fix you—you’re still in the army, but you’re also immensely wealthy. Even a private’s pay rolls up a fortune, automatically invested during the centuries that creak by between battles. One of the functions of Heaven is to put all those millions back into the economy. So there’s no end of things to do, all of them expensive.


  When William and I recovered, we were given six months of “rest and recreation” on Heaven. I actually got out two days before him, but waited around, reading. They did still have books, for soldiers so old-fashioned they didn’t want to plug themselves into adventures or ecstasies for thousands of dollars a minute. I did have $529,755,012 sitting around, so I could have dipped into tripping. But I’d heard I would have plenty of it, retraining before our next assignment. The ALSC, “accelerated life situation computer,” which taught you things by making you do them in virtual reality. Over and over, until you got them right.


  William had half again as much money as I did, since he had outranked me for centuries, but I didn’t wait around just to get my hands on his fortune. I probably would have wanted his company even if I didn’t love him. We were the only two people here born in the twentieth century, and there were only a handful from the twenty-first. Very few of them, off-duty, spoke a language I understood, though all soldiers were taught “premodern” English as a sort of temporal lingua franca. Some of them claimed their native language was English, but it was extremely fast and seemed to have lost some vowels along the way. Four centuries. Would I have sounded as strange to a Pilgrim? I don’t think so.


  (It would be interesting to take one of those Pilgrim Fathers and show him what had evolved from a life of grim piety and industriousness. Religion on Earth is a curiosity, almost as rare as heterosex. Heaven has no God, either, and men and women in love or in sex with people not of their own gender are committing an anachronistic perversion.)


  I’d already arranged for a sumptuous “honeymoon” suite on Skye, an airborne resort, before William got out, and we did spend five days there, amusing each other anachronistically. Then we rented a flyer and set out to see the world.


  William humored my desire to explore the physical, wild aspects of the world first. We camped in desert, jungle, arctic waste, mountaintops, deserted islands. We had pressor fields that kept away dangerous animals, allowing us a good close look at them while they tried to figure out what was keeping them from lunch, and they were impressive-evolution here had not favored mammal over reptile, and both families had developed large, swift predators in a variety of beautiful and ugly designs.


  Then we toured the cities, in their finite variety. Some, like the sylvan Threshold where we’d grown and trained our new limbs, blended in with their natural surroundings. This was a twenty-second-century esthetic, too bland and obvious for modern tastes. The newer cities, like Skye, flaunted their artificiality.


  We were both nervous in Atlantis, under a crushing kilometer of water, with huge glowing beasts bumping against the pressors, dark day and dark night. Perhaps it was too exact a metaphor for our lives in the army, the thin skins of cruiser or fighting suit holding the dark nothingness of space at bay while monsters tried to destroy you.


  Many of the cities had no function other than separating soldiers from their money, so in spite of their variety there was a sameness to them. Eat, drink, drug, trip, have or watch sex.


  I found the sex shows more interesting than William did, but he was repelled by the men together. It didn’t seem to me that what they did was all that different from what we did—and not nearly as alien as tripping for sex, plugging into a machine that delivered to you the image of an ideal mate and cleaned up afterwards.


  He did go to a lesbian show with me, and made love with unusual energy that night. I thought there was something there besides titillation; that he was trying to prove something. We kidded each other about it—“Me Tarzan, you Jane,” “Me Tarzan, you Heathcliff.” Who on this world would know what we were laughing about?


  Prostitution had a new wrinkle, with empathy drugs that joined the servicer and customer in a deep emotional bond that was real while it lasted, I suppose to keep in competition with the electronic fantasy. We told each other we weren’t inclined to try it, though I was curious, and probably would have done it if I’d been alone. I don’t think William would have, since the drugs don’t work between men and women, or so one of them told us, giggling with wide-eyed embarrassment. The very idea.


  We had six months of quiet communion and wild, desperate fun, and still had plenty of money left when it suddenly ended. We were having lunch in an elegant restaurant in Skye, watching the sun sparkle on the calm ocean a klick below, when a nervous private came up, saluted, and gave us our sealed orders.


  They were for different places. William was going to Sade-138, a collapsar out in the Greater Magellanic Cloud. I was going to Aleph-10, in the Orion group.


  He was a major, the Yod-4 Strike Force commander, and I was a captain, the executive officer for Aleph-10.


  It was unbelievable, surreal; monumentally stupid and unfair. We’d been together since Basic-five years or half a millennium—and neither of us was leadership material. Neither of us was even a good private! The army had abundant evidence of that. Yet he was leaving in a week, for Stargate, to become a leader of men and women. My Strike Force was mustering in orbit around Heaven, in two days. Where I would somehow become a leader myself.


  We flew back to Threshold, half the world away, and got there just as the administrative offices were opening. William fought and bought his way to the top, trying at the very least to have me reassigned as his XO. What difference could it make? Most of the people he’d muster with at Stargate hadn’t even been born yet.


  Of course it was not a matter of logic; it was a matter of protocol. And no army in history had ever been so locked in the ice of protocol. The person who had signed those orders for the yet unborn was probably dead by now.


  The day and night we had left together was not good. Naturally, we thought of running; we knew the planet well and had some resources left. But the planet belonged to the army. We wouldn’t be safe in any city, and would be thoroughly conspicuous in the wild, since we wouldn’t be able to survive without the pressor fields, easily detected.


  Desertion would be punished by death, of course, and we discussed the possibility of dying together that way, in a final gesture of defiance. But that would have been passive, simply giving our lives to the army. Better to offer them one more time to the Taurans.


  Finally, exhausted by talk and anger and grief, we just lay in each other’s arms for the last night and early morning. I wish I could say we gave each other strength.


  When he walked me to the isolation chamber three hours before launch, we were almost deferential with one another, perhaps the way you act in the presence of beloved dead. No poet who ever equated parting with death had ever had a door slam shut like that. Even if we had both been headed for Earth, a few days apart, the time-space geometry of the collapsar jump would guarantee that we arrived decades or even centuries apart from one another.


  And this wasn’t Earth. There were 150,000 light-years between Sade-138 and Aleph-10. Absolute distance means nothing in collapsar geometry, they say. But if William were to die in a nova bomb attack, the tiny spark of his passing would take fifteen hundred centuries to crawl to Orion, or Earth. Time and distance beyond imagination.


  The spaceport was on the equator, of course, on an island they called Paerw’l; Farewell. There was a high cliff, actually a flattened-off pinnacle, overlooking the bay to the east, where William and I had spent silent days fasting and meditating. He said he was going there to watch the launch. I hoped to get a window so that I could see the island, and I did push my way to one when we filed into the shuttle. But I couldn’t see the pinnacle from sea level, and when the engines screamed and the invisible force pushed me back into the cushions, I looked but was blinded by tears, and couldn’t raise a hand to wipe them away.


  2


  Fortunately, I had six hours’ slack time after we docked at the space station Athene, before I had to report for ALSC training. Time to pull myself together, with the help of a couple of slowballs. I went to my small quarters and unpacked and took the pills, and lay on the bunk for a while. Then I found my way to the lounge and watched the planet spin below, green and white and blue. There were eleven ships in orbit a few klicks away, one a large cruiser, presumably the Bolivar, which was going to take us to Aleph-10.


  The lounge was huge and almost empty. Two other women in unfamiliar beige uniforms, I supposed Athene staff. They were talking in the strange fast Angel language, and I was listening with a rather slow brain.


  While I was getting coffee, a man walked in wearing tan-and-green camouflage fatigues like mine. We weren’t actually camouflaged as well as the ones in beige, in this room of comforting wood and earth tones.


  He came over and got a cup. “You’re Captain Potter, Marygay Potter.”


  “That’s right,” I said. “You’re in Beta?”


  “No, I’m stationed here, but I’m army.” He offered his hand. “Michael Dobei, Mike. Colonel. I’m your Temporal Orientation Officer.”


  We carried our coffee to a table. “You’re supposed to catch me up on this future, this present?”


  He nodded. “Prepare you for dealing with the men and women under you. And the other officers.”


  “What I’m trying to deal with is this ‘under you’ part. I’m no soldier, Colonel.”


  “Mike. You’re actually a better soldier than you know. I’ve seen your profile. You’ve been through a lot of combat, and it hasn’t broken you. Not even the terrible experience on Earth.”


  William and I had been staying on my parents’ farm when we were attacked by a band of looters; Mother and Dad were killed. “That’s in my profile? I wasn’t a soldier then. We’d quit.”


  “There’s a lot of stuff in there.” He raised his coffee and looked at me over the rim of the cup. “Want to know what your high-school advisor thought of you?”


  “You’re a shrink.”


  “That used to be the word. Now we’re ‘skinks.’ ”


  I laughed. “That used to be a lizard.”


  “Still is.” He pulled a reader out of his pocket. “You were last on Earth in 2007. You liked it so little that you reenlisted.”


  “Has it gotten better?”


  “Better, then worse, then better. As ever. When I left, in 2318, things were at least peaceful.”


  “Drafted?”


  “Not in the sense you were. I knew from age ten what I was going to be. Everybody does.”


  “What? You knew you were going to be a Temporal Orientation Officer?”


  “Uh-huh.” He smiled. “I didn’t know quite what that meant, but I sure as hell resented it. I had to go to a special school, to learn this language—SoldierSpeak—but I had to take four years of it, instead of the two that most soldiers do.


  “I suppose we’re more regimented on Earth now; creche to grave control, but also security. The crime and anarchy that characterized your Earth are ancient history. Most people live happy, fulfilling lives.”


  “Homosexual. No families.”


  “Oh, we have families, parents, but not random ones. To keep the population stable, one person is quickened whenever one dies. The new one goes to a couple that has grown up together in the knowledge that they have a talent for parenting; they’ll be given, at most, four children to raise.”


  “ ‘Quickened’—test-tube babies?”


  “Incubators. No birth trauma. No real uncertainty about the future. You’ll find your troops a pretty sane bunch of people.”


  “And what will they find me? They won’t resent taking orders from a heterosexual throwback? A dinosaur?”


  “They know history; they won’t blame you for being what you are. If you tried to initiate sex with one of the men, there might be trouble.”


  I shook my head. “That won’t happen. The only man I love is gone, forever.”


  He looked down at the floor and cleared his throat. Can you embarrass a professional skink? “William Mandella. I wish they hadn’t done that. It seems . . . unnecessarily cruel.”


  “We tried to get me reassigned as his XO.”


  “That wouldn’t have worked. That’s the paradox.” He moved the cup in circles on the table, watching the reflections dance. “You both have so much time in rank, objective and subjective, that they had to give you commissions. But they couldn’t put you under William. The heterosex issue aside, he would be more concerned about your safety than about the mission. The troops would see that and resent it.”


  “What, it never happens in your brave new world? You never have a commander falling in love with someone in his or her command?”


  “Of course it happens; het or home, love happens. But they’re separated and sometimes punished, or at least reprimanded.” He waved that away. “In theory. If it’s not blatant, who cares? But with you and William, it would be a constant irritant to the people underneath you.”


  “Most of them have never seen heterosexuals, I suppose.”


  “None of them. It’s detected early and easy to cure.”


  “Wonderful. Maybe they can cure me.”


  “No. I’m afraid it has to be done before puberty.” He laughed. “Sorry. You were kidding me.”


  “You don’t think my being het is going to hurt my ability to command?”


  “No, like I say, they know how people used to be—besides, privates aren’t supposed to empathize with their officers; they’re supposed to follow their orders. And they know about ALSC training; they’ll know how well prepared you are.”


  “I’ll be out of the chain of command, anyhow, as Executive Officer.”


  “Unless everybody over you dies. It’s happened.”


  “Then the army will find out what a mistake it made. A little too late.”


  “You might surprise yourself, after the ALSC training.” He checked his watch. “Which is coming up in a couple of hours.”


  “Would you like to get together for lunch before that?”


  “Um, no. I don’t think you want to eat. They sort of clean you out beforehand. From both ends.”


  “Sounds . . . dramatic.”


  “Oh, it is, all of it. Some people enjoy it.”


  “You don’t think I will.”


  He paused. “Let’s talk about it afterward.”
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  The purging wasn’t bad, since by that time I was limp and goofy with drugs. They shaved me clean as a baby, even my arms and cheeks, and were in the process of covering me with feedback sensors when I dozed off.


  I woke up naked and running. A bunch of other naked people were running after me and my friends, throwing rocks at us. A heavy rock stung me under the shoulderblade, knocking my breath away and making me stumble. A chunky Neanderthal tackled me and whacked me on the head twice with something.


  I knew this was a simulation, a dream, and here I was passing out in a dream. When I woke up a moment later, he had forced my legs apart and was about to rape me. I clawed at his eyes and rolled away. He came after me, intention still apparent, and my hand fell on his club. I swung it with both hands and cracked his head, spraying blood and brains. He ejaculated in shuddering spurts as he died, feet drumming the ground. God, it was supposed to be realistic, but couldn’t they spare me a few details?


  Then I was standing in a phalanx with a shield and a long spear. There were men in front of our line, crouching, with shorter spears. All of the weapons were braced at the same angle, presenting a wall of points to the horses that were charging toward us. This is not the hard part. You just stand firm, and live or not. I studied the light armor of the Persian enemy as they approached. There were three who might be in my area if we unhorsed them, or if their horses stopped.


  The horse on my left crashed through. The one on the right reared up and tried to turn. The one charging straight at us took both spears in the breast, breaking the shaft of mine as it skidded, sprawling, spraying blood and screaming with an unearthly high whine, pinning the man in front of me. The unhorsed Persian crashed into my shield and knocked me down as I was drawing my short sword; the hilt of it dug in under my ribs, and I almost slashed myself getting it free of the scabbard while I scrambled back to my feet.


  The horseman had lost his little round shield, but his sword was coming around in a flat arc. I just caught it on the edge of my shield and as I had been taught chopped down toward his unprotected forearm and wrist—he twisted away, but I nicked him under the elbow, lucky shot that hit a tendon or something. He dropped his sword and as he reached for it with his other hand, I slashed at his face and opened a terrible wound across eye, cheek, and mouth. As he screamed a flap of skin fell away, exposing bloody bone and teeth, and I shifted my weight for a backhand, aiming for the unprotected throat, and then something slammed into my back and the bloody point of a spear broke the skin above my right nipple; I fell to my knees dying and realized I didn’t have breasts; I was a man, a young boy.


  It was dark and cold and the trench smelled of shit and rotting flesh. “Two minutes, boys,” a sergeant said in a stage whisper. I heard a canteen gurgle twice and took it when it was passed to me—warm gin. I managed not to cough and passed it on down. I checked in the darkness and still didn’t have breasts and touched between my legs and that was strange. I started to shake and heard the man next to me peeing, and I suddenly had to go, too. I fumbled with the buttons left-handed, holding on to my rifle, and barely managed to get the thing out in time, peeing hotly onto my hand. “Fix bayonets,” the sergeant whispered while I was still going and instinct took over and I felt the locking port under the muzzle of my Enfield and held it with my left hand while my right went back and slid the bayonet from its sheath and clicked it into place.


  “I shall see you in Hell, Sergeant Simmons.” the man next to me said conversationally.


  “Soon enough, Rez. Thirty seconds.” There was a German machine-gun position about eighty yards ahead and to the right. They also had at least one very good sniper and, presumably, an artillery observer. We were hoping for some artillery support at 1:17, which would signal the beginning of our charge. If the artillery didn’t come, which was likely, we were to charge anyhow, riflemen in two short squads in front of grenadiers. A suicide mission, perhaps, but certain death if your courage flags.


  I wiped my hand on the greasy filthy fatigues and thumbed the safety off the rifle. There was already a round chambered. I put my left foot on the improvised step and got a handhold with my left. My knees were water, and my anus didn’t want to stay closed. I felt tears, and my throat went dry and metallic. This is not real. “Now,” the sergeant said quietly, and I heaved myself up over the lip of the trench and fired one-handed in the general direction of the enemy, and started to run toward them, working the bolt, vaguely proud of not soiling myself. I flopped on the ground and took an aimed shot at the noise of the machine gun, no muzzle flash, and then held fire while squad two rushed by us. A grenadier skidded next to me, and said, “Go!” It became “Oh!” when a bullet smacked into him, but I was up and running, another round chambered, four left. A bullet shattered my foot and I took one painful step and fell.


  I pulled myself forward, trying to keep the muzzle out of the mud, and rolled into a shallow crater half filled with water and parts of a swollen decaying body. I could hear another machine gun starting, but I couldn’t breathe. I pushed up with both arms to gasp some air above the crater’s miasma and a bullet crashed into my teeth.


  It wasn’t chronological. I went from there to the mist of Breed’s Hill, on the British side of what the Americans would call the Battle of Bunker Hill. The deck of a ship, warding off pirates while sails burned; then another ship, deafened by cannon fire while I tried to keep cool lead on the kamikaze Zero soaring into us.


  I flew cloth-winged biplanes and supersonic fighters, used lasers and a bow and arrow and leveled a city with the push of a button. I killed with bullets and bolos and binary-coded decimals. Every second, I was aware that it was a training exercise; I felt terror and sorrow and pain, but only for minutes or hours. And I slept at least as many hours as I was awake, but there was no rest—somehow while sleeping, my brain was filled with procedures, history, regulations.


  When they unplugged me after three weeks I was literally catatonic. That was normal, though, and they had drugs that pulled you back into the world. They worked for more than 90 percent of the new officers. The others were allowed to drift away.
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  We had two weeks of rest and rehabilitation—in orbit, unfortunately, not on Heaven—after the ALSC experience. While we were sweating it out in the officers’ gym, I met the other line officers, who were as shaken and weak as I was, after three weeks’ immersion in oxygenated fluorocarbon, mayhem, and book learning.


  We were also one mass of wrinkles from head to toe, the first day, when our exercises consisted of raising our arms above our heads and trying to stand up and sit down without help. The wrinkles started to fade in the sauna, as we conversed in tired monosyllables. We looked like big muscular pink babies; they must have shaved or depilated us during the three weeks.


  Three of us were male, which was interesting. I’ve seen lots of naked men, but never a hairless one. I guess we all looked kind of exposed and diagrammatic. Okayawa had an erection, and Morales kidded him about it, but to my relief it didn’t go any further than that. It was a socially difficult situation anyhow.


  The commander, Angela Garcia, was physically about ten years older than me, though of course by the calendar she was centuries younger. She was gruff and seemed to be holding a lot in. I knew her slightly, at least by sight; she’d been a platoon leader, not mine, in the Tet-2 disaster. Both her legs had the new-equipment look that my arm did. We’d come to Heaven together, but since her regrowth took three times as long as mine, we hadn’t met there. William and I were gone before she was able to come into the common ward.


  William had been in many of my ALSC dreams, a shadowy figure in some of the crowds. My father sometimes, too.


  I liked Sharn Taylor, the medical officer, right off. She had a cheerful fatalism about the whole thing, and had lived life to the hilt while on Heaven, hiring a succession of beautiful women to help her spend her fortune. She’d run out of money a week early, and had to come back to Threshold and live on army rations and the low-power trips you could get for free. She herself was not beautiful; a terrible wound had ripped off her left arm and breast and the left side of her face. It had all been put back, but the new parts didn’t match the old parts too well.


  She had a doctor’s objectivity about it, though, and professional admiration for the miracles they could accomplish—by the current calendar, she was more than 150 years out of medical school.


  Her ALSC session had been totally different from ours, of course; an update of healing skills rather than killing ones. “Most of it is getting along with machines, though, rather than treating people,” she told me while we nibbled at the foodlike substance that was supposed to help us recover. “I can treat wounds in the field, basically to keep someone alive until we can get to a machine. But most modern weapons don’t leave enough to salvage.” She had a silly smile.


  “We don’t know how modern the enemy is going to be,” I said. “Though I guess they don’t have to be all that modern to vaporize us.” We both giggled, and then stopped simultaneously.


  “I wonder what they’ve got us on,” she said. “It’s not happyjuice; I can feel my fingertips and have all my peripheral vision.”


  “Temporary mood elevator?”


  “I hope it’s temporary. I’ll talk to someone.”


  Sharn found out that it was just a euphoriant in the food; without it, ALSC withdrawal could bring on deep depression. I’d almost rather be depressed, I thought. We were, after all, facing almost certain doom. All but one of us had survived at least one battle in a war where the average survival rate was only 34 percent per battle. If you believed in luck, you might believe we’d used all of ours up.


  We had the satellite to ourselves for eight days-ten officers waited on by a staff of thirty personnel-while we got our strength back. Of course friendships formed. It was pretty obvious that it went beyond friendship with Chance Nguyen and Aurelio Morales; they stuck like glue from the first day.


  Risa Danyi and Sharn and I made up a logical trio, the three officers out of the chain of command. Risa was the tech officer, a bit older than Sharn and me, with a Ph.D. in systems engineering. She seemed younger, though, born and raised on Heaven. Not actually born, I reminded myself. And never traumatized by combat.


  Risa’s ALSC had been the same as mine, but she had found it more fascinating than terrifying. She was apologetic about that. She had grown up tripping, and was accustomed to the immediacy and drama of it—and she didn’t have any real-life experiences to relate to the dream combat.


  Both Risa and Sharn were bawdy by nature and curious about my heterosex, and while we were silly with the euphoriants I didn’t hold back anything. When I was first in the army, we’d had to obey a rotating “sleeping roster,” so I slept with every male private in the company more than once, and although sleeping together didn’t mean you had to have sex, it was considered unsporting to refuse. And of course men are men; most of them would have to go through the motions, literally, even if they didn’t feel like it.


  Even on board ship, when they got rid of the sleeping roster, there was still a lot of switching around. I was mainly with William, but neither of us was exclusive (which would have been considered odd, in our generation). Nobody was fertile, so there was no chance of accidental pregnancy.


  That notion really threw Sharn and Risa. Pregnancy is something that happens to animals. Sharn had seen pictures of the process, medical history, and described it to us in horrifying detail. I had to remind them that I was born that way—I did that to my mother, and she somehow forgave me.


  Risa primly pointed out that it was actually my father who did it to my mother, which for some reason we all thought was hilarious.


  One morning when we were alone together, just looking down at the planet in the lounge, she brought up the obvious.


  “You haven’t said anything about it, so I guess you’ve never loved a woman.” She cleared her throat, nervous. “I mean had sex. I know you loved your mother.”


  “No.” I didn’t know whether to elaborate. “It wasn’t that common; I mean I knew girls and women who were together. That way.”


  “Well.” She patted my elbow. “You know.”


  “Uh, yes. I mean yes, I understand. Thanks, but I . . .”


  “I just meant, you know, we’re the same rank. It’s even legal.” She laughed nervously; if all the regulations were broken that enthusiastically, we’d be an unruly mob, not an army.


  I wasn’t quite sure what to say. Until she actually asked, I hadn’t thought about the possibility except as an abstraction. “I’m still grieving for William.” She nodded and gave me another pat and left quietly.


  But of course that wasn’t all of it. I could visualize her and Sharn, for instance, having sex; I’d seen it on stage and cube often enough. But I couldn’t put myself in their place. Not the way I could visualize myself being with one of the men, especially Sid, Isidro Zhulpa. He was quiet, introspective, darkly beautiful. But too well balanced to contemplate a sexual perversion involving me.


  I was still jangled about fantasy, imagination; real and artificial memories. I knew for certain that I had never killed anyone with a club or a knife, but my body seemed to have a memory of it, more real than the mental picture. I could still feel the ghost of a penis and balls, and breastlessness, since all of the ALSC combat templates were male. Surely that was more alien than lying down with another woman. When I was waiting for William to get out of his final range-and-motion stage, reading for two days, I’d had an impulse to try tripping, plugging into a lesbian-sex simulation, the only kind that was available for women.


  For a couple of reasons, I didn’t do it. Now that it’s too late—the only trips on Athene are ALSC ones—I wish I had. Because it’s not as simple as “I accept this because it’s the way they were brought up,” with the implied condescension that my pedestal of normality entitles me.


  Normality. I’m going to be locked up in a can with 130 other people for whom my most personal, private life is something as exotic as cannibalism. So rare they don’t even have an epithet for it. I was sure they’d come up with one.
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  The lounge was a so-called “plastic room”; it could reform itself into various modes, according to function. One of the Athene staff had handed over the control box to me—my first executive function as executive officer.


  When the troop carriers lined up outside for docking, I pushed the button marked “auditorium,” and the comfortable wood grain faded to a neutral ivory color as the furniture sank into the floor, and then rose up again, extruding three rows of seats on ascending tiers. The control box asked me how many seats to put on the stage in front. I said six and then corrected myself, to seven. The Commodore would be here, for ceremony’s sake.


  As I watched the Strike Force file into the auditorium, I tried to separate the combat veterans from the Angels. There weren’t too many of the latter; only fourteen out of the 130 were born on Heaven. For a good and unsettling reason.


  Major Garcia waited until all the seats were filled, and then she waited a couple of minutes longer, studying the faces, maybe doing the same kind of sorting. Then she stood up and introduced the Commodore and the other officers, down to my echelon, and got down to business.


  “I’m certain that you have heard rumors. One of them is true.” She took a single note card from her tunic pocket and set it on the lectern. “One hundred sixteen of us have been in combat before. All wounded and brought here to Heaven. For repairs and then rest.


  “You may know that this concentration of veterans is unusual. The army values experience and spreads it around. A group this size would normally have about twenty combat veterans. Of course this implies that we face a difficult assignment.


  “We are attacking the oldest known enemy base.” She paused. “The Taurans established a presence on the portal planet of the collapsar Aleph-10 more than two hundred years ago. We’ve attacked them twice, to no effect.”


  She didn’t say how many survivors there had been from those two attacks. I knew there had been none.


  “If, as we hope, the Taurans have been out of contact with their home planet for the past two centuries, we have a huge technological advantage. The details of this advantage will not be discussed until we are under way.” An absurd but standard security procedure. A spying Tauran could no more disguise itself and come aboard than a moose could. No one here could be in the pay of the Taurans. The two species had never exchanged anything but projectiles.


  “We are three collapsar jumps away from Aleph-10, so we will have eleven months to train with the new weapon systems . . . with which we will defeat them.” She allowed herself a bleak smile. “By the time we reach them, we may be coming from four hundred years in their future. That’s the length of time that elapsed between the defeat of the Spanish Armada and the first nuclear war.”


  Of course relativity does not favor one species over the other. The Taurans on Aleph-10 might have had visitors from their own future, bearing gifts.


  The troops were quiet and respectful, absorbing the fraction of information that Major Garcia portioned out. I suppose most of them knew that things were not so rosy, even the inexperienced Angels. She gave them a few more encouraging generalities and dismissed them to their temporary billets. We officers were to meet with her in two hours, for lunch.


  I spent the intervening time visiting the platoon billets, talking with the sergeants who would actually be running the show, day by day. I’d seen their records but hadn’t met any of them except Cat Verdeur, who had been in physical therapy with me. We both had right-arm replacements, and as part of our routine we were required to arm wrestle every day, apologetic about the pain we were causing each other. She was glad to see me, and said she would have let me win occasionally if she’d known I was going to outrank her.


  The officers’ lounge was also a plastic room, which I hadn’t known. It had been a utilitarian meeting place before, with machines that dispensed simple food and drink. Now it was dark wood and intricate tile; linen napkins and crystal. Of course the wood felt like plastic and the linen, like paper, but you couldn’t have everything.


  Nine of us showed up on the hour, and the major came in two minutes later. She greeted everyone and pushed a button, and the cooks Jengyi and Senff appeared with real food and two carafes of wine. Aromatic stir-fried vegetables and zoni, which resembled large shrimp.


  “Let’s enjoy this while we can,” she said. “We’ll be back on recycled Class A’s soon enough.” Athene had room enough for the luxury of hydroponics and, apparently, fish tanks.


  She asked us to introduce ourselves, going around the table’s circle. I knew a little bit about everyone, since my XO file had basic information on the whole Strike Force, and extensive dossiers of the officers and noncoms. But there were surprises. I knew that the major had survived five battles, but didn’t know she’d been to Heaven four times, which was a record. I knew her second-in-command, Chance Nguyen, came from Mars, but didn’t know he was from the first generation born there, and was the first person drafted from his planet-there had been a huge argument over it, with separatists saying the Forever War was Earth’s war. But at that time, Earth could still threaten to pull the plug on Mars. The red planet was self-sufficient now, Chance said, but he’d been away for a century, and didn’t know what the situation was.


  Lillian Mathes just came from Earth, with less than twenty years’ collapsar lag, and she said they weren’t drafting from Mars at that time; it was all tied up in court. So Chance might be the only Martian officer in service.


  He had a strange way of carrying himself and moving, wary and careful, swimming through this unnaturally high gravity. He told me he’d trained for a Martian year, wearing heavier and heavier weights, before going to Stargate and his first assignment.


  All of them were scholarly and athletic, but only Sid, Isidro Zhulpa, had actually been both a scholar and an athlete. He’d played professional baseball for a season, but quit to pursue his doctorate in sociology. He’d gotten his appointment as a junior professor the day before his draft notice. His skin was so black as to be almost blue; with his chiseled features and huge muscularity, he looked like some harsh African god. But he was quiet and modest, my favorite.


  I mainly talked with him and Sharn through the meal, chatting about everything but our immediate future. When everything was done, the cooks came in with two carts and cleared the table, leaving tea and coffee. Garcia waited until all of us had been served and the privates were gone.


  “Of course we don’t have the faintest idea of what’s waiting for us at Aleph-10,” the major said. “One thing we have been able to find out, which I don’t think any of you have been told, is that we know how the second Strike Force bought it.”


  That was something new. “It was like a minefield. A matrix of nova bombs in a belt around the portal planet’s equator. We’re assuming it’s still there.”


  “They couldn’t detect it and avoid it?” Risa asked.


  “It was an active system. The bombs actually chased them down. They detonated four, coming closer and closer, until the fifth got them. The drone that was recording the action barely got away; one of the bombs managed to chase it through the first collapsar jump.


  “We can counter the system. We’re being preceded by an intelligent drone squad that should be able to detonate all of the ring of nova bombs simultaneously. It should make things pretty warm on the ground, as well as protecting our approach.”


  “We don’t know what got the first Strike Force?” Sid asked.


  Garcia shook her head. “The drone didn’t return. All we can say for sure is that it wasn’t the same thing.”


  “How so?” I asked.


  “Aleph-10’s easily visible from Earth; it’s about eighty light-years away. They would have detected a nova bomb 120 years ago, if there’d been one. The assumption has to be that they attacked in a conventional way, as ordered, and were destroyed. Or had some accident on the way.”


  Of course they hadn’t beamed any communication back to Earth or Stargate. We still didn’t. The war was being fought on portal planets, near collapsars, which were usually desolate, disposable rocks. It would only take one nova bomb to vaporize the Stargate station; perhaps three to wipe out life on Earth.


  So we didn’t want to give them a road map back.
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  A lot of the training over the next eleven months had to do with primitive weapons, which explained why so much of my ALSC time had been spent practicing with bows and arrows, spears, knives, and so forth. We had a new thing called a “stasis field,” which made a bubble inside which you had to use simple tools: no energy weapons worked.


  In fact, physics itself didn’t work too well inside a stasis field; chemistry, not at all. Nothing could move faster than 16.3 meters per second inside—including elementary particles and light. (You could see inside, but it wasn’t light; it was some tachyon thing.) If you were exposed to the field unprotected, you’d die instantly of brain death—no electricity—and anyhow freeze solid in a few seconds. So we had suits made of stuff like tough crinkly aluminum foil, full of uncomfortable plumbing and gadgets so that everything recycled. You could live inside the stasis field, inside the suit, indefinitely. Until you went mad.


  But one rip, even a pinprick, in the fabric of the suit, and you were instantly dead.


  For that reason, we didn’t practice with the primitive weapons inside the field. And if you had a training accident that caused the smallest scratch, on yourself or anyone else, you got to meditate on it for a day in solitary confinement. Even officers; my carelessness with arrow points cost me a long anxious day in darkness.


  Only one platoon could fit in the gym at a time, so at first I trained with whoever was using it when I got a few hours off from my other duties. After a while I arranged my schedule so that it was always the fourth platoon. I liked both Aurelio Morales, the squad leader, and his staff sergeant, Karl Hencken. But mainly I liked Cat Verdeur.


  I don’t remember a particular time when the chumminess suddenly turned into sex; there was nothing like a proposition and a mad fling. We were physically close from the beginning, because of our shared experience at Threshold. Then we were natural partners for hand-to-hand combat practice, being about the same physical age and condition. That was a rough kind of intimacy, and the fact that officers and noncoms had a shower separate from the other men and women gave us another kind. Aurelio and Karl took one side, and Cat and I took the other. We sort of soaped each other’s backs, and eventually fronts.


  Being a sergeant, Cat didn’t have her own billet; she slept in a wing with the other women in her platoon. But one night she showed up at my door on the verge of tears, with a mysterious problem we’d both been dealing with: sometimes the new arm just doesn’t feel like it belongs. It obeys your commands, but it’s like a separate creature, grafted on, and the feeling of its separateness can take over everything. I let her cry on my shoulder, the good one, and then we shared my narrow bed for the night. We didn’t do anything that we hadn’t done many times in the shower, but it wasn’t playful. I lay awake thinking, long after she fell asleep with her cheek on my breast.


  I still loved William, but barring a miracle I would never see him again. What I felt for Cat was more than just friendship, and by her standards and everyone else’s there was nothing odd about it. And there was no way I could have had a future with Sid or any of the other men.


  When I was young there’d been a sarcastic song that went something like “If I can’t be with the one I love, I’ll love the one I’m with.” I guess that sort of sums it up.


  I went to Elise Durack, the Strike Force psychologist, and he helped me through some twists and turns. Then Cat and I went together to Octavia Poll, the female sex counselor, which wound up being a strange and funny four-way consultation with Dante Norelius, the male counselor. That resulted in a mechanical contrivance that we giggled about but occasionally used, which made it more like sex with a man. Cat sympathized with my need to hold on to my past, and said she didn’t mind that I was remembering William when I was with her. She thought it was romantic, if perverse.


  I started to bring the subject up with the major, and she brushed it off with a laugh. Everyone who cared aboard ship knew about it, and it was a good thing; it made me seem less strange to them. If I had been in Cat’s platoon, above her in the direct chain of command, she would be routinely assigned to another platoon, which had been done several times.


  (The logic of that is clear, but it made me wonder about Garcia herself. If she became in love with another woman, there wouldn’t be any way to put that woman someplace outside of her command. But as far as I knew, she didn’t have anybody.)


  Cat more or less moved in with me. If some people in her platoon resented it, more were just as glad not to have their sergeant watching over them every hour of the day. She usually stayed with them until first lights-out, and then walked down the corridor to my billet—often passing other people on similar missions. Hard to keep secrets of that sort in a spaceship, and not many tried.


  There was an element of desperation in our relationship, doomed souls sharing a last few months, but that was true of everybody’s love unless they were absolutely myopic one-day-at-a-timers. If the numbers held, only 34 percent of us had any future beyond Elephant, which is what everybody called Aleph-10 by the time we angled in for our second collapsar jump.


  William had tried in a resigned way to explain the physics of it all, the first time we did a jump, but math had defeated me in college long before calculus kicked me permanently into majoring in English. It has to do with acceleration. If you just fell toward a collapsar, the way normal matter does, you would be doomed. For some reason you and the people around you would seem to be falling forever, but to the outside world, you would be snuffed out instantly.


  Well, sure. Obviously nobody ever did the experiment.


  Anyhow, you accelerate toward the collapsar’s “event horizon,” which is what it has instead of a surface, at a precalculated speed and angle, and you pop out of another collapsar umpty light-years away-maybe five, maybe five million. You better get the angle right, because you can’t always just reverse things and come back.


  (Which we hoped was all that happened to the first Elephant Strike Force. They might be on the other side of the galaxy, colonizing some nice quiet world. Every cruiser did carry a set of wombs and a creche, against that possibility, though the major rolled her eyes when she described it. Purely a morale device, she said; they probably didn’t work. I wondered whether, in that case, people might be able to grit their teeth and try to make babies the old-fashioned way.)


  Since we were leaving from Heaven, we were required to make at least two collapsar jumps before “acquiring” Elephant. That soaked up two centuries of objective time, if such a thing exists. To us it was eleven fairly stressful months. Besides the training with the old-fashioned weapons, the troops had to drill with their fighting suits and whatever specialized weapon system they were assigned to, in case the stasis field didn’t work or had been rendered useless by some enemy development.


  Meanwhile, I did my Executive Officer work. It was partly bookkeeping, which is almost trivial aboard ship, since nothing comes in and nothing goes out. The larger part was a vague standing assignment to keep up the troops’ morale.


  I was not well qualified for that; perhaps less qualified than anybody else aboard. Their music didn’t sound like music to me. Their games seemed pointless, even after they’d been relentlessly explained. The movies were interesting, at least as anthropology, and the pleasures of food and drink hadn’t changed much, but their sex lives were still pretty mysterious to me, in spite of my affection for Cat and the orgasms we exchanged. If a man and a woman walked by, I was still more interested in the man. So I did love a woman, but as an actual lesbian I was not a great success.


  Sometimes that gave me comfort, a connection to William and my past. More often it made me feel estranged, helpless.


  I did have eight part-time volunteers, and one full-time subordinate, Sergeant Cody Waite. He was not an asset. I think the draft laws on Earth, the Elite Conscription Act, were ignored on Heaven. In fact, I would go even further (to make a reference that nobody on the ship would understand) and claim that there was a Miltonian aspect to his arrival. He had been expelled from Heaven, for overweening pride. But he had nothing to be proud of, except his face and muscles. He had the intelligence of a hamster. He did look like a Greek god, but for me what that meant was that every time I needed him to do something, he was down in the gym working out on the machines. Or off getting his rectum reamed by some adoring guy who didn’t have to talk with him. He could read and write, though, so eventually I found I could keep him out of the way by having him elaborate on my weekly reports. He could take “This week was the same as last week,” and turn it into an epic of relentless tedium.


  I was glad to be out of the chain of command. You train people intensively for combat and then put them into a box for eleven months of what? More training for combat. Nobody’s happy and some people snap.


  The men are usually worse than the women—or, at least, when the women lose control it tends to be a shouting match rather than fists and feet. Cat had a pair who were an exception, though, and it escalated to attempted murder in the mess hall.


  This was ten days before the last collapsar jump—everybody on the ragged edge—between Lain Mayfair and “Tiny” Keimo, who was big enough to take on most of the men. Lain tried to cut her throat, from behind, and Tiny broke her arm at the elbow while everybody else was diving for cover, and was seriously strangling her—trying to kill her before she herself bled to death—when the cook J.J. ran over and brained the big woman with a frying pan.


  While they were still in the infirmary there was a summary court-martial. With the consistent testimony of forty witnesses, Major Garcia didn’t have any choice: she sentenced Lain Mayfair to death for attempted murder. She administered the lethal injection herself.


  I was required to be a witness, and more, and it was not the high point of my day. Mayfair was bedridden and, I think, slightly sedated. Garcia explained the reason for the verdict and asked Mayfair whether she would prefer the dignity of taking the poison herself. She didn’t say anything, just cried and shook her head. Two privates held her down by the shoulders while Garcia took her arm and administered the popper. Mayfair turned pale and her eyes rolled up. She shook convulsively for a few seconds and was dead.


  Garcia didn’t show any emotion during the ordeal. She whispered to me that she would be in her quarters if anybody really needed her, and left quickly.


  I had to supervise the disposal of the body. I had two medics wrap her tightly in a sheet and put her on a gurney. We had to roll it down the main corridor, everybody watching. I helped the two of them carry her into the airlock. She was starting to stiffen, but her body wasn’t even cold.


  I had a friend read a prayer in Mayfair’s language, and asked the engineer for maximum pressure in the airlock, and then popped it. Her body spun out into its lonely, infinite grave.


  I went back to the infirmary and found Tiny inconsolable. She and Mayfair had been lovers back on Stargate. Everything had gone wrong, nothing made sense, why why why why? My answer was to have Sharn give her a tranquilizer. I took one myself.
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  We came tearing out of the Elephant’s collapsar about one minute after the defense phalanx, the ten high-speed intelligent drones that had multiple warheads, programmed to take out the portal planet’s nova-bomb minefield.


  The first surprise was that the minefield wasn’t there. The second surprise was that the Taurans weren’t, either. Their base seemed intact but long deserted, cold.


  We would destroy it with a nova bomb, but first send a platoon down to investigate it. Garcia asked that I go along with them. It was Cat’s platoon. It would be an interesting experience to share, so long as a booby trap didn’t blow us off the planet. The deserted base could be bait.


  We would have a nova bomb with us. Either Morales or I could detonate it if we got into a situation that looked hopeless. Or Garcia could do it from orbit. I was sure Garcia could do it. Not so sure about me or Aurelio.


  But while we were down in the prep bay getting into our fighting suits, there came the third surprise, the big one. I later saw the recording. The main cube in the control room lit up with a two-dimensional picture of a young man in an ancient uniform. He popped in and out of three dimensions while he spoke: “Hello, Earth ship. Do you still use this frequency? Do you still use this language?”


  He smiled placidly. “Of course you won’t respond at first; neither would I. This could be a trap. Feel free to investigate at long range. I am calling from a different portal planet. I’m currently 12.23 million kilometers from you, on the plane of the ecliptic, on an angle of 0.54 radians with respect to the collapsar. As you probably know by now.


  “I am a descendant of the first Strike Force, nearly half a millennium ago. I await your questions.” He sat back in his chair, in a featureless room. He crossed his legs and picked up a notebook and began flipping through it.


  We immediately got a high-resolution image of the portal planet. It was small, as they usually are; cold and airless except for the base. It was actually more like a town than a base, and it was as obvious as a beacon. It wasn’t enclosed; air was evidently held in by some sort of force field. It was lit up by an artificial sun that floated a few kilometers above the surface.


  There was an ancient cruiser in orbit, its dramatic sweeping streamlined grace putting our functional clunkiness to shame. There were also two Tauran vessels. None of them was obviously damaged.


  All of us 5-and-above officers were on the bridge when we contacted the planet. Commodore Sidorenko sat up front with Garcia; he technically outranked her in this room, but it was her show, since the actual business was planetside.


  I felt a little self-conscious, having come straight from the prep bay. Everyone else was in uniform; I was just wearing the contact net for the fighting suit. Like a layer of silver paint.


  Garcia addressed the man in the chair. “Do you have a name and a rank?”


  It took about forty seconds for the message to get to him, and another forty for his response: “My name is Man. We don’t have ranks; I’m here because I can speak Old Standard. English.”


  You could play a slow chess game during this conversation, and not miss anything. “But your ancestors defeated the Taurans, somehow.”


  “No. The Taurans took them prisoner and set them up here. Then there was another battle, generations ago. We never heard from them again.”


  “But we lost that battle. Our cruiser was destroyed with all hands aboard.”


  “I don’t know anything about that. Their planet was on the other side of the collapsar when the battle happened. The people here saw a lot of light, distorted by gravitational lensing. We always assumed it was some robotic assault, since we didn’t hear anything from either side, afterwards. I’m sorry so many people died.”


  “What about the Taurans who were with you? Are there Taurans there now?”


  “No; there weren’t any then, and there aren’t any now. Before the battle they showed up now and then.”


  “But there are—” she began.


  “Oh, you mean the Tauran ships in orbit. They’ve been there for hundreds of years. So has our cruiser. We have no way to get to them. This place is self-sufficient, but a prison.”


  “I’ll contact you again after I’ve spoken to my officers.” The cube went dark.


  Garcia swiveled around, and so did Sidorenko, who spoke for the first time: “I don’t like it. He could be a simulation.”


  Garcia nodded. “That assumes a lot, though. And it would mean they know a hell of a lot more about us than we do about them.”


  “That’s demonstrable. Four hundred years ago, they were supposedly able to build a place for the captives to stay. I don’t believe we would have any trouble simulating a Tauran, given a couple of hundred captives and that much time for research.”


  “I suppose. Potter,” she said to me, “go down and tell the fourth platoon there’s a slight change of plans, but we’re still going in ready for anything. I think the best thing we can do is get over there and make physical contact as soon as possible.”


  “Right,” Sidorenko said. “We don’t have the element of surprise anymore, but there’s no percentage in sitting here and feeding them data, giving them time to revise their strategy. If there are Taurans there.”


  “Have your people prepped for five gees,” Garcia said to me. “Get you there in a few hours.”


  “Eight,” Sidorenko said. “We’ll be about ten hours behind you.”


  “Wait in orbit?” I said, knowing the answer.


  “You wish. Let’s go down to the bay.”


  We had a holo of the base projected down there and worked out a simple strategy. Twenty-two of us in fighting suits, armed to the teeth, carrying a nova bomb and a stasis field, surround the place and politely knock on the door. Depending on the response, we either walk in for tea or level the place.


  Getting there would not be so bad. Nobody could endure four hours of five-gee acceleration, then flip for four hours of deceleration, unprotected. So we’d be clamshelled in the fighting suits, knocked out and superhydrated. Eight hours of deep sleep and then maybe an hour to shake it off and go be a soldier. Or a guest for tea.


  Cat and I made the rounds in the cramped fighter, seeing that everybody was in place, suit fittings and readouts in order. Then we shared a minute of private embrace and took our own places.


  I jacked the fluid exchange into my hip fitting, and all of the fear went away. My body sagged with sweet lassitude, and I let the soft nozzle clasp my face. I was still aware enough to know that it was sucking all the air out of my lungs and then blowing in a dense replacement fluid, but all I felt was a long, low-key orgasm. I knew that this was the last thing a lot of people felt, the fighter blown to bits moments or hours later. But the war offered us many worse ways to die. I was sound asleep before the acceleration blasted us into space. Dreaming of being a fish in a warm and heavy sea.
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  The chemicals won’t let you remember coming out of it, which is probably good. My diaphragm and esophagus were sore and tired from getting rid of all the fluid. Cat looked like hell and I stayed away from mirrors, while we toweled off and put on the contact nets and got back into the fighting suits for the landing.


  Our strategy, such as it was, seemed even less appealing, this close to the portal planet. The two Tauran cruisers were old models, but they were a hundred times the size of our fighter, and since they were in synchronous orbit over the base, there was no way to avoid coming into range. But they did let us slide under them without blowing us out of the sky, which made Man’s story more believable.


  It was pretty obvious, though, that our primary job was to be a target, for those ships and the base. If we were annihilated, the Bolivar would modify its strategy.


  When Morales said we were going to just go straight in and land on the strip beside the base, I muttered, “Might as well be hung for a sheep as a goat,” and Cat, who was on my line, asked why anyone would hang a sheep. I told her it was hard to explain. In fact, it was just something my father used to say, and if he’d ever explained it, I’d forgotten.


  The landing was loud but feather-light. We undamped our fighting suits from their transport positions and practiced walking in the one-third gee of the small planet. “They should’ve sent Goy,” Cat said, which is what we called Chance Nguyen, the Martian. “He’d be right at home.”


  We moved out fast, people sprinting to their attack positions. Cat went off to the other side of the base. I was going with Morales, to knock on the door. Rank and its privileges. The first to die, or be offered tea.


  The buildings on the base looked like they’d been designed by a careful child. Windowless blocks laid out on a grid. All but one were sand-colored. We walked to the silver cube of headquarters. At least it had “HQ” in big letters over the airlock.


  The shiny front door snicked up like a guillotine in reverse. We went through with dignified haste, and it slammed back down. The blade, or door, was pretty massive, for us to “hear” it in a vacuum; vibration through our boots.


  Air hissed in—that we did hear—and after a minute a door swung open. We had to sidle through it sideways because of the size of our fighting suits. I suppose we could have just walked straight through, enlarging it in the process, and in fact I considered that as I sidled. It would prevent them from using the airlock until they could fix it.


  Then another door, a metal blast door half a meter thick, slid open. Seated at a plain round table were Man and a woman who looked like his twin sister. They wore identical sky-blue tunics.


  “Welcome to Alcatraz,” he said. “The name is an old joke.” He gestured at the four empty chairs. “Why not get out of your suits and relax?”


  “That would be unwise,” Morales said.


  “You have us surrounded, outside. Even if I were inclined to do you harm, I wouldn’t be that foolish.”


  “It’s for your own protection,” I extemporized. “Viruses can mutate a lot in four hundred years. You don’t want us sharing your air.”


  “That’s not a problem,” the woman said. “Believe me. My bodies are very much more efficient than yours.”


  “ ‘My bodies’?” I said.


  “Oh, well.” She made a gesture that was meaningless to me, and two side doors opened. From her side a line of women walked in, all exact copies of her. From his side, copies of him.


  There were about twenty of each. They stared at us with identical bland expressions, and then said in unison, “I have been waiting for you.”


  “As have I.” A pair of naked Taurans stepped into the room.


  Both our laserfingers came up at once. They refused to fire. I snatched the utility knife from my waist and threw it, and Morales did the same. Both creatures dodged the weapons easily, moving with inhuman swiftness.


  I braced myself to die. I hadn’t seen a live Tauran since the Yod-4 campaign, but I’d fought hundreds of them in the ALSC. They didn’t care whether they lived or died, so long as they died killing a human. But these two didn’t attack.


  “There is much to be explained,” one Tauran said in a thin, wavering voice, its mouth-hole flexing and contracting. Their bodies were covered with a loose tunic like the humans’, hiding most of the wrinkled orange hide and strange limbs, and the pinched, antlike thorax.


  The two of them blinked slowly in unison, in what might have been a social or emotional gesture, a translucent membrane sliding wetly down over the compound eyes. The tassels of soft flesh where their noses should have been stopped quivering while they blinked. “The war is over. In most places.”


  The man spoke. “Human and Tauran share Stargate now. There is Tauran on Earth and human on its home planet, J’sardlkuh.”


  “Humans like you?” Morales said. “Stamped out of a machine?”


  “I come from a kind of machine, but it is living, a womb. Until I was truly one, there could be no peace. When there were billions of us, all different, we couldn’t understand peace.”


  “Everyone on earth is the same?” I said. “There’s only one kind of human?”


  “There are still survivors of the Forever War, like yourselves,” the female said. “Otherwise, there is only one human, although I can be either male or female. As there is only one Tauran. I was patterned after an individual named Khan. I call myself Man.”


  We’d supposedly been fighting to save the human race. So we come back to find it replaced by this new, improved model.


  There were sounds to my left and right, like distant thunder. Nothing in my communicator.


  “Your people are attacking,” the male said, “even though I have told them it is useless.”


  “Let me talk to them!” Morales said.


  “You can’t,” the female said. “They all assembled under the stasis field, when they saw the Taurans through your eyes. Now their programmed weapons attack. When those weapons fail, they will try to walk in with the stasis field.”


  “This has happened before?” I said.


  “Not here, but other places. The outcome varies.”


  “Your stasis field,” a Tauran said, “has been old to us for more than a century. We used a refined version of it to keep you from shooting us a minute ago.”


  “You say the outcome varies,” Morales said to the female, “so sometimes we win?”


  “Even if you killed me, you wouldn’t ‘win’; there’s nothing to win anymore. But no, the only thing that varies is how many of you survive.”


  “Your cruiser Bolivar may have to be destroyed,” a Tauran said. “I assume they are monitoring this conversation. Of course they are still several light-minutes away. But if they do not respond in a spirit of cooperation, we will have no choice.”


  Garcia did respond in less than a minute, her image materializing behind the Taurans. “Why don’t we invite you to act in a spirit of cooperation,” she said. “If none of our people are hurt, none of yours will be.”


  “That’s beyond my control,” the male said. “Your programmed weapons are attacking; mine are defending. I think that neither is programmed for mercy.”


  The female continued. “That they still survive is evidence of our good intentions. We could deactivate their stasis field from outside.” There was a huge thump and Man’s table jumped up an inch. “Most of them would be destroyed in seconds if we did that.”


  Garcia paused. “Then explain why you haven’t.”


  “One of my directives,” the male said, “is to minimize casualties among you. There is a genetic diversity program, which will be explained to you at Stargate.”


  “All right,” Garcia said. “Since I can’t communicate with them otherwise, I’ll let you deactivate the stasis field—but at the same time, of course, you have to turn off your automatic defenses. Otherwise, they’d be slaughtered.”


  “So you invite us to be slaughtered instead,” he said. “Me and your two representatives here.”


  “I’ll tell them to cease fire immediately.”


  All this conversation was going on with a twenty-second time lag. So “immediately” would be a while in coming.


  Without comment, the two Taurans disappeared, and the forty duplicate humans filed back through the dome.


  “All right,” the male Man said, “perhaps there is a way around this time lag. Which of you is the ranking officer here?”


  “I am,” I said.


  “Most of my individuals have returned to an underground shelter. I will turn off your stasis field and our defenses simultaneously.


  “Tell them they must stop firing immediately. If we die, our defenses resume, and they won’t have the protection of the stasis field.”


  I chinned the command frequency, which would put me in contact with Cat and Sergeant Hencken as soon as the field disappeared.


  “I don’t like this,” Morales said. “You can turn your weapons on and off with a thought?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “We can’t. When Captain Potter gives them the order, they have to understand and react.”


  “But it’s just turning off a switch, is it not?” There was another huge bang, and a web of cracks appeared in the wall to my left. Man looked at it without emotion.


  “First a half dozen people have to understand the order and decide to obey it!”


  The male and female smiled and nodded in unison. “Now.”


  Thumbnail pictures of Karl and Cat appeared next to Morales. “Cat! Karl! Have the weapons units cease fire immediately!”


  “What’s going on?” Karl said. “Where’s the stasis field?”


  “They turned it off. Battle’s over.”


  “That’s right,” Morales said. “Cease fire.”


  Cat started talking to the squads. Karl stared for a second and started to do the same.


  Not fast enough. The left wall exploded in a hurricane of masonry and chunks of metal. The two Men were suddenly bloody rags of shredded flesh. Morales and I were knocked over by the storm of rubble. My armor was breached in one place; there was a ten-second beep while it repaired itself.


  Then vacuum silence. The one light on the opposite wall dimmed and went out. Through the hole our cannon had made, the size of a large window, the starlit wasteland strobed in silent battle.


  The three thumbnails were gone. I chinned down again for command freek. “Cat? Morales? Karl?”


  Then I turned on a headlight and saw Morales was dead, his suit peeled open at the chest, lungs and heart in tatters under ribs black with dried blood.


  I chinned sideways for the general freek and heard a dozen voices shouting and screaming in confusion.


  So Cat was probably dead, and Karl, too. Or maybe their communications had been knocked out.


  I thought about that possibility for a few moments, hoping and rejecting hope, listening to the babble. Then I realized that if I could hear all those privates, corporals, they could hear me.


  “This is Potter,” I said. “Captain Potter,” I yelled.


  I stayed on the general freek and tried to explain the strange situation. Five did opt to stay outside. The others met me under the yellow light, which framed the top of a square black blast door that rose out of the ground at a forty-five-degree angle, like our tornado shelter at home, thousands of years ago, hundreds of light-years away. It slid open, and we went in, carrying four fighting suits whose occupants weren’t responding but weren’t obviously dead.


  One of those was Cat, I saw as we came into the light when the airlock door closed. The back of the helmet had a blast burn, but I could make out VERDEUR.


  She looked bad. A leg and an arm were missing at shoulder and thigh. But they had been snipped off by the suit itself, the way my arm had been at Tet-2.


  There was no way to tell whether she was alive, since the telltale on the back of the helmet was destroyed. The suit had a biometric readout, but only a medic could access it directly, and the medic and his suit had been vaporized.


  Man led us into a large room with a row of bunks and a row of chairs. There were three other Men there, but no Taurans, which was probably wise.


  I popped out of my suit and didn’t die, so the others did the same, one by one. The amputees we left sealed in their suits, and Man agreed that it was probably best. They were either dead or safely unconscious: if the former, they’d been dead for too long to bring back; if the latter, it would be better to wake them up in the Bolivar’s surgery. The ship was only two hours away, but it was a long two hours for me.


  As it turned out, she lived, but I lost her anyhow, to relativity. She and the other amputees were loaded, still asleep, onto the extra cruiser, and sent straight to Heaven.


  They did it in one jump, no need for secrecy anymore, and we went to Stargate in one jump aboard Bolivar.


  When I’d last been to Stargate it had been a huge space station; now it was easily a hundred times as large, a man-made planetoid. Tauran-made, and Man-made.


  We learned to say it differently: Man, not man.


  Inside, Stargate was a city that dwarfed any city on the Earth I remembered-though they said now there were cities on Earth with a billion Men, humans, and Taurans.


  We spent weeks considering and deciding on which of many options we could choose to set the course of the rest of our lives. The first thing I did was check on William, and no miracle had happened; his Strike Force had not returned from Sade-138. But neither had the Tauran force sent to annihilate them.


  I didn’t have the option of hanging around Stargate, waiting for him to show up; the shortest scenario had his outfit arriving in over three hundred years. I couldn’t really wait for Cat, either; at best she would get to Stargate in thirty-five years. Still young, and me in my sixties. If, in fact, she chose to come to Stargate; she would have the option of staying on Heaven.


  I could chase her to Heaven, but then she would be thirty-five years older than me. If we didn’t pass one another in transit.


  But I did have one chance. One way to outwit relativity.


  Among the options available to veterans was Middle Finger, a planet circling Mizar. It was a nominally heterosexual planet—het or home was now completely a matter of choice; Man could switch you one way or the other in an hour.


  I toyed with the idea of “going home,” becoming lesbian by inclination as well as definition. But men still appealed to me—men not Man—and Middle Finger offered me an outside chance at the one man I still truly loved.


  Five veterans had just bought an old cruiser and were using it as a time machine—a “time shuttle,” they called it, zipping back and forth between Mizar and Alcor at relativistic speed, more than two objective years passing every week. I could buy my way onto it by using my back pay to purchase antimatter fuel. I could get there in two collapsar jumps, having left word for William, and if he lived, could rejoin him in a matter of months or years.


  The decision was so easy it was not a decision; it was as automatic as being born. I left him a note:


  
    11 Oct 2878


    William—


    All this is in your personnel file. But knowing you, you might just chuck it. So I made sure you’d get this note.


    Obviously, I lived. Maybe you will, too. Join me.


    I know from the records that you’re out at Sade-138 and won’t be back for a couple of centuries. No problem.


    I’m going to a planet they call Middle Finger, the fifth planet out from Mizar. It’s two collapsar jumps, ten months subjective. Middle Finger is a kind of Coventry for heterosexuals. They call it a “eugenic control baseline.”


    No matter. It took all of my money, and all the money of five other old-timers, but we bought a cruiser from UNEF. And we’re using it as a time machine.


    So I’m on a relativistic shuttle, waiting for you. All it does is go out five light-years and come back to Middle Finger, very fast. Every ten years I age about a month. So if you’re on schedule and still alive, I’ll only be twenty-eight when you get here. Hurry!


    I never found anybody else, and I don’t want anybody else. I don’t care whether you’re ninety years old or thirty. If I can’t be your lover, I’ll be your nurse.


    —Marygay
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  From The New Voice, Paxton


  Middle Finger 24-6


  14/2/3143


  OLD-TIMER HAS FIRST BOY


  Marygay Potter-Mandella (24 Post Road, Paxton) gave birth Friday last to a fine baby boy, 3.1 kilos.


  Marygay lays claim to being the second—”oldest” resident of Middle Finger, having been born in 1977.


  She fought through most of the Forever War and then waited for her mate on the time shuttle, 261 years.


  The baby, not yet named, was delivered at home with the help of a friend of the family.


  Dr. Diana Alsever-Moore.


  A BOY AND HIS DOG


  Harlan Ellison


  I


  I was out with Blood, my dog. It was his week for annoying me; he kept calling me Albert. He thought that was pretty damned funny. Payson Terhune: ha ha. I’d caught a couple of water rats for him, the big green and ochre ones, and someone’s manicured poodle, lost off a leash in one of the downunders; he’d eaten pretty good, but he was cranky. “Come on, son of a bitch,” I demanded, “find me a piece of ass.” Blood just chuckled, deep in his dog-throat. “You’re funny when you get horny,” he said.


  Maybe funny enough to kick him upside his sphincter asshole, that refugee from a dingo-heap.


  “Find! I ain’t kidding!”


  “For shame, Albert. After all I’ve taught you. Not: ‘I ain’t kidding’. I’m not kidding.”


  He knew I’d reached the edge of my patience. Sullenly, he started casting.


  He sat down on the crumbled remains of the curb, and his eyelids flickered and closed, and his hairy body tensed. After a while he settled forward on his front paws, and scraped them forward till he was lying flat, his shaggy head on the outstretched paws. The tenseness left him and he began trembling, almost the way he trembled just preparatory to scratching a flea.


  It went on that way for almost a quarter of an hour, and finally he rolled over and lay on his back, his naked belly toward the night sky, his front paws folded mantis-like, his hind legs extended and open. “I’m sorry,” he said. “There’s nothing.”


  I could have gotten mad and booted him, but I knew he had tried. I wasn’t happy about it, I really wanted to get laid, but what could I do? “Okay,” I said, with resignation, “forget it.”


  He kicked himself onto his side and quickly got up.


  “What do you want to do?” he asked.


  “Not much we can do, is there?” I was more than a little sarcastic. He sat down again, at my feet, insolently humble.


  I leaned against the melted stub of a lamppost, and thought about girls. It was painful. “We can always go to a show,” I said. Blood looked around the street, at the pools of shadow lying in the weed-overgrown craters, and didn’t say anything. The whelp was waiting for me to say okay, let’s go. He liked movies as much as I did.


  “Okay, let’s go.”


  He got up and followed me, his tongue hanging, panting with happiness.


  Go ahead and laugh, you eggsucker. No popcorn for you!


  Our Gang was a roverpak that had never been able to cut it simply foraging, so they’d opted for comfort and gone a smart way to getting it. They were movie-oriented kids, and they’d taken over the turf where the Metropole Theater was located. No one tried to bust their turf, because we all needed the movies, and as long as Our Gang had access to films, and did a better job of keeping the films going, they provided a service, even for solos like me and Blood. Especially for solos like us.


  They made me check my .45 and the Browning .22 long at the door. There was a little alcove right beside the ticket booth. I bought my tickets first; it cost me a can of Oscar Meyer Philadelphia Scrapple for me, and a tin of sardines for Blood. Then the Our Gang guards with the bren guns motioned me over to the alcove and I checked my heat. I saw water leaking from a broken pipe in the ceiling and I told the checker, a kid with big leathery warts all over his face and lips, to move my weapons where it was dry. He ignored me. “Hey you! Motherfuckin’ toad, move my stuff over the other side . . . it goes to rust fast . . . an’ it picks up any spots, man, I’ll break your bones!”


  He started to give me jaw about it, looked at the guards with the brens, knew if they tossed me out I’d lose my price of admission whether I went in or not, but they weren’t looking for any action, probably understrength, and gave him the nod to let it pass, to do what I said. So the toad moved my Browning to the other end of the gun rack, and pegged my .45 under it.


  Blood and me went into the theater.


  “I want popcorn.”


  “Forget it.”


  “Come on, Albert, Buy me popcorn.”


  “I’m tapped out. You can live without popcorn.”


  “You’re just being a shit.” I shrugged: sue me.


  We went in. The place was jammed. I was glad the guards hadn’t tried to take anything but guns. My spike and knife felt reassuring, lying-up in their oiled sheaths at the back of my neck. Blood found two together, and we moved into the row, stepping on feet. Someone cursed and I ignored him.


  A Doberman growled. Blood’s fur stirred, but he let it pass. There was always some hardcase on the muscle, even in neutral ground like the Metropole.


  (I heard once about a get-it-on they’d had at the old Loew’s Granada, on the South Side. Wound up with ten or twelve rovers and their mutts dead, the theater burned down and a couple of good Cagney films lost in the fire.


  After that was when the roverpaks had got up the agreement that movie houses were sanctuaries. It was better now, but there was always somebody too messed in the mind to come soft.) It was a triple feature. “Raw Deal” with Dennis O’Keefe, Claire Trevor, Raymond Burn and Marsha Hunt was the oldest of the three. It’d been made in 1948, seventy-six years ago, god only knows how the damn thing’d hung together all that time; it slipped sprockets and they had to stop the movie all the time to re-thread it. But it was a good movie. About this solo who’d been japped by his roverpak and was out to get revenge.


  Gangsters, mobs, a lot of punching and fighting. Real good.


  The middle flick was a thing made during the Third War, in ‘07, two years before I was even born, thing called “Smell of a Chink”. It was mostly gut-spilling and some nice hand-to-hand. Beautiful scene of skirmisher greyhounds equipped with napalm throwers, jellyburning a Chink town.


  Blood dug it, even though we’d seen this flick before. He had some kind of phony shuck going that these were ancestors of his, and he knew and I knew he was making it up.


  “Wanna burn a baby, hero?” I whispered to him. He got the barb and just shifted in his seat, didn’t say a thing, kept looking pleased as the dogs worked their way through the town. I was bored stiff.


  I was waiting for the main feature.


  Finally it came up. It was a beauty, a beaver flick made in the late 1970’s. It was called “Big Black Leather Splits”. Started right out very good. These two blondes in black leather corsets and boots laced all the way up to their crotches, with whips and masks, got this skinny guy down and one of the chicks sat on his face while the other one went down on him. It got really hairy after that.


  All around me there were solos playing with themselves. I was about to jog it a little myself when Blood leaned across and said, real soft, the way he does when he’s onto something unusually smelly, “There’s a chick in here.”


  “You’re nuts,” I said. “I tell you I smell her. She’s in here, man.” Without being conspicuous, I looked around. Almost every seat in the theater was taken with solos or their dogs. If a chick had slipped in there’d have been a riot. She’d have been ripped to pieces before any single guy could have gotten into her. “Where?” I asked, softly. All around me, the solos were beating-off, moaning as the blondes took off their masks and one of them worked the skinny guy with a big wooden ram strapped around her hips, “Give me a minute,” Blood said. He was really concentrating. His body was tense as a wire. His eyes were closed, his muzzle quivering. I let him work.


  It was possible. Just maybe possible. I knew that they made really dumb flicks in the downunders, the kind of crap they’d made back in the 1930’s and 40’s, real clean stuff with even married people sleeping in twin beds.


  Myrna Loy and George Brent kind of flicks. And I knew that once in a while a chick from one of the really strict middle-class downunders would cumup, to see what a hairy flick was like. I’d heard about it, but it’d never happened in any theater I’d ever been in.


  And the chances of it happening in the Metropole, particularly, were slim.


  There was a lot of twisty trade came to the Metropole. Now, understand, I’m not specially prejudiced against guys corning one another . . . hell, I can understand it. There just aren’t enough chicks anywhere. But I can’t cut the jockey-and-boxer scene because it gets some weak little boxer hanging on you, getting jealous, you have to hunt for him and all he thinks he has to do is bare his ass to get all the work done for him. It’s as bad as having a chick dragging along behind. Made for a lot of bad blood and fights in the bigger roverpaks, too. So I just never swung that way. Well, not never, but not for a long time.


  So with all the twisties in the Metropole, I didn’t think a chick would chance it. Be a toss-up who’d tear her apart first: the boxers or the straights.


  And if she was here, why couldn’t any of the other dogs smell her . . .?


  “Third row in front of us,” Blood said. “Aisle seat. Dressed like a solo.”


  “How’s come you can whiff her and no other dog’s caught her?”


  “You forget who I am, Albert.”


  “I didn’t forget, I just don’t believe it.”


  Actually, bottom-line, I guess I did believe it. When you’d been as dumb as I’d been and a dog like Blood’d taught me so much, a guy came to believe everything he said. You don’t argue with your teacher.


  Not when he’d taught you how to read and write and add and subtract and everything else they used to know that meant you were smart (but doesn’t mean much of anything now, except it’s good to know it, I guess).


  (The reading’s a pretty good thing. It comes in handy when you can find some canned goods someplace, like in a bombed-out supermarket; makes it easier to pick out stuff you like when the pictures are gone off the labels.


  Couple of times the reading stopped me from taking canned beets. Shit, I hate beets!)


  So I guess I did believe why he could whiff a maybe chick in there, and no other mutt could. He’d told me all about that a million times. It was his favorite story. History he called it. Christ, I’m not that dumb! I knew what history was. That was all the stuff that happened before now.


  But I liked hearing history straight from Blood, instead of him making me read one of those crummy books he was always dragging in. And that particular history was all about him, so he laid it on me over and over, till I knew it by heart . . . no, the word was rote. Not wrote, like writing, that was something else. I knew it by rote, like it means you got it word-for-word.


  And when a mutt teaches you everything you know, and he tells you something rote, I guess finally you do believe it. Except I’d never let that leg-lifter know it.


  II


  What he’d told me rote was:


  Over fifty years ago, in Los Angeles, before the Third War even got going completely, there was a man named Buesing who lived in Cerritos. He raised dogs as watchmen and sentries and attackers. Dobermans, Danes, Schnauzers and Japanese akitas. He had one 4-year-old German shepherd bitch named Ginger. She worked for the Los Angeles Police Department’s narcotics division. She could smell out marijuana. No matter how well it was hidden. They ran a test on her: there were 25,000 boxes in an auto parts warehouse. Five of them had been planted with marijuana that had been sealed in cellophane, wrapped in tin foil and heavy brown paper, and finally hidden in three separate sealed cartons. Within seven minutes Ginger found all five packages. At the same time that Ginger was working, ninety-two miles further north, in Santa Barbara, cetologists had drawn and amplified dolphin spinal fluid and injected it into Chacma baboons and dogs. Altering surgery and grafting had been done. The first successful product of this cetacean experimentation had been a 2-year-old male Puli named Ahbhu, who had communicated sense-impressions telepathically. Cross-breeding and continued experimentation had produced the first skirmisher dogs, just in time for the Third War. Telepathic over short distances, easily trained, able to track gasoline or troops or poison gas or radiation when linked with their human controllers, they had become the shock commandos of a new kind of war. The selective traits had bred true. Dobermans, greyhounds, akitas, pulis and schnauzers had become steadily more telepathic.


  Ginger and Ahbhu had been Blood’s ancestors.


  He had told me so, a thousand times. Had told me the story just that way, in just those words, a thousand times, as it had been told to him. I’d never believed him till now.


  Maybe the little bastard was special.


  I checked out the solo scrunched down in the aisle seat three rows ahead of me. I couldn’t tell a damned thing. The solo had his (her?) cap pulled way down, fleece jacket pulled way up.


  “Are you sure?”


  “As sure as I can be. It’s a girl.”


  “If it is, she’s playing with herself just like a guy.” Blood snickered.


  “Surprise,” he said sarcastically.


  The mystery solo sat through “Raw Deal” again. It made sense, if that was a girl. Most of the solos and all of the members of roverpaks left after the beaver flick. The theater didn’t fill up much more, it gave the streets time to empty, he/she could make his/her way back to wherever he/she had come from. I sat through “Raw Deal” again myself. Blood went to sleep.


  When the mystery solo got up, I gave him/her time to get weapons if any’d been checked, and start away. Then I pulled Blood’s big shaggy ear and said, “Let’s do it.” He slouched after me, up the aisle.


  I got my guns and checked the street. Empty.


  “Okay, nose,” I said, “where’d he go?”


  “Her. To the right.”


  I started off, loading the Browning from my bandolier. I still didn’t see anyone moving among the bombed-out shells of the buildings. This section of the city was crummy, really bad shape. But then, with Our Gang running the Metropole, they didn’t have to repair anything else to get their livelihood.


  It was ironic; the Dragons had to keep an entire power plant going to get tribute from the other roverpaks, Ted’s Bunch had to mind the reservoir, the Bastinados worked like field-hands in the marijuana gardens, the Barbados Blacks lost a couple of dozen members every year cleaning out the radiation pits all over the city; and Our Gang only had to run that movie house.


  Whoever their leader had been, however many years ago it had been that the roverpaks had started forming out of foraging solos, I had to give it to him: he’d been a flinty sharp mother. He knew what services to deal in.


  “She turned off here,” Blood said.


  I followed him as he began loping, toward the edge of the city and the bluish-green radiation that still flickered from the hills. I knew he was right, then. The only thing out here was the access dropshaft to the downunder. It was a girl, all right.


  The cheeks of my ass tightened as I thought about it. I was going to get laid.


  It had been almost a month, since Blood had whiffed that solo chick in the basement of the Market Basket. She’d been filthy, and I’d gotten the crabs from her, but she’d been a woman, all right, and once I’d tied her down and clubbed her a couple of times she’d been pretty good. She’d liked it, too, even if she did spit on me and tell me she’d kill me if she ever got loose. I left her tied up, just to be sure. She wasn’t there when I went back to look, week before last.


  “Watch out,” Blood said, dodging around a crater almost invisible against the surrounding shadows. Something stirred in the crater.


  Trekking across the nomansland I realized why it was that all but a handful of solos or members of roverpaks were guys. The War had killed off most of the girls, and that was the way it always was in wars . . . at least that’s what Blood told me. The things getting born were seldom male or female, and had to be smashed against a wall as soon as they were pulled out of the mother.


  The few chicks who hadn’t gone downunder with the middle-classers were hard, solitary bitches like the one in the Market Basket; tough and stringy and just as likely to cut off your meat with a razor blade once they let you get in. Scuffling for a piece of ass had gotten harder and harder, the older I’d gotten.


  But every once in a while a chick got tired of being roverpak property, or a raid was got-up by five or six roverpaks and some unsuspecting downunder was taken, or—like this time, yeah—some middle-class chick from a downunder got hot pants to find out what a beaver flick looked like, and cumup.


  I was going to get laid. Oh boy, I couldn’t wait!


  III


  Out here it was nothing but empty corpses of blasted buildings. One entire block had been stomped flat, like a steel press had come down from Heaven and given one solid wham! and everything was powder under it.


  The chick was scared and skittish, I could see that. She moved erratically, looking back over her shoulder and to either side. She knew she was in dangerous country. Man, if she’d only known how dangerous.


  There was one building standing all alone at the end of the smash-flat block, like it had been missed and chance let it stay. She ducked inside, and a minute later I saw a bobbing light. Flashlight? Maybe.


  Blood and I crossed the street and came up into the blackness surrounding the building. It was what was left of a YMCA.


  That meant “Young Men’s Christian Association”. Blood taught me to read.


  So what the hell was a young men’s Christian association. Sometimes being able to read makes more questions than if you were stupid.


  I didn’t want her getting out; inside there was as good a place to screw her as any, so I put Blood on guard right beside the steps leading up into the shell, and I went around the back. All the doors and windows had been blown out, of course. It wasn’t no big trick getting in. I pulled myself up to the ledge of a window, and dropped down inside. Dark inside. No noise, except the sound of her, moving around on the other side of the old YMCA.


  I didn’t know if she was heeled or not, and I wasn’t about to take any chances. I bowslung the Browning and took out the .45 automatic. I didn’t have to snap back the action—there was always a slug in the chamber.


  I started moving carefully through the room. It was a locker room of some kind. There was glass and debris all over the floor, and one entire row of metal lockers had the paint blistered off their surfaces; the flash blast had caught them through the windows, a lot of years ago. My sneakers didn’t make a sound coming through the room.


  The door was hanging on one hinge, and I stepped over—through the inverted triangle. I was in the swimming pool area. The big pool was empty, with tiles buckled down at the shallow end. It stunk bad in there; no wonder, there were dead guys, or what was left of them, along one wall. Some lousy cleaner-up had stacked them, but hadn’t buried them. I pulled my bandana up around my nose and mouth, and kept moving.


  Out the other side of the pool place, and through a little passage with popped light bulbs in the ceiling. I didn’t have any trouble seeing. There was moonlight coming through busted windows and a chunk was out of the ceiling. I could hear her real plain now, just on the other side of the door at the end of the passage. I hung close to the wall, and stepped down to the door. It was open a crack, but blocked by a fall of lath and plaster from the wall. It would make noise when I went to pull it open, that was for certain. I had to wait for the right moment.


  Flattened against the wall, I checked out what she was doing in there. It was a gymnasium, big one, with climbing ropes hanging down from the ceiling. She had a big square eight-cell flashlight sitting up on the croup of a vaulting horse. There were parallel bars and a horizontal bar about eight feet high, the high-tempered steel all rusty now. There were swinging rings and a trampoline and a big wooden balancing beam. Over to one side there were wallbars and balancing benches, horizontal and oblique ladders, and a couple of stacks of vaulting boxes. I made a note to remember this joint.


  It was better for working out than the jerry-rigged gym I’d set up in an old auto wrecking yard. A guy has to keep in shape, if he’s going to be a solo.


  She was out of her disguise. Standing there in the skin, shivering. Yeah, it was chilly, and I could see a pattern of chicken-skin all over her. She was maybe five six or seven, with nice tits and kind of skinny legs. She was brushing out her hair. It hung way down the back. The flashlight didn’t make it clear enough to tell if she had red hair or chestnut, but it wasn’t blonde, which was good, and that was because I dug redheads. She had nice tits, though. I couldn’t see her face, the hair was hanging down all smooth and wavy and cut off her profile.


  The crap she’d been wearing was laying around on the floor, and what she was going to put on was up on the vaulting horse. She was standing in little shoes with a kind of a funny heel on them.


  I couldn’t move. I suddenly realized I couldn’t move. She was nice, really nice. I was getting as big a kick out of just standing there and seeing the way her waist fell inward and her hips fell outward, the way the muscles at the side of her tits pulled up when she reached to the top of her head to brush all that hair down. It was really weird, the kick I was getting out of standing and just staring at a chick do that. Kind of very, well, woman stuff.


  I liked it a lot.


  I’d never ever stopped and just looked at a chick like that. All the ones I’d ever seen had been scumbags that Blood had smelled out for me, and I’d snatchn’grabbed them. Or the big chicks in the beaver flicks. Not like this one, kind of soft and very smooth, even with the goose bumps. I could of watched her all night.


  She put down the brush, and reached over and took a pair of panties off the pile of clothes, and wriggled into them. Then she got her bra and put it on. I never knew the way chicks did it. She put it on backwards, around her waist, and it had a hook on it. Then she slid it around till the cups were in front, and kind of pulled it up under and scooped herself into it, first one, then the other; then she pulled the straps over her shoulder. She reached for her dress, and I nudged some of the lath and plaster aside, and grabbed the door to give it a yank.


  She had the dress up over her head, and her arms up inside the material, and when she stuck her head in, and was all tangled there for a second, I yanked the door and there was a crash as chunks of wood and plaster fell out of the way, and a heavy scraping, and I jumped inside and was on her before she could get out of the dress.


  She started to scream, and I pulled the dress off her with a ripping sound, and it all happened for her before she knew what that crash and scrape was all about.


  Her face was wild. Just wild. Big eyes: I couldn’t tell what color they were because they were in shadow. Real fine features, a wide mouth, little nose, cheekbones just like mine, real high and prominent and a dimple in her right cheek. She stared at me really scared.


  And then . . . and this is really weird . . . I felt like I should say something to her.


  I don’t know what. Just something. It made me uncomfortable, to see her scared, but what the hell could I do about that. I mean, I was going to rape her, after all, and I couldn’t very well tell her not to be shrinky about it. She was the one cumup, after all. But even so, I wanted to say hey, don’t be scared, I just want to lay you. (That never happened before. I never wanted to say anything to a chick, just get in, and that was that.) But it passed, and I put my leg behind hers and tripped her back, and she went down in a pile. I leveled the .45 at her, and her mouth kind of opened in a little o shape. “Now I’m gonna go over there and get one of them wrestling mats, so it’ll be better, comfortable, uh-huh? You make a move off that floor and I shoot a leg out from under you, and you’ll get screwed just the same, except you’ll be without a leg.” I waited for her to let me know she was onto what I was saying, and she finally nodded real slow, so I kept the automatic on her, and went over to the big dusty stack of mats, and pulled one off.


  I dragged it over to her, and flipped it so the cleaner side was up, and used the muzzle of the .45 to maneuver her onto it. She just sat there on the mat, with her hands behind her, and her knees bent, and stared at me.


  I unzipped my pants and started pulling them down off one side, when I caught her looking at me real funny. I stopped with the jeans. “What’re you lookin’ at?”


  I was mad. I didn’t know why I was mad, but I was.


  “What’s your name?” she asked. Her voice was very soft, and kind of furry, like it came up through her throat that was all lined with fur or something.


  She kept looking at me, waiting for me to answer.


  “Vic,” I said. She looked like she was waiting for more.


  “Vic what?”


  I didn’t know what she meant for a minute, then I did. “Vic. Just Vic. That’s all.”


  “Well, what’re your mother and father’s names?”


  Then I started laughing, and working my jeans down again. “Boy, are you a dumb bitch,” I said, and laughed some more. She looked hurt. It made me mad again. “Stop lookin’ like that, or I’ll bust out your teeth!”


  She folded her hands in her lap.


  I got the pants down around my ankles. They wouldn’t come off over the sneakers. I had to balance on one foot and scuff the sneaker off the other foot. It was tricky, keeping the .45 on her and getting the sneaker off at the same time. But I did it.


  I was standing there buck-naked from the waist down and she had sat forward a little, her legs crossed, hands still in her lap. “Get that stuff off,” I said.


  She didn’t move for a second, and I thought she was going to give me trouble. But then she reached around behind and undid the bra. Then she tipped back and slipped the panties off her ass.


  Suddenly, she didn’t look scared any more. She was watching me very close and I could see her eyes were blue now. Now this is the really weird thing . . .


  I couldn’t do it. I mean, not exactly. I mean, I wanted to fuck her, see, but she was all soft and pretty and she kept looking at me, and no solo I ever met would believe me, but I heard myself talking to her, still standing there like some kind of wetbrain, one sneaker off and jeans down around my ankle. “What’s your name?”


  “Quilla June Holmes.”


  “That’s a weird name.”


  “My mother says it’s not that uncommon, back in Oklahoma.”


  “That where your folks come from?”


  She nodded. “Before the Third War.”


  “They must be pretty old by now.”


  “They are, but they’re okay. I guess.”


  We were just frozen there, talking to each other. I could tell she was cold, because she was shivering. “Well,” I said, sort of getting ready to drop down beside her, “I guess we better—”


  Damn it! That damned Blood! Right at that moment he came dashing in from outside. Came skidding through the lath, and plaster, raising dust, slid along on his ass till he got to us. “Now what?” I demanded.


  “Who’re you talking to?” the girl asked.


  “Him. Blood.”


  “The dog!?!”


  Blood stared at her and then ignored her. He started to say something, but the girl interrupted him, “Then it’s true what they say . . . you can all talk to animals . . .”


  “You going to listen to her all night, or do you want to hear why I came in?”


  “Okay, why’re you here?”


  “You’re in trouble, Albert.”


  “Come on, forget the mickeymouse. What’s up?”


  Blood twisted his head toward the front door of the YMCA. “Roverpak. Got the building surrounded. I make it fifteen or twenty, maybe more.”


  “How the hell’d they know we was here?”


  Blood looked chagrined. He dropped his head.


  “Well?”


  “Some other mutt must’ve smelled her in the theater.”


  “Great.”


  “Now what?”


  “Now we stand ‘em off, that’s what. You got any better suggestions?”


  “Just one.”


  I waited. He grinned.


  “Pull your pants up.”


  IV


  The girl, this Quilla June, was pretty safe. I made her a kind of a shelter out of wrestling mats, maybe a dozen of them. She wouldn’t get hit by a stray bullet, and if they didn’t go right for her, they wouldn’t find her. I climbed one of the ropes hanging down from the girders and laid out up there with the Browning and a couple of handfuls of reloads. I wished to God I’d had an automatic, a bren or a Thompson. I checked the .45, made sure it was full, with one in the chamber, and set the extra clips down on the girder. I had a clear line-of-fire all around the gym.


  Blood was lying in shadow right near the front door. He’d suggested I try and pick off any dogs with the roverpak first, if I could. That would allow him to operate freely.


  That was the least of my worries.


  I’d wanted to hole up in another room, one with only a single entrance, but I had no way of knowing if the rovers were already in the building, so I did the best I could with what I had.


  Everything was quiet. Even that Quilla June. It’d taken me valuable minutes to convince her she’d damned well better hole up and not make any noise, she was better off with me than with twenty of them. “If you ever wanna see your mommy and daddy again,” I warned her. After that she didn’t give me no trouble, packing her in with mats.


  Quiet.


  Then I heard two things, both at the same time. From back in the swimming pool I heard boots crunching plaster. Very soft. And from one side of the front door I heard a tinkle of metal striking wood. So they were going to try a yoke. Well, I was ready.


  Quiet again.


  I sighted the Browning on the door to the pool room. It was still open from when I’d come through. Figure him at maybe five-ten, and drop the sights a foot and a half, and I’d catch him in the chest. I’d learned long ago you don’t try for the head. Go for the widest part of the body: the chest and stomach. The trunk.


  Suddenly, outside, I heard a dog bark, and part of the darkness near the front door detached itself and moved inside the gym. Directly opposite Blood. I didn’t move the Browning.


  The rover at the front door moved a step along the wall, away from Blood.


  Then he cocked back his arm and threw something—a rock, a piece of metal, something—across the room, to draw fire. I didn’t move the Browning.


  When the thing he’d thrown hit the floor, two rovers jumped out of the swimming pool door, one on either side of it, rifles down, ready to spray.


  Before they could open up, I’d squeezed off the first shot, tracked across and put a second shot into the other one. They both went down. Dead hits, right in the heart. Bang, they were down, neither one moved.


  The mother by the door turned to split, and Blood was on him. Just like that, out of the darkness, riiiip!


  Blood leaped, right over the crossbar of the guy’s rifle held at ready, and sank his fangs into the rover’s throat. The guy screamed, and Blood dropped, carrying a piece of the guy with him. The guy was making awful bubbling sounds and went down on one knee. I put a slug into his head, and he fell forward.


  It went quiet again.


  Not bad. Not bad at all. Three takeouts and they still didn’t know our positions. Blood had fallen back into the murk by the entrance. He didn’t say a thing, but I knew what he was thinking: maybe that was three out of seventeen, or three out of twenty, or twenty-two. No way of knowing; we could be faced-off in here for a week and never know if we’d gotten them all, or some, or none. They could go and get poured full again, and I’d find myself run out of slugs and no food and that girl, that Quilla June, crying and making me divide my attention, and daylight—and they’d be still laying out there, waiting till we got hungry enough to do something dumb, or till we ran out of slugs, and then they’d cloud up and rain all over us.


  A rover came dashing straight through the front door at top speed, took a leap, hit on his shoulders, rolled, came up going in a different direction and snapped off three rounds into different corners of the room before I could track him with the Browning. By that time he was close enough under me where I didn’t have to waste a .22 slug. I picked up the .45 without a sound and blew the back off his head. Slug went in neat, came out and took most of his hair with it. He fell right down.


  “Blood! The rifle!”


  Came out of the shadows, grabbed it up in his mouth and dragged it over to the pile of wrestling mats in the far corner. I saw an arm poke out from the mass of mats, and a hand grabbed the rifle, dragged it inside. Well, it was at least safe there, till I needed it. Brave little bastard: he scuttled over to the dead rover and started worrying the ammo bandolier off his body. It took him a while; he could have been picked off from the doorway or outside one of the windows, but he did it. Brave little bastard. I had to remember to get him something good to eat, when we got out of this. I smiled, up there in the darkness: if we get out of this, I wouldn’t have to worry about getting him something tender. It was lying all over the floor of that gymnasium.


  Just as Blood was dragging the bandolier back into the shadows, two of them tried it with their dogs. They came through a ground floor window, one after another, hitting and rolling and going in opposite directions, as the dogs—a mother-ugly Akita, big as a house, and a Doberman bitch the color of a turd—shot through the front door and split in the unoccupied two directions. I caught one of the dogs, the Akita, with the .45 and it went down thrashing. The Doberman was all over Blood.


  But firing, I’d given away my position. One of the rovers fired from the hip and .30-06 soft-nosed slugs spanged off the griders around me. I stopped the automatic, and it started to slip off the girder as I reached for the Browning. I made a grab for the .45 and that was the only thing saved me. I fell forward to clutch at it, it slipped away and hit the gym floor with a crash, and the rover fired at where I’d been. But I was flat on the girder, arm dangling, and the crash startled him. He fired at the sound, and right at that instant I heard another shot, from a Winchester, and the other rover, who’d made it safe into the shadows, fell forward holding a big pumping hole in his chest. That Quilla June had shot him, from behind the mats.


  I didn’t even have time to figure out what the fuck was happening . . . Blood was rolling around with the Doberman and the sounds they were making were awful . . . the rover with the .30-06 chipped off another shot and hit the muzzle of the Browning, protruding over the side of the girder, and wham it was gone, falling down. I was naked up there without clout, and the sonofabitch was hanging back in shadow waiting for me.


  Another shot from the Winchester, and the rover fired right into the mats.


  She ducked back behind, and I knew I couldn’t count on her for anything more. But I didn’t need it; in that second, while he was focused on her, I grabbed the climbing rope, flipped myself over the girder, and howling like a burnpit-screamer, went sliding down, feeling the rope cutting my palms. I got down far enough to swing, and kicked off. I swung back and forth, whipping my body three different ways each time, swinging out and over, way over, each time. The sonofabitch kept firing, trying to track a trajectory, but I kept spinning out of his line of fire. Then he was empty, and I kicked back as hard as I could, and came zooming in toward his corner of shadows, and let loose all at once and went ass-over-end into the corner, and there he was, and I went right into him and he spanged off the wall, and I was on top of him, digging my thumbs into his eye-sockets. He was screaming and the dogs were screaming and that girl was screaming, and I pounded the motherfucker’s head against the floor till he stopped moving, then I grabbed up the empty .30-06 and whipped his head till I knew he wasn’t gonna give me no more aggravation.


  Then I found the .45 and shot the Doberman.


  Blood got up and shook himself off. He was cut up bad. “Thanks,” he mumbled, and went over and lay down in the shadows to lick himself off.


  I went and found that Quilla June, and she was crying. About all the guys we’d killed. Mostly about the one she’d killed. I couldn’t get her to stop bawling, so I cracked her across the face, and told her she’d saved my life, and that helped some.


  Blood came dragassing over. “How’re we going to get out of this, Albert?”


  “Let me think.”


  I thought, and knew it was hopeless. No matter how many we got, there’d be more. And it was a matter of macho now. Their honor.


  “How about a fire?” Blood suggested.


  “Get away while it’s burning?” I shook my head. “They’ll have the place staked-out all around. No good.”


  “What if we don’t leave? What if we burn up with it?”


  I looked at him. Brave . . . and smart as hell.


  V


  He gathered all the lumber and mats and scaling ladders and vaulting boxes and benches and anything else that would burn, and piled the garbage against a wooden divider at one end of the gym. Quilla June found a can of kerosene in a storeroom, and we set fire to the whole damn pile.


  Then we followed Blood to the place he’d found for us. The boiler room way down under the YMCA. We all climbed into the empty boiler, and dogged down the door, leaving a release vent open for air. We had one mat in there with us, and all the ammo we could carry, and the extra rifles and sidearms the rovers’d had on them.


  “Can you catch anything?” I asked Blood. “A little. Not much. I’m reading one guy. The building’s burning good.”


  “You be able to tell when they split?”


  “Maybe. If they split.”


  I settled back. Quilla June was shaking from all that had happened. “Just take it easy,” I told her. “By morning the place’ll be down around our ears and they’ll go through the rubble and find a lot of dead meat and maybe they won’t look too hard for a chick’s body. And everything’ll be all right . . . if we don’t get choked off in here.”


  She smiled, very thin, and tried to look brave. She was okay, that one. She closed her eyes and settled back on the mat and tried to sleep. I was beat.


  I closed my eyes, too.


  “Can you handle it?” I asked Blood.


  “I suppose. You better sleep.”


  I nodded, eyes still closed, and fell on my side. I was out before I could think about it.


  When I came back, I found the girl, that Quilla June, snuggled up under my armpit, her arm around my waist, dead asleep. I could hardly breathe. It was like a furnace; hell, it was a furnace. I reached out a hand and the wall of the boiler was so damned hot I couldn’t touch it. Blood was up on the mattress with us. That mat had been the only thing’d kept us from being singed good. He was asleep, head buried in his paws. She was asleep, still naked.


  I put a hand on her tit. It was warm. She stirred and cuddled into me closer.


  I got a hard on.


  Managed to get my pants off, and rolled on top of her. She woke up fast when she felt me pry her legs apart, but it was too late by then. “Don’t . . . stop . . . what are you doing . . . no, don’t . . .”


  But she was half-asleep, and weak, and I don’t think she really wanted to fight me anyhow.


  She cried when I broke her, of course, but after that it was okay. There was blood all over the wrestling mat. And Blood just kept sleeping.


  It was really different. Usually, when I’d get Blood to track something down for me, it’d be grab it and punch it and get away fast before something bad could happen. But when she came, she rose up off the mat, and hugged me around the back so hard I thought she’d crack my ribs, and then she settled back down slow slow slow, like I do when I’m doing leg-lefts in the makeshift gym I rigged in the auto wrecking yard. And her eyes were closed, and she was relaxed looking. And happy. I could tell.


  We did it a lot of times, and after a while it was her idea, but I didn’t say no.


  And then we lay out side-by-side and talked.


  She asked me about how it was with Blood, and I told her how the skirmisher dogs had gotten telepathic, and how they’d lost the ability to hunt food for themselves, so the solos and roverpaks had to do it for them, and how dogs like Blood were good at finding chicks for solos like me. She didn’t say anything to that.


  I asked her about what it was like where she lived, in one of the downunders.


  “It’s nice. But it’s always very quiet. Everyone is very polite to everyone else.


  It’s just a small town.”


  “Which one you live in?”


  “Topeka. It’s real close to here.”


  “Yeah, I know. The access dropshaft is only about half a mile from here. I went out there once, to take a look around.”


  “Have you ever been in a downunder?”


  “No. But I don’t guess I want to be, either.”


  “Why? It’s very nice. You’d like it.”


  “Shit.”


  “That’s very crude.”


  “I’m very crude.”


  “Not all the time.”


  I was getting mad. “Listen, you ass, what’s the matter with you? I grabbed you and pushed you around, I raped you half a dozen times, so what’s so good about me, huh? What’s the matter with you, don’t you even have enough smarts to know when somebody’s—”


  She was smiling at me. “I didn’t mind. I liked doing it. Want to do it again?”


  I was really shocked. I moved away from her. “What the hell is wrong with you? Don’t you know that a chick from a downunder like you can be really mauled by solos? Don’t you know chicks get warnings from their parents in the downunders, ‘Don’t cumup, you’ll get snagged by them dirty, hairy, slobbering solos!’ Don’t you know that?”


  She put her hand on my leg and started moving it up, the fingertips just brushing my thigh. I got another hard on. “My parents never said that about solos,” she said. Then she pulled me over her again, and kissed me and I couldn’t stop from getting in her again.


  God, it just went on like that for hours. After a while Blood turned around and said, “I’m not going to keep pretending I’m asleep. I’m hungry. And I’m hurt.”


  I tossed her off me—she was on top by this time—and examined him. The Doberman had taken a good chunk out of his right ear, and there was a rip right down his muzzle, and blood-matted fur on one side. He was a mess.


  “Jesus, man, you’re a mess,” I said.


  “You’re no fucking rose garden yourself, Albert!” he snapped. I pulled my hand back.


  “Can we get out of here?” I asked him.


  He cast around, and then shook his head. “I can’t get any readings. Must be a pile of rubble on top of this boiler. I’ll have to go out and scout.”


  We kicked that around for a while, and finally decided if the building was razed, and had cooled a little, the roverpak would have gone through the ashes by now. The fact that they hadn’t tried the boiler indicated that we were probably buried pretty good. Either that, or the building was still smoldering overhead. In which case, they’d still be out there, waiting to sift the remains.


  “Think you can handle it, the condition you’re in?”


  “I guess I’ll have to, won’t I?” Blood said. He was really surly. “I mean, what with you busy fucking your brains out, there won’t be much left for staying alive, will there?”


  I sensed real trouble with him. He didn’t like Quilla June. I moved around him and undogged the boiler hatch. It wouldn’t open. So I braced my back against the side, and jacked my legs up, and gave it a slow, steady shove.


  Whatever had fallen against it from outside, resisted for a minute, then started to give, then tumbled away with a crash. I pushed the door open all the way, and looked out. The upper floors had fallen in on the basement, but by the time they’d given, they’d been mostly cinder and lightweight rubble. Everything was smoking out there. I could see daylight through the smoke.


  I slipped out, burning my hands on the outside lip of the hatch. Blood followed. He started to pick his way through the debris. I could see that the boiler had been almost completely covered by the gunk that had dropped from above. Chances were good the roverpack had taken a fast look, figured we’d been fried, and moved on. But I wanted Blood to run a recon, anyway. He started off, but I called him back. He came. “What is it?”


  I looked down at him. “I’ll tell you what it is, man. You’re acting very shitty.”


  “Sue me.”


  “Goddamit, dog, what’s got your ass up?”


  “Her. That nit chick you’ve got in there.”


  “So what? Big deal . . . I’ve had chicks before.”


  “Yeah, but never any that hung on like this one. I warn you, Albert, she’s going to make trouble.”


  “Don’t be dumb!” He didn’t reply. Just looked at me with anger, and then scampered off to check out the scene. I crawled back inside and dogged the hatch. She wanted to make it again. I said I didn’t want to; Blood had brought me down. I was bugged. And I didn’t know which one to be pissed off at.


  But God she was pretty.


  She kind of pouted, and settled back with her arms wrapped around her.


  “Tell me some more about the downunder,” I said.


  At first she was cranky, wouldn’t say much, but after a while she opened up and started talking freely. I was learning a lot. I figured I could use it some time, maybe.


  There were only a couple of hundred downunders in what was left of the United States and Canada. They’d been sunk on the sites of wells or mines or other kinds of deep holes. Some of them, out in the west, were in natural cave formations. They went way down, maybe two to five miles. They were like big caissons, stood on end. And the people who’d settled them were squares of the worst kind. Southern Baptists, Fundamentalists, lawanorder goofs, real middle-class squares with no taste for the wild life. And they’d gone back to a kind of life that hadn’t existed for a hundred and fifty years.


  They’d gotten the last of the scientists to do the work, invent the how and why, and then they’d run them out. They didn’t want any progress, they didn’t want any dissent, they didn’t want anything that would make waves.


  They’d had enough of that. The best time in the world had been just before the First War, and they figured if they could keep it like that, they could live quiet lives and survive. Shit! I’d go nuts in one of the downunders.


  Quilla June smiled, and snuggled up again, and this time I didn’t turn her off.


  She started touching me again, down there and all over, and then she said,


  “Vic?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Have you ever been in love?”


  “What?”


  “In love? Have you ever been in love with a girl?”


  “Well, I damn well guess I haven’t!”


  “Do you know what love is?”


  “Sure. I guess I do.”


  “But if you’ve never been in love . . .?”


  “Don’t be dumb. I mean, I’ve never had a bullet in the head, and I know I wouldn’t like it.”


  “You don’t know what love is, I’ll bet.”


  “Well, if it means living in a downunder, I guess I just don’t wanna find out.”


  We didn’t go on with the conversation much after that. She pulled me down and we did it again. And when it was over, I heard Blood scratching at the boiler. I opened the hatch and he was standing out there. “All clear,” he said.


  “You sure?”


  “Yeah, yeah, I’m sure. Put your pants on,” he said it with a sneer in the tone, “and come on out here. We have to talk some stuff.”


  I looked at him, and he wasn’t kidding. I got my jeans and sneakers on, and climbed down out of the boiler.


  He trotted ahead of me, away from the boiler, over some blacksoot beams, and outside the gym. It was down. Looked like a rotted stump tooth.


  “Now what’s lumbering you?” I asked him.


  He scampered up on a chunk of concrete till he was almost nose-level with me.


  “You’re going dumb on me, Vic.”


  I knew he was serious. No Albert shit, straight Vic. “How so?”


  “Last night, man. We could have cut out of there and left her for them. That would’ve been smart.”


  “I wanted her.”


  “Yeah, I know. That’s what I’m talking about. It’s today now, not last night.


  You’ve had her about a half a hundred times. Why’re we hanging around?”


  “I want some more.”


  Then he got angry. “Yeah, well, listen, chum . . . I want a few things myself. I want something to eat, and I want to get rid of this pain in my side, and I want away from this turf. Maybe they don’t give up this easy.”


  “Take it easy. We can handle all that. Don’t mean she can’t go with us.”


  “Doesn’t mean,” he corrected me. “And so that’s the new story. Now we travel three, is that right?”


  I was getting tres uptight myself. “You’re starting to sound like a poodle!”


  “And you’re starting to sound like a boxer.”


  I hauled back to crack him one. He didn’t move. I dropped the hand. I’d never hit Blood. I didn’t want to start now.


  “Sorry,” he said, softly.


  “That’s okay.”


  But we weren’t looking at each other.


  “Vic, man, you’ve got responsibility to me, you know.”


  “You don’t have to tell me that.”


  “Well, I guess maybe I do. Maybe I have to remind you of some stuff. Like the time that burnpit-screamer came up out of the street and made a grab for you.”


  I shuddered. The motherfucker’d been green. Righteous stone green, glowing like fungus. My gut heaved, just thinking.


  “And I went for him, right?”


  I nodded. Right, mutt, right.


  “And I could have been burned bad, and died, and that would’ve been all of it for me, right or wrong, isn’t that true?” I nodded again. I was getting pissed off proper. I didn’t like being made to feel guilty. It was a fifty-fifty with Blood and me. He knew that. “But I did it, right?” I remembered the way that green thing had screamed. Christ, it was like ooze and eyelashes.


  “Okay, okay, don’t hanger me.”


  “Harangue, not hanger.”


  “Well WHATEVER!” I shouted. “Just knock off the crap, or we can forget the whole fucking arrangement!”


  Then Blood blew. “Well, maybe we should, you simple dumb putz!”


  “What’s a putz, you little turd . . . is that something bad . . . yeah, it must be . . .


  you watch your fucking mouth, son of a bitch, I’ll kick your ass!”


  We sat there and didn’t talk for fifteen minutes. Neither one of us knew which way to go.


  Finally, I backed off a little. I talked soft and I talked slow. I was about up to here with him, but told him I was going to do right by him, like I always had, and he threatened me, saying I’d damned well better because there were a couple of very hip solos making it around the city, and they’d be delighted to have a sharp tail-scent like him. I told him I didn’t like being threatened, and he’d better watch his fucking step or I’d break his leg. He got furious and stalked off. I said screw you and went back to the boiler to take it out on that Quilla June again.


  But when I stuck my head inside the boiler, she was waiting, with a pistol one of the dead rovers had supplied. She hit me good and solid over the right eye with it, and I fell straight forward across the hatch, and was out cold.
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  “I told you she was no good.” He watched me as I swabbed out the cut with disinfectant from my kit, and painted the tear with iodine. He smirked when I flinched.


  I put away the stuff, and rummaged around in the boiler, gathering up all the spare ammo I could carry, and ditching the Browning in favor of the heavier .30-06. Then I found something that must’ve slipped out of her clothes.


  It was a little metal plate, about 3 inches long and an inch-and-a-half high.


  It had a whole string of numbers on it, and there were holes in it, in random patterns. “What’s this?” I asked Blood.


  He looked at it, sniffed it.


  “Must be an identity card of some kind. Maybe it’s what she used to get out of the downunder.”


  That made my mind up,


  I jammed it in a pocket and started out. Toward the access dropshaft.


  “Where the hell are you going?” Blood yelled after me.


  “Come on back, you’ll get killed out there!


  “I’m hungry, dammit!


  “Albert, you sonofabitch! Come back here!”


  I kept right on walking. I was gonna find that bitch and brain her. Even if I had to go downunder to find her.


  It took me an hour to walk to the access dropshaft leading down to Topeka.


  I thought I saw Blood following, but hanging back a ways. I didn’t give a damn. I was mad.


  Then, there it was. A tall, straight, featureless pillar of shining black metal. It was maybe twenty feet in diameter, perfectly flat on top, disappearing straight into the ground. It was a cap, that was all. I walked straight up to it, and fished around in the pocket for that metal card. Then something was tugging at my right pants leg.


  “Listen, you moron, you can’t go down there!”


  I kicked him off, but he came right back.


  “Listen to me!”


  I turned around and stared at him.


  Blood sat down; the powder puffed up around him. “Albert . . .”


  “My name is Vic, you little eggsucker.”


  “Okay, okay, no fooling around. Vic.” His tone softened. “Vic. Come on, man.” He was trying to get through to me. I was really boiling, but he was trying to make sense. I shrugged, and crouched down beside him.


  “Listen, man,” Blood said, “this chick has bent you way out of shape. You know you can’t go down there. It’s all square and settled and they know everyone; they hate solos. Enough roverpaks have raided downunder and raped their broads, and stolen their food, they’ll have defenses set up.


  They’ll kill you, man!”


  “What the hell do you care? You’re always saying you’d be better off without me.” He sagged at that.


  “Vic, we’ve been together almost three years. Good and bad. But this can be the worst. I’m scared, man. Scared you won’t come back. And I’m hungry, and I’ll have to go find some dude who’ll take me on . . . and you know most solos are in paks now, I’ll be low mutt. I’m not that young any more. And I’m hurt.”


  I could dig it. He was talking sense. But all I could think of was how that bitch, that Quilla June, had rapped me. And then there were images of her soft tits, and the way she made little sounds when I was in her, and I shook my head, and knew I had to go get even.


  “I got to do it, Blood. I got to.”


  He breathed deep, and sagged a little more. He knew it was useless. “You don’t even see what she’s done to you, Vic.”


  I got up. “I’ll try to get back quick. Will you wait . . .?”


  He was silent a long while, and I waited. Finally, he said, “For a while.


  Maybe I’ll be here, maybe not.”


  I understood. I turned around and started walking around the pillar of black metal. Finally, I found a slot in the pillar, and slipped the metal card into it.


  There was a soft humming sound, then a section of the pillar dilated. I hadn’t even seen the lines of the sections. A circle opened and I took a step through. I turned and there was Blood, watching me. We looked at each other, all the while that pillar was humming.


  “So long, Vic.”


  “Take care of yourself, Blood.”


  “Hurry back.”


  “Do my best.”


  “Yeah. Right.”


  Then I turned around and stepped inside. The access portal irised closed behind me.


  VII


  I should have known. I should have suspected. Sure, every once in a while a chick came up to see what it was like on the surface, what had happened to the cities; sure, it happened. Why I’d believed her when she’d told me, cuddled up beside me in that steaming boiler, that she’d wanted to see what it was like when a girl did it with a man, that all the flicks she’d seen in Topeka were sweet and solid and dull, and the girls in her school’d talked about beaver flicks, and one of them had a little eight-page comic book and she’d read it with wide eyes . . . sure, I’d believed her. It was logical. I should have suspected something when she left that metal i.d. plate behind. It was too easy. Blood’d tried to tell me. Dumb? Yeah!


  The second that access iris swirled closed behind me, the humming got louder, and some cool light grew in the walls. Wall. It was a circular compartment with only two sides to the wall: inside and outside. The wall pulsed up light and the humming got louder, and then the floor I was standing on dilated just the way the outside port had done. But I was standing there, like a mouse in a cartoon, and as long as I didn’t look down I was cool, I wouldn’t fall.


  Then I started settling. Dropped through the floor, the iris closed overhead, I was dropping down the tube, picking up speed but not too much, just dropping steadily. Now I knew what a dropshaft was.


  Down and down I went and every once in a while I’d see something like 10 LEV or ANTIPOLL 55 or BREEDER-CON or PUMP SE 6 on the wall, faintly I could make out the sectioning of an iris . . . but I never stopped dropping.


  Finally, I dropped all the way to the bottom and there was TOPEKA CITY LIMITS POP. 22,860 on the wall, and I settled down without any strain, bending a little from the knees to cushion the impact, but even that wasn’t much. I used the metal plate again, and the iris—a much bigger one this time—swirled open, and I got my first look at a downunder.


  It stretched away in front of me, twenty miles to the dim shining horizon of tin can metal where the wall behind me curved and curved and curved till it made one smooth, encircling circuit and came back around around around to where I stood, staring at it. I was down at the bottom of a big metal tube that stretched up to a ceiling an eighth of a mile overhead, twenty miles across. And in the bottom of that tin can, someone had built a town that looked for all the world like a photo out of one of the water-logged books in the library on the surface. I’d seen a town like this in the books. Just like this. Neat little houses, and curvy little streets, and trimmed lawns, and a business section and everything else that a Topeka would have.


  Except a sun, except birds, except clouds, except rain, except snow, except cold, except wind, except ants, except dirt, except mountains, except oceans, except big fields of gram, except stars, except the moon, except forests, except animals running wild, except . . .


  Except freedom.


  They were canned down here, like dead fish. Canned.


  I felt my throat tighten up. I wanted to get out. Out! I started to tremble, my hands were cold and there was sweat on my forehead. This had been insane, coming down here. I had to get out. Out!


  I turned around, to get back in the dropshaft, and then it grabbed me.


  That bitch Quilla June! I shoulda suspected!


  The thing was low, and green, and boxlike, and had cables with mittens on the ends instead of arms, and it rolled on tracks, and it grabbed me.


  It hoisted me up on its square flat top, holding me with them mittens on the cables, and I couldn’t move, except to try kicking at the big glass eye in the front, but it didn’t do any good. It didn’t bust. The thing was only about four feet high, and my sneakers almost reached the ground, but not quite, and it started moving off into Topeka, hauling me along with it.


  People were all over the place. Sitting in rockers on their front porches, raking their lawns, hanging around the gas station, sticking pennies in gumball machines, painting a white stripe down the middle of the road, selling newspapers on a corner, listening to an oompah band on a shell in a park, playing hopscotch and pussy-in-the-corner, polishing a fire engine, sitting on benches, reading, washing windows, pruning bushes, tipping hats to ladies, collecting milk bottles in wire carrying racks, grooming horses, throwing a stick for a dog to retrieve, diving into a communal swimming pool, chalking vegetable prices on a slate outside a grocery, walking hand-in-hand with a girl, all of them watching me go past on that metal motherfucker.


  I could hear Blood speaking, saying just what he’d said before I’d entered the dropshaft: It’s all square and settled and they know everyone; they hate solos. Enough roverpaks have raided downunders and raped their broads, and stolen their food, they’ll have defenses set up. They’ll kill you, man!


  Thanks, mutt.


  Goodbye.


  VIII


  The green box tracked through the business section and turned in at a shopfront with the words BETTER BUSINESS BUREAU on the window. It rolled right inside the open door, and there were half a dozen men and old men and very old men in there, waiting for me. Also a couple of women.


  The green box stopped.


  One of them came over and took the metal plate out of my hand. He looked at it, then turned around and gave it to the oldest of the old men, a withered cat wearing baggy pants and a green eyeshade and garters that held up the sleeves of his striped shirt. “Quilla June, Lew,” the guy said to the old man. Lew took the metal plate and put it in the top left drawer of a rolltop desk. “Better take his guns, Aaron,” the old coot said. And the guy who’d taken the plate cleaned me.


  “Let him loose, Aaron,” Lew said.


  Aaron stepped around the back of the green box and something clicked, and the cable-mittens sucked back inside the box, and I got down off the thing. My arms were numb where the box had held me. I rubbed one, then the other, and I glared at them.


  “Now, boy . . .” Lew started.


  “Suck wind, asshole!”


  The women blanched. The men tightened their faces.


  “I told you it wouldn’t work,” another of the old men said to Lew.


  “Bad business, this,” said one of the younger ones.


  Lew leaned forward in his straight-back chair and pointed a crumbled finger at me. “Boy, you better be nice.”


  “I hope all your fuckin’ children are hare-lipped!”


  “This is no good, Lew!” another man said.


  “Guttersnipe,” a woman with a beak snapped.


  Lew stared at me. His mouth was a nasty little black line. I knew the sonofabitch didn’t have a tooth in his crummy head that wasn’t rotten and smelly. He stared at me with vicious little eyes, God he was ugly, like a bird ready to pick meat off my bones. He was getting set to say something I wouldn’t like. “Aaron, maybe you’d better put the sentry back on him.”


  Aaron moved to the green box.


  “Okay, hold it,” I said, holding up my hand.


  Aaron stopped, looked at Lew, who nodded. Then Lew leaned forward again, and aimed that bird-claw at me. “You ready to behave yourself, son?”


  “Yeah, I guess.”


  “You’d better be dang sure.”


  “Okay. I’m dang sure. Also fuckin’ sure!”


  “And you’ll watch your mouth.”


  I didn’t reply. Old coot.


  “You’re a bit of an experiment for us, boy. We tried to get one of you down here other ways. Sent up some good folks to capture one of you little scuts, but they never came back. Figgered it was best to lure you down to us.”


  I sneered. That Quilla June. I’d take care of her!


  One of the women, a little younger than Bird-Beak, came forward and looked into my face. “Lew, you’ll never get this one to cow-tow. He’s a filthy little killer. Look at those eyes.”


  “How’d you like the barrel of a rifle jammed up your ass, bitch?” She jumped back. Lew was angry again. “Sorry,” I said, “I don’t like bein’ called names. Macho, y’know?”


  He settled back and snapped at the woman. “Mez, leave him alone. I’m tryin’ to talk a bit of sense here. You’re only making it worse.”


  Mez went back and sat with the others. Some Better Business Bureau these creeps were!


  “As I was saying, boy: you’re an experiment for us. We’ve been down here in Topeka close to twenty years. It’s nice down here. Quiet, orderly, nice people who respect each other, no crime, respect for the elders, and just all around a good place to live. We’re growin’ and we’re prosperin’.” I waited.


  “But, well, we find now that some of our folks can’t have no more babies, and the women that do, they have mostly girls. We need some men.


  Certain special kind of men.”


  I started laughing. This was too good to be true. They wanted me for stud service. I couldn’t stop laughing.


  “Crude!” one of the women said, scowling.


  “This’s awkward enough for us, boy, don’t make it no harder.” Lew was embarrassed.


  Here I’d spent most of Blood’s and my time aboveground hunting up tail, and down here they wanted me to service the local ladyfolk. I sat down on the floor and laughed till tears ran down my cheeks.


  Finally, I got up and said, “Sure. Okay. But if I do, there’s a couple of things I want.” Lew looked at me close.


  “The first thing I want is that Quilla June. I’m gonna fuck her blind, and then I’m gonna bang her on the head the way she did me!”


  They huddled for a while, then came out and Lew said, “We can’t tolerate any violence down here, but I s’pose Quilla June’s as good a place to start as any. She’s capable, isn’t she, Ira?”


  A skinny, yellow-skinned man nodded. He didnt look happy about it. Quilla June’s old man, I bet.


  “Well, let’s get started,” I said. “Line ‘em up.” I started to unzip my jeans.


  The women screamed, the men grabbed me, and they hustled me off to a boarding house where they gave me a room, and they said I should get to know Topeka a little bit before I went to work, because it was, uh, er, well, awkward, and they had to get the folks in town to accept what was going to have to be done . . . on the assumption, I suppose, that if I worked out okay, they’d import a few more young bulls from aboveground, and turn us loose.


  So I spent some time in Topeka, getting to know the folks, seeing what they did, how they lived. It was nice, real nice. They rocked in rockers on the front porches, they raked their lawns, they hung around the gas station, they stuck pennies in gumball machines, they painted white stripes down the middle of the road, they sold newspapers on the corners, they listened to oompah bands on a shell in the park, they played hopscotch and pussy-in-the-corner, they polished fire engines, they sat on benches reading, they washed windows and pruned bushes, they tipped their hats to ladies, they collected milk bottles in wire carrying racks, they groomed horses and threw sticks for their dogs to retrieve, they dove into the communal swimming pool, they chalked vegetable prices on a slate outside the grocery, they walked hand-in-hand with some of the ugliest chicks I’ve ever seen, and they bored the ass off me.


  Inside a week I was ready to scream.


  I could feel that tin can closing in on me.


  I could feel the weight of the earth over me.


  They ate artificial shit: artificial peas and fake meat and make-believe chicken and ersatz corn and bogus bread and it all tasted like chalk and dust to me.


  Polite? Christ, you could puke from the lying, hypocritical crap they called civility. Hello Mr. This and Hello Mrs. That. And how are you? And how is little Janie? And how is business? And are you going to the sodality meeting Thursday? And I started gibbering in my room at the boarding house.


  The clean, sweet, neat, lovely way they lived was enough to kill a guy. No wonder the men couldn’t get it up and make babies that had balls instead of slots.


  The first few days, everyone watched me like I was about to explode and cover their nice whitewashed fences with shit. But after a while, they got used to seeing me. Lew took me over to the mercantile, and got me fitted out with a pair of bib overalls and a shirt that any solo could’ve spotted a mile away. That Mez, that dippy bitch who’d called me a killer, she started hanging around, finally said she wanted to cut my hair, make me look civilized. But I was hip to where she was at. Wasn’t a bit of the mother in her.


  “What’s’a’matter, cunt,” I pinned her. “Your old man isn’t taking care of you?”


  She tried to stick her fist in her mouth, and I laughed like a loon. “Go cut off his balls, baby. My hair stays the way it is.” She cut and run. Went like she had a diesel tail-pipe.


  It went on like that for a while. Me just walking around, them coming and feeding me, keeping all their young meat out of my way till they got the town stacked-away for what was coming with me.


  Jugged like that, my mind wasn’t right for a while. I got all claustrophobed, clutched, went and sat under the porch in the dark, at the rooming house.


  Then that passed, and I got piss-mean, snapped at them, then surly, then quiet, then just mud dull. Quiet.


  Finally, I started getting hip to the possibilities of getting out of there. It began with me remembering the poodle I’d fed Blood one time. It had to come from a downunder. And it couldn’t of got up through the dropshaft. So that meant there were other ways out.


  They gave me pretty much the run of the town, as long as I kept my manners around me and didn’t try anything sudden. That green sentry box was always somewhere nearby.


  So I found the way out. Nothing so spectacular; it just had to be there, and I found it.


  Then I found out where they kept my weapons, and I was ready. Almost.


  IX


  It was a week to the day when Aaron and Lew and Ira came to get me. I was pretty goofy by that time. I was sitting out on the back porch of the boarding house, smoking a corncob pipe with my shirt off, catching some sun. Except there wasn’t no sun. Goofy.


  They came around the house. “Morning, Vic,” Lew greeted me. He was hobbling along with a cane, the old fart. Aaron gave me a big smile. The kind you’d give a big black bull about to stuff his meat into a good breed cow. Ira had a look that you could chip off and use in your furnace.


  “Well, howdy, Lew. Mornin’ Aaron, Ira.”


  Lew seemed right pleased by that.


  Oh, you lousy bastards, just you wait!


  “You bout ready to go meet your first lady?”


  “Ready as I’ll ever be, Lew,” I said, and got up.


  “Cool smoke, isn’t it?” Aaron said.


  I took the corncob out of my mouth. “Pure dee-light,” I smiled. I hadn’t even lit the fucking thing.


  They walked me over to Marigold Street and as we came up on a little house with yellow shutters and a white picket fence, Lew said, “This’s Ira’s house. Quilla June is his daughter.”


  “Well, land sakes,” I said, wide-eyed.


  Ira’s lean jaw muscles jumped.


  We went inside.


  Quilla June was sitting on the settee with her mother, an older version of her, pulled thin as a withered muscle. “Miz Holmes,” I said, and made a little curtsey. She smiled. Strained, but smiled.


  Quilla June sat with her feet right together, and her hands folded in her lap.


  There was a ribbon in her hair. It was blue.


  Matched her eyes.


  Something went thump in my gut.


  “Quilla June,” I said.


  She looked up. “Mornin’, Vic.”


  Then everyone sort of stood around looking awkward, and finally Ira began yapping and yipping about get in the bedroom and get this unnatural filth over with so they could go to Church and pray the Good Lord wouldn’t Strike All Of Them Dead with a bolt of lightning in the ass, or some crap like that.


  So I put out my hand, and Quilla June reached for it without looking up, and we went in the back, into a small bedroom, and she stood there with her head down.


  “You didn’t tell ‘em, did you?” I asked.


  She shook her head.


  And suddenly, I didn’t want to kill her at all. I wanted to hold her. Very tight.


  So I did. And she was crying into my chest, and making little fists beating on my back, and then she was looking up at me and running her words all together: “Oh, Vic, I’m sorry, so sorry, I didn’t mean to, I had to, I was sent out to, I was so scared, and I love you and now they’ve got you down here, and it isn’t duty, is it, it isn’t the way my Poppa says it is, is it?”


  I held her and kissed her and told her it was okay, and then I asked her if she wanted to come away with me, and she said yes yes yes she really did.


  So I told her I might have to hurt her Poppa to get away, and she got a look in her eyes that I knew real well.


  For all her propriety, Quilla June Holmes didn’t much like her prayer-shouting Poppa.


  I asked her if she had anything heavy, like a candlestick or a club, and she said no. So I went rummaging around in that back bedroom, and found a pair of her Poppa’s socks, in a bureau drawer. I pulled the big brass balls off the headboard of the bed, and dropped them into the sock. I hefted it.


  Oh. Yeah.


  She stared at me with big eyes. “What’re you going to do?”


  “You want to get out of here?”


  She nodded.


  “Then just stand back behind the door. No, wait a minute, I got a better idea. Get on the bed.”


  She laid down on the bed. “Okay,” I said, “now pull up your skirt, pull off your pants, and spread out.” She gave me a look of pure horror. “Do it,” I said. “If you want out.”


  So she did it, and I rearranged her so her knees were bent and her legs open at the thighs, and I stood to one side of the door, and whispered to her, “Call your Poppa. Just him.”


  She hesitated a long moment, then she called out, in a voice she didn’t have to fake, “Poppa! Poppa, come here, please!” Then she clamped her eyes shut tight.


  Ira Holmes came through the door, took one look at his secret desire, his mouth dropped open, I kicked the door closed behind him and walloped him as hard as I could. He squished a little, and spattered the bedspread, and went very down.


  She opened her eyes when she heard the thunk! and when the stuff spattered her legs she leaned over and puked on the floor. I knew she wouldn’t be much good to me in getting Aaron into the room, so I opened the door, stuck my head around, looked worried, and said, “Aaron, would you come here a minute, please?” He looked at Lew, who was rapping with Mrs. Holmes about what was going on in the back bedroom, and when Lew nodded him on, he came into the room. He took a look at Quilla June’s naked bush, at the blood on the wall and bedspread, at Ira on the floor, and opened his mouth to yell, just as I whacked him. It took two more to get him down, and then I had to kick him in the chest to put him away. Quilla June was still puking.


  I grabbed her by the arm and swung her up off the bed. At least she was being quiet about it, but man did she stink.


  “Come on!”


  She tried to pull back, but I held on, and opened the bedroom door. As I pulled her out, Lew stood up, leaning on his cane. I kicked the cane out from under the old fart and down he went in a heap. Mrs. Holmes was staring at us, wondering where her old man was: “He’s back in there,” I said, heading for the front door. “The Good Lord got him in the head.”


  Then we were out in the street, Quilla June stinking along behind me, dry-heaving and bawling and probably wondering what had happened to her underpants.


  They kept my weapons in a locked case at the Better Business Bureau, and we detoured around by my boarding house where I pulled the crowbar I’d swiped from the gas station out from under the back porch. Then we cut across behind the Grange and into the business section, and straight into the BBB. There was a clerk who tried to stop me, and I split his gourd with the crowbar. Then I pried the latch off the cabinet in Lew’s office, and got the .30-06 and my .45 and all the ammo, and my spike, and my knife, and my kit, and loaded up. By that time Quilla June was able to make some sense.


  “Where we gonna go, where we gonna go, oh Poppa Poppa Poppa . . .!”


  “Hey, listen, Quilla June, Poppa me no Poppas. You said you wanted to be with me . . . well, I’m goin! up, baby, and if you wanna go with me, you better stick close.” She was too scared to object.


  I stepped out the front of the shopfront, and there was that green box sentry, coming on like a whippet. It had its cables out, and the mittens were gone. It had hooks.


  I dropped to one knee, wrapped the sling of the .30-06 around my forearm, sighted clean, and fired dead at the big eye in the front. One shot, spang!


  Hit that eye, the thing exploded in a shower of sparks, and the green box swerved and went through the front window of The Mill End Shoppe, screeching and crying and showering the place with flames and sparks.


  Nice. I turned around to grab Quilla June, but she was gone. I looked off down the street, and here came all the vigilantes, Lew hobbling along with his cane like some kind of weird grasshopper.


  And right then the shots started. Big, booming sounds. The .45 I’d given Quilla June. I looked up, and on the porch around the second floor, there she was, the automatic down on the railing like a pro, sighting into that mob and snapping off shots like maybe Wild Bill Elliott in a 40’s Republic flick.


  But dumb! Mother, dumb! Wasting time on that, when we had to get away.


  I found the outside staircase going up there, and took it three steps at a time. She was smiling and laughing, and every time she’d pick one of those boobs out of the pack her little tongue-tip would peek out of the corner of her mouth, and her eyes would get all slick and wet and wham! down the boob would go. She was really into it. Just as I reached her, she sighted down on her scrawny mother. I slammed the back of her head and she missed the shot, and the old lady did a little dance-step and kept coming.


  Quilla June whipped her head around at me, and there was kill in her eyes.


  “You made me miss.” The voice gave me a chill.


  I took the .45 away from her. Dumb. Wasting ammunition like that.


  Dragging her behind me, I circled the building, found a shed out back, dropped down onto it and had her follow. She was scared at first, but I said, “Chick can shoot her old lady as easy as you do shouldn’t be worried about a drop this small.” She got out on the edge, other side of the railing and held on. “Don’t worry,” I said, “you won’t wet your pants. You haven’t got any.”


  She laughed, like a bird, and dropped. I caught her, we slid down the shed door, and took a second to see if that mob was hard on us. Nowhere in sight.


  I grabbed Quilla June by the arm and started off toward the south end of Topeka. It was the closest exit I’d found in my wandering, and we made it in about fifteen minutes, panting and weak as kittens.


  And there it was.


  A big air-intake duct.


  I pried off the clamps with the crowbar, and we climbed up inside. There were ladders going up. There had to be. It figured, Repairs. Keep it clean.


  Had to be. We started climbing.


  It took a long, long time.


  Quilla June kept asking me, from down behind me, whenever she got too tired to climb, “Vic, do you love me?” I kept saying yes. Not only because I meant it. It helped her keep climbing.


  X


  We came up a mile from the access dropshaft. I shot off the filter covers and the hatch bolts, and we climbed out. They should have known better down there. You don’t fuck around with Jimmy Cagney.


  They never had a chance.


  Quilla June was exhausted. I didn’t blame her. But I didn’t want to spend the night out in the open; there were things out there I didn’t like to think about meeting even in daylight. It was getting on toward dusk. We walked toward the access dropshaft. Blood was waiting. He looked weak. But he’d waited. I stooped down and lifted his head. He opened his eyes, and very softly he said, “Hey.”


  I smiled at him. Jesus, it was good to see him. “We made it back, man.”


  He tried to get up, but he couldn’t. The wounds on him were in ugly shape.


  “Have you eaten?” I asked.


  “No. Grabbed a lizard yesterday . . . or maybe it was day before. I’m hungry, Vic.”


  Quilla June came up then, and Blood saw her. He closed his eyes. “We’d better hurry, Vic,” she said. “Please. They might come up from the dropshaft.”


  I tried to lift Blood. He was dead weight. “Listen, Blood, I’ll leg it into the city and get some food. I’ll come back quick. You just wait here.”


  “Don’t go in there, Vic,” he said. “I did a recon the day after you went down.


  They found out we weren’t fried in that gym. I don’t know how. Maybe mutts smelled our track. I’ve been keeping watch, and they haven’t tried to come out after us. I don’t blame them. You don’t know what it’s like out here at night, man . . . you don’t know . . .” He shivered.


  “Take it easy, Blood.”


  “But they’ve got us marked lousy in the city, Vic. We can’t go back there.


  We’ll have to make it someplace else.”


  That put it on a different stick. We couldn’t go back, and with Blood in that condition we couldn’t go forward. And I knew, good as I was solo, I couldn’t make it without him. And there wasn’t anything out here to eat. He had to have food, at once, and some medical care. I had to do something.


  Something good, something fast.


  “Vic,” Quilla June’s voice was high and whining, “come on! He’ll be all right.


  We have to hurry.”


  I looked up at her. The sun was going down. Blood trembled in my arms.


  She got a pouty look on her face. “If you love me, you’ll come on!”


  I couldn’t make it alone out there without him. I knew it. If I loved her. She asked me, in the boiler, do you know what love is?


  It was a small fire, not nearly big enough for any roverpak to spot from the outskirts of the city. No smoke. And after Blood had eaten his fill, I carried him to the air-duct a mile away, and we spent the night inside, on a little ledge. I held him all night. He slept good. In the morning, I fixed him up pretty good. He’d make it; he was strong.


  He ate again. There was plenty left from the night before. I didn’t eat. I wasn’t hungry.


  We started off across the blast wasteland that morning. We’d find another city, and make it.


  We had to move slow, because Blood was still limping. It took a long time before I stopped hearing her calling in my head. Asking me, asking me: do you know what love is?


  Sure I know.


  A boy loves his dog.


  FLATLANDER


  Larry Niven


  The most beautiful girl aboard turned out to have a husband with habits so solitary that I didn’t know about him until the second week. He was about five feet four and middle-aged, but he wore a hellflare tattoo on his shoulder, which meant he’d been on Kzin during the war thirty years back, which meant he’d been trained to kill adult Kzinti with his bare hands, feet, elbows, knees, and whatnot. When we found out about each other, he very decently gave me a first warning, and broke my arm to prove he meant it.


  The arm still ached a day later, and every other woman on the Lensman was over two hundred years old. I drank alone. I stared glumly into the mirror behind the curving bar. The mirror stared glumly back.


  “Hey. You from We Made It. What am I?”


  He was two chairs down, and he was glaring. Without the beard he would have had a round, almost petulant face . . . I think. The beard, short and black and carefully shaped, made him look like a cross between Zeus and an angry bulldog. The glare went with the beard. His square fingers wrapped a large drinking bulb in a death grip. A broad belly matched broad shoulders to make him look massive rather than fat.


  Obviously he was talking to me. I asked, “What do you mean, what are you?”


  “Where am I from?”


  “Earth.” It was obvious. The accent said Earth. So did the conservatively symmetrical beard. His breathing was unconsciously natural in the ship’s standard atmosphere, and his build had been forged at one point zero gee.


  “Then what am I?”


  “A flatlander.”


  The glare heat increased. He’d obviously reached the bar way ahead of me. “A flatlander! Dammit, everywhere I go I’m a flatlander. Do you know how many hours I’ve spent in space?”


  “No. Long enough to know how to use a drinking bulb.”


  “Funny. Very funny. Everywhere in human space a flatlander is a schnook who never gets above the atmosphere. Everywhere but Earth. If you’re from Earth, you’re a flatlander all your life. For the last fifty years I’ve been running about in human space, and what am I? A flatlander.


  Why?”


  “Earthian is a clumsy term.”


  “What is WeMadeItian?” he demanded.


  “I’m a crashlander. I wasn’t born within fifty miles of Crashlanding City, but I’m a crashlander anyway.”


  That got a grin. I think. It was hard to tell with the beard. “Lucky you’re not a pilot.”


  “I am. Was.”


  “You’re kidding. They let a crashlander pilot a ship?”


  “If he’s good at it.”


  “I didn’t mean to pique your ire, sir. May I introduce myself? My name’s Elephant.”


  “Beowulf Shaeffer.”


  He bought me a drink. I bought him a drink. It turned out we both played gin, so we took fresh drinks to a card table . . .


  When I was a kid, I used to stand out at the edge of Crashlanding Port watching the ships come in. I’d watch the mob of passengers leave the lock and move in a great clump toward customs, and I’d wonder why they seemed to have trouble navigating. A majority of the starborn would always walk in weaving lines, swaying and blinking teary eyes against the sun. I used to think it was because they came from different worlds with different gravities and different atmospheres beneath differently colored suns.


  Later I learned different.


  There are no windows in a passenger spacecraft. If there were, half the passengers would go insane; it takes an unusual mentality to watch the blind-spot appearance of hyperspace and still keep one’s marbles. For passengers there is nothing to watch and nothing to do, and if you don’t like reading sixteen hours a day, then you drink. It’s best to drink in company. You get less lushed, knowing you have to keep up your side of a conversation. The ship’s doc has cured more hangovers than every other operation combined, right down to manicures and haircuts.


  The ship grounded at Los Angeles two days after I met Elephant. He’d made a good drinking partner. We’d been fairly matched at cards, he with his sharp card sense, I with my usual luck. From the talking we’d done, we knew almost as much about each other as anyone knows about anyone.


  In a way I was sorry to see him leave.


  “You’ve got my number?”


  “Yah. But, like I said, I don’t know just what I’ll be doing.” I was telling the truth. When I explore a civilized world, I like to make my own discoveries.


  “Well, call me if you get a chance. I wish you’d change your mind. I’d like to show you Earth.”


  “I decline with thanks. Good-bye, Elephant. It’s been fun.”


  Elephant waved and turned through the natives’ door. I went on to face the smuggler baiters. The last drink was still with me, but I could cure that at the hotel. I never expected to see Elephant again.


  Nine days ago I’d been on Jinx. I’d been rich. And I’d been depressed.


  The money and the depression had stemmed from the same source.


  The puppeteers, those three-legged, two-headed professional cowards and businessmen, had lured me into taking a new type of ship all the way to the galactic core, thirty thousand lightyears away. The trip was for publicity purposes, to get research money to iron out the imperfections in the very ship I was riding.


  I suppose I should have had more sense, but I never do, and the money was good. The trouble was that the Core had exploded by the time I got there. The Core stars had gone off in a chain reaction of novas ten thousand years ago, and a wave of radiation was even then (and even now) sweeping toward known space.


  In just over twenty thousand years we’ll all be in deadly danger.


  You’re not worried? It didn’t bother me much either. But every puppeteer in known space vanished overnight, heading for Finagle knows what other galaxy.


  I was depressed. I missed the puppeteers and hated knowing I was responsible for their going. I had time and money and a black melancholia to work off. And I’d always wanted to see Earth.


  Earth smelled good. There was a used flavor to it, a breathed flavor, unlike anything I’ve ever known. It was the difference between spring water and distilled water. Somewhere in each breath I took were molecules breathed by Dante, Aristotle, Shakespeare, Heinlein, Carter, and my own ancestors.


  Traces of past industries lingered in the air, sensed if not smelled: gasoline, coal fumes, tobacco and burnt cigarette filters, diesel fumes, ale breweries. I left the customs house with inflated lungs and a questing look.


  I could have taken a transfer booth straight to the hotel. I decided to walk a little first.


  Everyone on Earth had made the same decision.


  The pedwalk held a crowd such as I had never imagined. They were all shapes and all colors, and they dressed in strange and eldritch ways.


  Shifting colors assaulted the eye and sent one reeling. On any world in human space, any world but one, you know immediately who the natives are. Wunderland? Asymmetric beards mark the nobility, and the common people are the ones who quickly step out of their way. We Made It? The pallor of our skins in summer and winter; in spring and fall, the fact that we all race upstairs, above the buried cities and onto the blooming desert, eager to taste sunlight while the murderous winds are at rest. Jinx? The natives are short, wide, and strong; a sweet little old lady’s handshake can crush steel. Even in the Belt, within the solar system, a Belter strip haircut adorns both men and women. But Earth—!


  No two looked alike. There were reds and blues and greens, yellows and oranges, plaids and stripes. I’m talking about hair, you understand, and skin. All my life I’ve used tannin-secretion pills for protection against ultraviolet, so that my skin color has varied from its normal pinkish-white (I’m an albino) to (under blue-white stars) tuxedo black. But I’d never known that other skin-dye pills existed. I stood rooted to the pedwalk, letting it carry me where it would, watching the incredible crowd swarm around me. They were all knees and elbows. Tomorrow I’d have bruises.


  “Hey!”


  The girl was four or five heads away, and short. I’d never have seen her if everyone else hadn’t been short too. Flatlanders rarely top six feet.


  And there was this girl, her hair a topological explosion in swirling orange and silver, her face a faint, subtle green with space-black eyebrows and lipstick, waving something and shouting at me.


  Waving my wallet.


  I forced my way to her, until we were close enough to touch, until I could hear what she was saying above the crowd noise.


  “Stupid! Where’s your address? You don’t even have a place for a stamp!”


  “What?”


  She looked startled. “Oh! You’re an offworlder.”


  “Yah!” My voice would give out fast at this noise level.


  “Well, look . . .” She shoved her way closer to me. “Look, you can’t go around town with an offworlder’s wallet. Next time someone picks your pocket he may not notice till you’re gone.”


  “You picked my pocket?”


  “Sure! Think I found it? Would I risk my precious hand under all those spike heels?”


  “How if I call a cop?”


  “Cop? Oh, a stoneface.” She laughed merrily. “Learn or go under, man. There’s no law against picking pockets. Look around you.”


  I looked around me, then looked back fast, afraid she’d disappear. Not only my cash but my Bank of Jinx draft for forty thousand stars was in that wallet. Everything I owned.


  “See them all? Sixty-four million people in Los Angeles alone.


  Eighteen billion in the whole world. Suppose there was a law against picking pockets? How would you enforce it?” She deftly extracted the cash from my wallet and handed the wallet back. “Get yourself a new wallet, and fast. It’ll have a place for your address and a window for a tenth-star stamp. Put your address in right away, and a stamp too. Then the next guy who takes it can pull out the money and drop your wallet in the nearest mailbox—no sweat. Otherwise you lose your credit cards, your ident, everything.” She stuffed two hundred-odd stars in cash between her breasts, flashing me a parting smile as she turned.


  “Thanks,” I called. Yes I did. I was still bewildered, but she’d obviously stayed to help me. She could just as easily have kept wallet and all.


  “No charge,” she called back, and was gone.


  I stopped off at the first transfer booth I saw, dropped a half-star in the coin slot and dialed Elephant.


  The vestibule was intimidating.


  I’d expected a vestibule. Why put a transfer booth inside your own home, where any burglar can get in just by dialing your number? Anyone who can afford the lease on a private transfer booth can also afford a vestibule with a locked door and an intercom switch.


  There was a vestibule, but it was the size of a living room, furnished with massage chairs and an autovendor. There was an intercom, but it was a flat vidphone, three hundred years old, restored at perhaps a hundred times its original cost. There was a locked door; it was a double door of what looked like polished brass, with two enormous carved handles, and it stood fifteen feet high.


  I’d suspected Elephant was well off, but this was too much. It occurred to me that I’d never seen him completely sober, that I had in fact turned down his offer of guide, that a simple morning-after treatment might have wiped me from his memory. Shouldn’t I just go away? I had wanted to explore Earth on my own.


  But I didn’t know the rules!


  I stepped out of the booth and glimpsed the back wall. It was all picture window, with nothing outside—just fleecy blue sky. How peculiar, I thought, and stepped closer. And closer.


  Elephant lived halfway up a cliff. A sheer mile-high cliff. The phone rang.


  On the third ear-jarring ring I answered, mainly to stop the noise. A supercilious voice asked, “Is somebody out there?”


  “I’m afraid not,” I said. “Does someone named Elephant live here?”


  “I’ll see, sir,” said the voice. The screen had not lit, but I had the feeling someone had seen me quite clearly.


  Seconds crawled by. I was half minded to jump back in the transfer booth and dial at random. But only half; that was the trouble. Then the screen lit, and it was Elephant. “Bey! You changed your mind!”


  “Yah. You didn’t tell me you were rich”


  “You didn’t ask.”


  “Well, no, of course not.”


  “How do you expect to learn things if you don’t ask? Don’t answer that.


  Hang on, I’ll be right down. You did change your mind? You’ll let me show you Earth?”


  “Yes I will. I’m scared to go out there alone.”


  “Why? Don’t answer. Tell me in person.” He hung up.


  Seconds later the big bronze doors swung back with a bone-shaking boom. They just barely got out of Elephant’s way. He pulled me inside, giving me no time to gape, shoved a drink in my hand, and asked why I was afraid to go outside.


  I told him about the pickpocket, and he laughed. He told me about the time he tried to go outside during a We Made It summer, and I laughed, though I’ve heard of outworlders being blown away and to Hades doing the same thing. Amazingly, we were off again. It was just like it had been on the ship, even to the end of Elephant’s anecdote. “They called me a silly flatlander, of course.”


  “I’ve been thinking about that,” I said.


  “About what?”


  “You said you’d give a lot to do something completely original, so the next time someone called you a flatlander, you could back him into a corner and force him to listen to your story. You said it several times.”


  “I didn’t say just that. But I would like to have some story to tell, something like your neutron star episode. If only to tell myself. The silly offworlder wouldn’t know, but I’d know.”


  I nodded. I’d talked about the neutron star episode over gin cards—a habit I’ve developed for distracting my opponent—and Elephant had been suitably impressed.


  “I’ve thought of a couple of things you could do,” I said.


  “Spill.”


  “One. Visit the puppeteer home world. Nobody’s been there, but everyone knows there is one, and everyone knows how difficult it is to find.


  You could be the first.”


  “Great.” He mused a moment. “Great! And the puppeteers wouldn’t stop me because they’re gone. Where is the puppeteer home world?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “What’s your second idea?”


  “Ask the Outsiders.”


  “Huh?”


  “There’s not a system in the galaxy that the Outsiders don’t know all about. We don’t know how far the puppeteer empire extended, though it was way beyond known space, but we do know about the Outsiders. They know the galaxy like the palm of their—uh . . . And they trade for information; it’s just about the only business they do. Ask them what’s the most unusual world they know of within reach.”


  Elephant was nodding gently. There was a glazed look in his eyes. I had not been sure he was serious about seeking some unique achievement. He was.


  “The problem is,” I said, “that an Outsider’s idea of what is unique may not—” I stopped, because Elephant was up and half running to a tridphone.


  I wasn’t sorry. It gave me an opportunity to gape in private.


  I’ve been in bigger homes than Elephant’s. Much bigger. I grew up in one. But I’ve never seen a room that soothed the eye as Elephant’s living room did. It was more than a living room; it was an optical illusion, the opposite of those jittering black-and-white images they show in lectures on how we see. These clinical children of Op Art give the illusion of motion, but Elephant’s living room gave the illusion of stillness. A physicist would have loved the soundproofing. Some interior decorator had become famous for his work here, if he hadn’t been famous already, in which case he had become rich. How could tall, thin Beowulf Shaeffer fit a chair designed to the measure of short, wide Elephant? Yet I was bonelessly limp, blissfully relaxed, using only the muscles that held a double-walled glass of an odd-tasting, strangely refreshing soft drink called Tzlotz Beer.


  A glass which would not empty. Somewhere in the crystal was a tiny transfer motor connected to the bar, but the bent light in the crystal hid it.


  Another optical illusion, and one that must have tricked good men into acute alcoholism. I’d have to watch that.


  Elephant returned. He walked as if he massed tons, as if any Kzin foolish enough to stand in his path would have a short, wide hole in him.


  “All done,” he said. “Don Cramer’ll find the nearest Outsider ship and make my pitch for me. We should hear in a couple of days.”


  “Okay,” said I, and asked him about the cliff. It turned out that we were in the Rocky Mountains, and that he owned every square inch of the nearly vertical cliff face. Why? I remembered Earth’s eighteen billion and wondered if they’d otherwise have surrounded him up, down, and sideways.


  Suddenly Elephant remembered that someone named Dianna must be home by now. I followed him into the transfer booth, watched him dial eleven digits, and waited in a much smaller vestibule while Elephant used the more conventional intercom. Dianna seemed dubious about letting him in until he roared that he had a guest and she should stop fooling around.


  Dianna was a small, pretty woman with skin the deep, uniform red of a Martian sky and hair like flowing quicksilver. Her irises had the same polished-silver luster. She hadn’t wanted to let us in because we were both wearing our own skins, but she never mentioned it again once we were inside.


  Elephant introduced me to Dianna and instantly told her he’d acted to contact the Outsiders.


  “What’s an Outsider?” she asked.


  Elephant gestured with both hands, looked confused, turned helplessly toward me.


  “They’re hard to describe,” I said. “Think of a cat-o’-nine-tails with a big thick handle.”


  “They live on cold worlds,” said Elephant.


  “Small, cold, airless worlds like Nereid. They pay rent to use Nereid as a base, don’t they Elephant? And they travel over most of the galaxy in big unpressurized ships with fusion drives and no hyperdrives.”


  “They sell information. They can tell me about the world I want to find, the most unusual planet in known space.”


  “They spend most of their time tracking starseeds.”


  Dianna broke in. “Why?”


  Elephant looked at me. I looked at Elephant.


  “Say!” Elephant exclaimed. “Why don’t we get a fourth for bridge?”


  Dianna looked thoughtful. Then she focused her silver eyes on me, examined me from head to foot, and nodded gently to herself. “Sharrol Janss. I’ll call her.”


  While she was phoning, Elephant told me, “That’s a good thought.


  Sharrol’s got a tendency toward hero worship. She’s a computer analyst at Donovan’s Brains Inc. You’ll like her.”


  “Good,” I said, wondering if we were still talking about a bridge game.


  It struck me that I was building up a debt to Elephant. “Elephant, when you contact the Outsiders, I’d like to come along.”


  “Oh? Why?”


  “You’ll need a pilot. And I’ve dealt with Outsiders before.”


  “Okay, it’s a deal.”


  The intercom rang from the vestibule. Dianna went to the door and came back with our fourth for bridge. “Sharrol, you know Elephant. This is Beowulf Shaeffer, from We Made It. Bey, this is—”


  “You!” I said.


  “You!” she said.


  She was the pickpocket.


  My vacation lasted just four days.


  I hadn’t known how long it would last, though I did know how it would end. Consequently I threw myself into it body and soul. If there was a dull moment anywhere in those four days, I slept through it, and at that I didn’t get enough sleep. Elephant seemed to feel the same way. He was living life to the hilt; he must have suspected, as I did, that the Outsiders would not consider danger a factor in choosing his planet. By their own ethics they were bound not to. The days of Elephant’s life might be running short.


  Buried in those four days were incidents that made me wonder why Elephant was looking for a weird world. Surely Earth was the weirdest of all.


  I remember when we threw in the bridge hands and decided to go out for dinner. This was more complicated than it sounds. Elephant hadn’t had a chance to change to flatlander styles, and neither of us was fit to be seen in public. Dianna had cosmetics for us.


  I succumbed to an odd impulse. I dressed as an albino.


  They were body paints, not pills. When I finished applying them, there in the full-length mirror was my younger self. Blood-red irises, snow-white hair, white skin with a tinge of pink: the teen-ager who had disappeared ages ago, when I was old enough to use tannin pills. I found my mind wandering far back across the decades, to the days when I was a flatlander myself, my feet firmly beneath the ground, my head never higher than seven feet above the desert sands . . . . They found me there before the mirror and pronounced me fit to be seen in public.


  I remember that evening when Dianna told me she had known Elephant forever. “I was the one who named him Elephant,” she bragged.


  “It’s a nickname?”


  “Sure,” said Sharrol. “His real name is Gregory Pelton.”


  “O-o-oh.” Suddenly all came clear. Gregory Pelton is known among the stars. It is rumored that he owns the thirty-light-year-wide rough sphere called human space, that he earns his income by renting it out.


  It is rumored that General Products—the all-embracing puppeteer company, now defunct for lack of puppeteers—is a front for Gregory Pelton. It’s a fact that his great-to-the-eighth grandmother invented the transfer booth and that he is rich, rich, rich.


  I asked, “Why Elephant? Why that particular nickname?”


  Dianna and Sharrol looked demurely at the tablecloth.


  Elephant said, “Use your imagination, Bey.”


  “On what? What’s an elephant, some kind of animal?”


  Three faces registered annoyance. I’d missed a joke.


  “Tomorrow,” said Elephant, “we’ll show you the Zoo.”


  There are seven transfer booths in the Zoo of Earth. That’ll tell you how big it is. But you’re wrong; you’ve forgotten the two hundred taxis on permanent duty. They’re there because the booths are too far apart for walking.


  We stared down at dusty, compact animals smaller than starseeds or bandersnatchi but bigger than anything else I’d ever seen. Elephant said, “See?”


  “Yah,” I said, because the animals showed a compactness and a plodding invulnerability very like Elephant’s. And then I found myself watching one of the animals in a muddy pool. It was using a hollow tentacle over its mouth to spray water on its back. I stared at that tentacle . . . and stared . . .


  “Hey, look!” Sharrol called, pointing. “Bey’s ears are turning red!”


  I didn’t forgive her till two that morning.


  And I remember reaching over Sharrol to get a tabac stick and seeing her purse lying on her other things. I said, “How if I picked your pocket now?” Orange and silver lips parted in a lazy smile. “I’m not wearing a pocket.”


  “Would it be in good taste to sneak the money out of your purse?”


  “Only if you could hide it on you.”


  I found a small flat purse with four hundred stars in it and stuck it in my mouth.


  She made me go through with it. Ever make love to a woman with a purse in your mouth? Unforgettable. Don’t try it if you’ve got asthma.


  I remember Sharrol. I remember smooth, warm blue skin, silver eyes with a wealth of expression, orange-and-silver hair in a swirling abstract pattern that nothing could mess up. It always sprang back. Her laugh was silver, too, when I gently extracted two handfuls of hair and tied them in a hard double knot, and when I gibbered and jumped up and down at the sight of her hair slowly untying itself like Medusa’s locks. And her voice was a silver croon.


  I remember the freeways. They were the first thing that showed coming in on Earth. If we’d landed at night, it would have been the lighted cities; but of course we came in on the day side. Why else would a world have three spaceports?


  There were the freeways and autostradas and autobahns, strung in an all-enclosing net across the faces of the continents.


  From a few miles up, you still can’t see the breaks. But they’re there, where girders and pavement have collapsed. Only two superhighways are still kept in good repair. They are both on the same continent: the Pennsylvania Turnpike and the Santa Monica Freeway. The rest of the network is broken chaos.


  It seems there are people who collect old groundcars and race them.


  Some are actually renovated machines, fifty to ninety percent replaced; others are handmade reproductions. On a perfectly flat surface they’ll do fifty to ninety miles per hour.


  I laughed when Elephant told me about them, but actually seeing them was different.


  The rodders began to appear about dawn. They gathered around one end of the Santa Monica Freeway, the end that used to join the San Diego Freeway. This end is a maze of fallen spaghetti, great curving loops of prestressed concrete that have lost their strength over the years and sagged to the ground. But you can still use the top loop to reach the starting line. We watched from above, hovering in a cab as the groundcars moved into line.


  “Their dues cost more than the cars,” said Elephant. “I used to drive one myself. You’d turn white as snow if I told you how much it costs to keep this stretch of freeway in repair.”


  “How much?”


  He told me. I turned white as snow.


  They were off. I was still wondering what kick they got driving an obsolete machine on flat concrete when they could be up here with us.


  They were off, weaving slightly, weaving more than slightly, foolishly moving at different speeds, coming perilously close to each other before sheering off—and I began to realize things.


  Those automobiles had no radar.


  They were being steered with a cabin wheel geared directly to four ground wheels. A mistake in steering and they’d crash into each other or into the concrete curbs. They were steered and stopped by muscle power, but whether they could turn or stop depended on how hard four rubber balloons could grip smooth concrete. If the tires loosed their grip, Newton’s First Law would take over; the fragile metal mass would continue moving in a straight line until stopped by a concrete curb or another groundcar.


  “A man could get killed in one of those.”


  “Not to worry,” said Elephant. “Nobody does, usually.”


  “Usually?”


  The race ended twenty minutes later at another tangle of fallen concrete. I was wet through. We landed and met some of the racers. One of them, a thin guy with tangled, glossy green hair and a bony white face with a widely grinning scarlet mouth, offered me a ride. I declined with thanks, backing slowly away and wishing for a weapon. This joker was obviously dangerously insane.


  I remember flatlander food, the best in known space, and an odd, mildly alcoholic drink called Taittinger Comtes de Champagne ‘59. I remember invading an outworlder bar, where the four of us talked shop with a girl rock-miner whose inch-wide auburn crest of hair fell clear to the small of her back. I remember flying cross-country with a lift belt and seeing nothing but city enclosing widely separated patches of food-growing land. I remember a submerged hotel off the Grand Banks of Newfoundland and a dolphin embassy off Italy, where a mixed group of dolphins and flatlanders seemed to be solving the general problem of sentient beings without hands (there are many, and we’ll probably find more). It seemed more a coffee-break discussion than true business.


  We were about to break up for bed on the evening of the fourth day when the tridphone rang. Don Cramer had found an Outsider.


  I said, disbelieving, “You’re leaving right now?”


  “Sure!” said Elephant. “Here, take one of these pills. You won’t feel sleepy till we’re on our way.”


  A deal is a deal, and I owed Elephant plenty. I took the pill. We kissed Sharrol and Dianna good-bye, Dianna standing on a chair to reach me, Sharrol climbing me like a beanpole and wrapping her legs around my waist. I was a foot and a half taller than either of them.


  Calcutta Base was in daylight. Elephant and I took the transfer booth there, to find that the STinfinity had been shipped ahead of us.


  Her full name was Slower Than Infinity. She had been built into a General Products No. 2 hull, a three-hundred-foot spindle with a wasp-waist constriction near the tail. I was relieved. I had been afraid Elephant might own a flashy, vulnerable dude’s yacht. The two-man control room looked pretty small for a lifesystem until I noticed the bubble extension folded into the nose. The rest of the hull held a one-gee fusion drive and fuel tank, a hyperspace motor, a gravity drag and belly-landing gear, all clearly visible through the hull, which had been left transparent.


  She held fuel, food, and air. She must have been ready for days. We took off twenty minutes after arriving.


  Using the fusion drive in Earth’s atmosphere would have gotten us into the organ banks, in pieces. Flatlander laws are strict about air pollution. A robot rocket with huge wings lifted us to orbit, using air compressed nearly to degenerate matter as a propellant. We took off from there.


  Now there was plenty of time for sleep. It took us a week at one gee just to get far enough out of the solar system’s gravity well to use the hyperdrive. Somewhere in that time I removed my false coloring (it had been false; I’d continued to take tannin-secretion pills against Earth’s sunlight), and Elephant turned his skin back to light tan and his beard and hair back to black. For four days he’d been Zeus, with marble skin, a metal-gold beard, and glowing molten-gold eyes. It had fitted him so perfectly that I hardly noticed the change.


  Hyperdrive—and a long, slow three weeks. We took turns hovering over the mass indicator, though at first-quantum hyperdrive speeds we’d have seen a mass at least twelve hours before it became dangerous. I think I was the only man who knew there was a second quantum, a puppeteer secret. The Outsider ship was near the edge of known space, well beyond Tau Ceti.


  “It was the only one around,” Elephant had said. “Number fourteen.”


  “Fourteen? That’s the same ship I dealt with before.”


  “Oh? Good. That should help.”


  Days later he asked, “How’d it happen?”


  “The usual way. Number fourteen was on the other side of known space then, and she sent out an offer of information exchange. I was almost to Wunderland, and I caught the offer. When I dropped my passengers, I went back.”


  “Did they have anything worthwhile?”


  “Yah. They’d found the Lazy Eight II.”


  The Lazy Eight II had been one of the old slowboats, a circular flying wing taking colonists to Jinx. Something had gone wrong before turnover, and the ship had continued on, carrying fifty passengers in suspended animation and a crew of four, presumed dead. With a ramscoop to feed hydrogen to her fusion drive, she could accelerate forever. She was five hundred years on her way.


  “I remember,” said Elephant. “They couldn’t reach her.”


  “No. But we’ll know where to find her when the state of the art gets that good.” Which wouldn’t be soon, I thought. A hyperdrive ship would not only have to reach her but would have to carry fuel to match her speed.


  Her speed was barely less than a photon’s, and she was more than five hundred lightyears away, seventeen times the diameter of known space.


  “Did you have any problems?”


  “Their translator is pretty good. But we’ll have to be careful, Elephant.


  The thing about buying information is that you don’t know what you’re getting until you’ve got it. They couldn’t just offer to sell me the present position of the Lazy Eight II. We’d have tracked their course by telescope until we saw the light of a fusion drive and gotten the information free.”


  The time came when only a small green dot glowed in the center of the mass indicator. A star would have shown as a line; no star would have shown no dot. I dropped out of hyperspace and set the deep-radar to hunt out the Outsider.


  The Outsider found us first.


  Somewhere in the cylindrical metal pod near her center of mass, perhaps occupying it completely, was the reactionless drive. It was common knowledge that that drive was for sale and that the cost was a full trillion stars. Though nobody, and no nation now extant, could afford to pay it, the price was not exorbitant. In two or three minutes, while we were still searching, that drive had dropped the Outsider ship from above point nine lights to zero relative and pulled it alongside the STinfinity.


  One moment, nothing but stars. The next, the Outsider ship was alongside.


  She was mostly empty space. I knew her population was the size of a small city, but she was much bigger because more strung out. There was the minuscule-seeming drive capsule, and there, on a pole two and a half miles long, was a light source. The rest of the ship was metal ribbons, winding in and out, swooping giddily around themselves and each other, until the ends of each tangled ribbon stopped meandering and joined the drive capsule. There were around a thousand such ribbons, and each was the width of a wide city pedwalk.


  “Like a Christmas tree decoration,” said Elephant. “What now, Bey?”


  “They’ll use the ship radio.”


  A few minutes of waiting, and here came a bunch of Outsiders. They looked like black cat-o’-nine-tails with grossly swollen handles. In the handles were their brains and invisible sense organs; in the whip ends, the clusters of motile root-tentacles, were gas pistols. Six of them braked to a stop outside the airlock.


  The radio spoke. “Welcome to Ship Fourteen. Please step outside for conveyance to our office. Take nothing on the outsides of your pressure suits.”


  Elephant asked, “Do we?”


  I said, “Sure. The Outsiders are nothing if not honorable.”


  We went out. The six Outsiders offered us a tentacle each, and away we went across open space. Not fast. The thrust from the gas pistols was very low, irritatingly weak. But the Outsiders themselves were weak; an hour in the gravity of Earth’s moon would have killed them.


  They maneuvered us through the tangled clutter of silver ribbons, landing us on a ramp next to the looming convex wall of the drive capsule.


  It wasn’t quite like being lost in a giant bowl of noodles. The rigid ribbons were too far apart for that. Far above us was the light source, about as small and intense and yellowish-white as Earth’s sun seen from a moon of Neptune. Shining down through the interstellar vacuum, it cast a network of sharp black shadows across all the thousand looping strands that made up the city.


  Along every light-shadow borderline were the Outsiders. Just as their plantlike ancestors had done billions of years ago on some unknown world near the galactic core, the Outsiders were absorbing life-energy. Their branched tails lay in shadow, their heads in sunlight, while thermoelectricity charged their biochemical batteries. Some had root-tentacles dipped in shallow food-dishes; the trace elements which kept them alive and growing were in suspension in liquid helium.


  We stepped carefully around them, using our headlamps at lowest intensity, following one of the Outsiders toward a door in the wall ahead.


  The enclosure was dark until the door closed behind us. Then the light came on. It was sourceless, the color of normal sunlight, and it illuminated a cubicle that was bare and square. The only furnishing was a transparent hemisphere with an Outsider resting inside. Presumably the hemisphere filtered out excess light going in.


  “Welcome,” said the room. Whatever the Outsider had said was not sonic in nature. “The air is breathable. Take off your helmets, suits, shoes, girdles and whatnot.” It was an excellent translator, with a good grasp of idiom and a pleasant baritone voice.


  “Thanks,” said Elephant, and we did.


  “Which of you is Gregory Pelton?”


  “Gronk.”


  The wall was not confused. “According to your agent, you want to know how to reach that planet which is most unusual inside or within five lightyears of the sixty-light-year-wide region you call known space. Is this correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “We must know if you plan to go there or to send agents there. Also, do you plan a landing, a near orbit, or a distant orbit?”


  “Landing.”


  “Are we to guard against danger to your life?”


  “No.” Elephant’s voice was a little dry. The Outsider ship was an intimidating place.


  “What kind of ship would you use?”


  “The one outside.”


  “Do you plan colonization? Mining? Growth of food plants?”


  “I plan only one visit.”


  “We have selected a world for you. The price will be one million stars.”


  “That’s high,” said Elephant. I whistled under my breath. It was; and it wouldn’t get lower. The Outsiders never dickered.


  “Sold,” said Elephant.


  The translator gave us a triplet set of coordinates some twenty-four lightyears from Earth along galactic north. “The star you are looking for is a protosun with one planet a billion and a half miles distant. The system is moving at a point eight lights toward—” He gave a vector direction. It seemed the protosun was drawing a shallow chord through known space; it would never approach human space.


  “No good,” said Elephant. “No hyperdrive ship can go that fast in real space.”


  “You could hitch a ride,” said the translator, “with us. Moor your ship to our drive capsule.”


  “That’ll work,” said Elephant. He was getting more and more uneasy; his eyes seemed to be searching the walls for the source of the voice. He would not look at the Outsider business agent in the vacuum chamber.


  “Our ferry fee will be one million stars.”


  Elephant sputtered.


  “Just a sec,” I said. “I may have information to sell you.”


  There was a long pause. Elephant looked at me in surprise.


  “You are Beowulf Shaeffer?”


  “Yah. You remember me?”


  “We find you in our records. Beowulf Shaeffer, we have information for you, already paid. The former regional president of General Products on Jinx wishes you to contact him. I have a transfer-booth number.”


  “That’s late news,” I said. “The puppeteers are gone. Anyway, why would that two-headed sharpie want to see me?”


  “I do not have that information. I do know that not all puppeteers have left this region. Will you accept the transfer-booth number?”


  “Sure.”


  I wrote down the eight digits as they came. A moment later Elephant was yelling just as if he were a tridee set turned on in the middle of a program. “—hell is going on here?”


  “Sorry about that,” said the translator.


  “What happened?” I asked.


  “I couldn’t hear anything! Did that mon—Did the Outsider have private business with you?”


  “Sort of. I’ll tell you later.”


  The translator said, “Beowulf Shaeffer, we do not buy information. We sell information and use the proceeds to buy territory and food soil.”


  “You may need this information,” I argued. “I’m the only man within reach who knows it.”


  “What of other races?”


  The puppeteers might have told them, but it was worth taking a chance. “You’re about to leave known space. If you don’t deal with me, you may not get this information in time.”


  “What price do you set on this item?”


  “You set the price. You’ve got more experience at putting values on information, and you’re honorable.”


  “We may not be able to afford an honest price.”


  “The price may not exceed our ferry fee.”


  “Done. Speak.”


  I told him of the Core explosion and how I’d come to find out about it.


  He made me go into detail on what I’d seen: the bright patch of supernovae spreading out as my ship caught up with ancient light-waves, until all the bright multicolored ball of the Core was ablaze with supernovae. “You wouldn’t have known this until you got there, and then it would have been too late. You don’t use faster-than-light drives.”


  “We knew from the puppeteers that the Core had exploded. They were not able to go into detail because they had not seen it for themselves.”


  “Oh. Ah, well. I think the explosion must have started at the back side of the Core from here. Otherwise it would have seemed to go much more slowly.”


  “Many thanks. We will waive your ferry fee. Now, there is one more item. Gregory Pelton, for an additional two hundred thousand stars we will tell you exactly what is peculiar about the planet you intend to visit.”


  “Can I find out for myself?”


  “It is likely.”


  “Then I will.”


  Silence followed. The Outsider hadn’t expected that. I said, “I’m curious. Your galaxy is rapidly becoming a death trap. What will you do now?”


  “That information will cost you—”


  “Forget it.”


  Outside, Elephant said, “Thanks.”


  “Forget it. I wonder what they will do.”


  “Maybe they can shield themselves against the radiation.”


  “Maybe. But they won’t have any starseeds to follow.”


  “Do they need them?”


  Finagle only knew. The starseeds followed a highly rigid migratory mating-pattern out from the Core of the galaxy and into the arms, almost to the rim, before turning back down to the Core. They were doomed. As they returned to the Core, the expanding wave of radiation from the multiple novae would snuff out the species one by one. What would the Outsiders do without them? What the hell did they do with them? Why did they follow them? Did they need starseeds? Did starseeds need Outsiders? The Outsiders would answer these and related questions for one trillion stars apiece. Personal questions cost high with the Outsiders.


  A crew was already bringing the STinfinity into dock. We watched from the ramp, with crewmen sunbathing about our feet. We weren’t worried. The way the Outsiders handled it, our invulnerable hull might have been made of spun sugar and sunbeams. When a spiderweb of thin strands fastened the STinfinity to the wall of the drive capsule, the voice of the translator spoke in our ears and invited us to step aboard. We jumped a few hundred feet upward through the trace of artificial gravity, climbed into the airlock, and got out of our suits.


  “Thanks again,” said Elephant.


  “Forget it again,” I said magnanimously. “I owe you plenty. You’ve been putting me up as a house guest on the most expensive world in known space, acting as my guide where the cost of labor is—”


  “Okay okay okay. But you saved me a million stars, and don’t you forget it.” He whopped me on the shoulder and hurried into the control room to set up a million-star credit base for the next Outsider ship that came by.


  “I won’t,” I called at his retreating back, and wondered what the hell I meant by that.


  Much later I wondered about something else. Had Elephant planned to take me to “his” world? Or did he think to go it alone, to be the first to see it and not one of the first two? After the Outsider episode it was already too late. He couldn’t throw me off the ship then.


  I wished I’d thought of it in time. I never wanted to be a batman. My stake in this was to gently, tactfully keep Elephant from killing himself if it became necessary. For all his vast self-confidence, vast riches, vast generosity, and vast bulk, he was still only a flatlander, and thus a little bit helpless.


  We were in the expansion bubble when it happened. The bubble had inflatable seats and an inflatable table, and was there for exercising and killing time, but it also supplied a fine view; the surface was perfectly transparent.


  Otherwise we would have missed it.


  There was no pressure against the seat of the pants, no crawling sensation in the pit of the stomach, no feel of motion. But Elephant, who was talking about a Jinxian frail he’d picked up in a Chicago bar, stopped just as she was getting ready to tear the place apart because some suicidal idiot had insulted her.


  Somebody heavy was sitting down on the universe.


  He came down slowly, like a fat man cautiously letting his weight down on a beach ball. From inside the bubble it looked like all the stars and nebulae around us were squeezing themselves together. The Outsiders on the ribbons outside never moved; but Elephant said something profane, and I steeled myself to look up.


  The stars overhead were blue-white and blazing. Around us they were squashed together; below, they were turning red and winking out, one by one. It had taken us a week to get out of the solar system, but the Outsider ship could have done it in five hours.


  The radio spoke. “Sirs, our crewmen will remove your ship from ours, after which you will be on your own. It has been a pleasure to do business with you.”


  A swarm of Outsider crewmen hauled us through the maze of basking ramps and left us. Presently the Outsider ship vanished like a pricked soap-bubble, gone off on its own business.


  In the strange starlight Elephant let out a long, shaky sigh. Some people can’t take aliens. They don’t find puppeteers graceful and beautiful; they find them horrifying, wrong. They see Kzinti as slavering carnivores whose only love is fighting, which is the truth; but they don’t see the rigid code of honor, or the self-control which allows a Kzinti ambassador to ride a human-city pedwalk without slashing out with his claws at the impertinent stabbing knees and elbows. Elephant was one of these people.


  He said, “Okay,” in amazed relief. They were actually gone. “I’ll take the first watch, Bey.”


  He did not say, “Those bastards would take your heart as collateral on a tenth-star loan.” He didn’t see them as that close to human.


  “Fine,” I said, and went into the control bubble. The Fast Protosun was a week away. I’d been in a suit for hours, and there was a shower in the extension bubble.


  If Elephant’s weakness was aliens, mine was relativity.


  The trip through hyperspace was routine. I could take the sight of the two small windows turning into blind spots, becoming areas of nothing, which seemed to draw together the objects around them. So could Elephant; he’d done some flying, though he preferred the comfort of a luxury liner. But even the best pilot occasionally has to drop back into the normal universe to get his bearings and to assure his subconscious that the stars are still there.


  And each time it was changed, squashed flat. The crowded blue stars were all ahead; the sparse, dim red stars were all behind. Four hundred years ago men and women had lived for years with such a view of the universe, but it hadn’t happened since the invention of hyperdrive. I’d never seen the universe look like this. It bothered me.


  “No, it doesn’t bug me,” said Elephant when I mentioned it. We were a day out from our destination. “To me, stars are stars. But I have been worried about something. Bey, you said the Outsiders are honorable.”


  “They are. They’ve got to be. They have to be so far above suspicion that any species they deal with will remember their unimpeachable ethics a century later. You can see that, can’t you? Outsiders don’t show up more often than that.”


  “Um. Okay. Why did they try to screw that extra two hundred kilostars out of me?”


  “Uh—”


  “See, the goddam problem is, what if it was a fair price? What if we need to know what’s funny about the Fast Protosun?”


  “You’re right. Knowing the Outsiders, it’s probably information we can use. All right, we’ll nose around a little before we land. We’d have done that anyway, but now we’ll do it better.”


  What was peculiar about the Fast Protosun? Around lunchtime on the seventh ship’s day, a short green line in the sphere of the mass indicator began to extend itself. It was wide and fuzzy, just what you’d expect of a protosun. I let it reach almost to the surface of the sphere before I dropped us into normal space.


  The squashed universe looked in the windows, but ahead of us was a circular darkening and blurring of the vivid blue-white stars. In the center of the circle was a dull red glow.


  “Let’s go into the extension bubble,” said Elephant.


  “Let’s not.”


  “We’ll get a better view in there.” He turned the dial that would make the bubble transparent. Naturally we kept it opaque in hyperspace.


  “Repeat, let’s not. Think about it, Elephant. What sense does it make to use an impermeable hull, then spend most of our time outside it? Until we know what’s here, we ought to retract the bubble.”


  He nodded his shaggy head and touched the board again. Chugging noises announced that air and water were being pulled out of the bubble.


  Elephant moved to a window.


  “Ever see a protosun?”


  “No,” I said. “I don’t think there are any in human space.”


  “That could be the peculiarity.”


  “It could. One thing it isn’t is the speed of the thing. Outsiders spend all their time moving faster than this.”


  “But planets don’t. Neither do stars. Bey, maybe this thing came from outside the galaxy. That would make it unusual.”


  It was time we made a list. I found a pad and solemnly noted speed of star, nature of star, and possible extragalactic origin of star.


  “I’ve found our planet,” said Elephant.


  “Whereabouts?”


  “Almost on the other side of the protosun. We can get there faster in hyperspace.”


  The planet was still invisibly small where Elephant brought us out.


  The protosun looked about the same.


  A protosun is the foetus of a star: a thin mass of gas and dust, brought together by slow eddies in interstellar magnetic fields or by the presence of a trojan point in some loose cluster of stars, which is collapsing and contracting due to gravity. I’d found material on protosuns in the ship’s library, but it was all astronomical data; nobody had ever been near one for a close look. In theory the Fast Protosun must be fairly well along in its evolution, since it was glowing at the center.


  “There it is,” said Elephant. “Two days away at one gee.”


  “Good. We can do our instrument checks on the way. Strap down.”


  With the fusion motor pushing us smoothly along, Elephant went back to the scope, and I started checking the other instruments. One thing stood out like a beacon.


  “Elephant. Have you noticed in me a tendency to use profanity for emphasis?”


  “Not really. Why?”


  “It’s goddam radioactive out there.”


  “Could you be a little more specific, sir?”


  “Our suit shields would break down in three days. The extension bubble would go in twenty hours.”


  “Okay, add it to your list. Any idea what’s causing it?”


  “Not one.” I made a note on my list, then went back to work. We were in no danger; the GP hull would protect us from anything but impact with something big.


  “No asteroid belts,” said Elephant. “Meteor density zero, as far as I can tell. No other planets.”


  “The interstellar gas may clean away anything small, at these speeds.”


  “One thing’s for sure, Bey. I’ve got my money’s worth. This is a damn funny system.”


  “Yah. Well, we missed lunch. Shall we get dinner?’


  “Philistine.”


  Elephant ate fast. He was back at the telescope before I was ready for coffee. Watching him move, I was again reminded of a juggernaut; but he’d never shown as much determination when I knew him on Earth. If a hungry Kzin had been standing between him and the telescope, he’d have left footprints in fur.


  But the only thing that could get in his way out here was me.


  “Can’t get a close look at the planet,” said Elephant, “but it looks polished.”


  “Like a billiard ball?”


  “Just that. I don’t see any sign of an atmosphere.”


  “How about blast craters?”


  “Nothing.”


  “They should be there.”


  “This system’s pretty clean of meteors.”


  “But the space around us shouldn’t be. And at these speeds—”


  “Uh huh. That better go on your list.”


  I wrote it down.


  We slept on the disaster couches. In front of me were the yellow lights of the control panel; the stars glowed red through one side window, blue through the other. I stayed awake for a long time, staring through the forward window into the red darkness of the protosun. The window was opaque, but I saw the dark red blur clearly in my imagination.


  The radiation held steady all through the next day. I did some more thorough checking, using temperature readings and deep-radar on both sun and planet. Everywhere I looked was a new anomaly.


  “This star definitely shouldn’t be glowing yet. It’s too spread out; the gas should be too thin for fusion.”


  “Is it hot enough to glow?”


  “Sure. But it shouldn’t be.”


  “Maybe the theories on protosuns are wrong.”


  “Then they’re way wrong.”


  “Put it on your list.”


  And, an hour later:


  “Elephant.”


  “Another peculiarity?”


  “Yah.”


  From under shaggy brows, Elephant’s eyes plainly told me he was getting sick of peculiarities.


  “According to the deep-radar shadow, this planet doesn’t have any lithosphere. It’s worn right down to what ought to be the magma but isn’t because it’s so cold out here.”


  “Write it down. How many entries have you got?”


  “Nine.”


  “Is any one of them worth paying two hundred kilostars to know about beforehand?”


  “The radiation, maybe, if we didn’t have a GP hull.”


  “But,” said Elephant, glaring out at the huge, dark disk, “they knew we had a GP hull. Bey, can anything get through a General Products hull?”


  “Light, like a laser beam. Gravity, like tides crushing you into the nose of a ship when you get too close to a neutron star. Impact won’t harm the hull, but it’ll kill what’s inside.”


  “Maybe the planet’s inhabited. The more I think about it, the more sure I am it came from outside. Nothing in the galaxy could have given it this velocity. It’s diving through the plane of the galaxy; it wouldn’t have to push in from the rim.”


  “Okay. What do we do if someone shoots a laser at us?”


  “We perish, I think. I had reflective paint spread around the cabin, except for the windows, but the rest of the hull is transparent.”


  “We can still get into hyperspace from here. And for the next twenty hours. Afterwards we’ll be too close to the planet.”


  I went right to sleep that night, being pretty tired despite the lack of exercise. Hours later I slowly realized that I was being examined. I could see it through my closed eyelids; I could feel the heat of the vast red glare, the size of the angry eye, the awful power of the mind behind it. I tried to struggle away, smacked my hand on something, and woke with a shock.


  I lay there in the red darkness. The edge of the protosun peeked through a window. I could feel its hostile glare.


  I said, “Elephant.”


  “Mngl?”


  “Nothing.” Morning would be soon enough.


  Morning.


  “Elephant, would you do me a favor?”


  “Sure. You want Dianna? My right arm? Shave off my beard?”


  “I’ll keep Sharrol, thanks. Put on your suit, will you?”


  “Sure, that makes sense. We aren’t nearly uncomfortable enough, just because we closed off the bubble.”


  “Right. And because I’m a dedicated masochist, I’m going to put my suit on this instant. Now, I hate to enjoy myself alone . . .”


  “You got the wind up?”


  “A little. Just enough.”


  “Anything for a friend. You go first.”


  There was just room to get our suits on one at a time. If the inner airlock door hadn’t been open, there wouldn’t have been that. We tried leaving our helmets thrown back, but they got in our way against the crash couches. So we taped them to the window in front of us.


  I felt better that way, but Elephant clearly thought I’d flipped. “You sure you wouldn’t rather eat with your helmet on?”


  “I hate suit food syrup. We can reach our helmets if we get a puncture.”


  “What puncture? We’re in a General Products hull!”


  “I keep remembering that the Outsiders knew that.”


  “We’ve been through that.”


  “Let’s go through it again. Assume they thought we might be killed anyway if we weren’t prepared. Then what?”


  “Gronk.”


  “Either they expected us to go out in suits and get killed, or they know of something that can reach through a General Products hull.”


  “Or both. In which case the suits do us no good at all. Bey, do you know how long it’s been since a General Products hull failed?”


  “I’ve never heard of it happening at all.”


  “It never has. The puppeteers offer an enormous guarantee in case one does. Something in the tens of millions if someone dies as a result.”


  “You’re dead right. I’ve been stupid. Go ahead and take off your suit.”


  Elephant turned to look at me. “And you?”


  “I’ll keep mine on. Do you believe in hunches?”


  “No.”


  “Neither do I. Except just this once.”


  Elephant shrugged his shaggy eyebrows and went back to his telescope. By then we were six hours out from the nameless planet, and decelerating.


  “I think I’ve found an asteroid crater,” he said presently.


  “Let’s see.” I had a look. “Yah, I think you’re right. But it’s damn near disappeared.”


  He took the telescope back. “It’s round enough. Almost has to be a crater. Bey, why should it be so eroded?”


  “It must be the interstellar dust. If it is, then that’s why there’s no atmosphere or lithosphere. But I can’t see the dust being that thick, even at these speeds.”


  “Put it—”


  “Yah.” I reached for my list.


  “If we find one more anomaly, I’ll scream.”


  Half an hour later we found life. By then we were close enough to use the gravity drag to slow us. The beautiful thing about a gravity drag is that it uses very little power. It converts a ship’s momentum relative to the nearest powerful mass into heat, and all you have to do is get rid of the heat. Since the STinfinity‘s hull would pass only various ranges of radiation corresponding to what the puppeteers’ varied customers considered visible light, the shipbuilders had run a great big radiator fin out from the gravity drag. It glowed dull red behind us. And the fusion drive was off. There was no white fusion flame to hurt visibility.


  Elephant had the scope at highest magnification. At first, as I peered into the eyepiece, I couldn’t see what he was talking about. There was a dull white plain, all the same color except for a few blobs of blue. The blobs wouldn’t have stood out except for the uniformity of the surface around them.


  Then one of them moved. Very slowly, but it was moving.


  “Right,” I said. “Let me run a temperature check.”


  The surface temperature in that region was about right for helium II.


  And on the rest of the planet as well; the protosun wasn’t putting out much energy, though it was very gung ho on radiation.


  “I don’t think they match any species I know.”


  “I can’t tell,” said Elephant. He had the telescope and the library screen going at the same time, with a Sirius VIII blob on the library screen.


  “There are twenty different species of helium life in this book, and they all look exactly alike.”


  “Not quite. They must have a vacuum-proof integument. And you’d notice those granules in the—”


  “I treasure my ignorance on this subject, Bey. Anyway, we aren’t going to find any species we know on this world. Even a stage-tree seed would explode the moment it hit.”


  I let the subject die.


  Once again Elephant ran the scope over “his” planet, this time looking for the blobby life-forms. They were fairly big for helium II life but not abnormally so. Lots of cold worlds develop life using the peculiar properties of helium II; but because it hasn’t much use for complexity, it usually stays in the amoeba stage.


  There was one peculiarity, which I duly noted. Every animal was on the back side of the planet with relation to the planet’s course through the galaxy. They weren’t afraid of protosun sunlight, but they seemed to fear interstellar dust.


  “You promised to scream.”


  “It’s not odd enough. I’ll wait.”


  Two hours passed.


  The red glow of the radiator fin became more pronounced. So did the dull uniformity of the planetary surface. The planet was a disk now beyond the front window; if you watched it for a while you could see it grow.


  Turning ship to face the planet had made no difference to the gravity drag.


  “Cue Ball,” said Elephant.


  “No good. It’s been used. Beta Lyrae I.”


  “Cannonball Express then.”


  “Elephant, what are you doing here?”


  He turned, startled. “What do you mean?”


  “Look, you know by now I’m with you all the way. But I do wonder.


  You spent a million stars getting here, and you’d have spent two if you had to. You could be home in the Rockies with Dianna or hovering near Beta Lyrae, which is unusual enough and better scenery than this snowball.


  You could be sampling oddball drugs in Crashlanding or looking for Mist Demons on Plateau. Why here?”


  “Because it is there.”


  “What the blazes is that supposed to mean?”


  “Bey, once upon a time there was a guy named Miller. Six years ago he took a ramscoop-fusion drive ship and put a hyperdrive in it and set out for the edge of the universe, figuring he could get his hydrogen from space and use the fusion plant to power his hyperdrive. He’s probably still going.


  He’ll be going forever unless he hits something. Why?”


  “A psychiatrist I’m not.”


  “He wants to be remembered. When you’re dead a hundred years, what will you be remembered for?”


  “I’ll be the idiot who rode with Gregory Pelton, who spent two months and more than a million stars to set his ship down on a totally worthless planet.”


  “Gronk. All right, what about abstract knowledge? This star will be out of known space in ten years. Our only chance to explore it is right now.


  What—”


  There was an almost silent breeze of air, and a strangling pressure in my larynx, and a stabbing pain in my ears, simultaneously. I heard the bare beginning of an alarm, but I was already reaching for my helmet. I clamped it down hard, spun the collar, and gave vent to an enormous belch at the same time as the wind went shrieking from my lungs.


  There was no way to realize what was happening—and no time. But vacuum was around us, and air was spraying into my suit, frigid air. Iron spikes were being driven through my ears, but I was going to live. My lungs held a ghastly emptiness, but I would live. I turned to Elephant.


  The fear of death was naked in his face. He had his helmet down, but he was having trouble with the collar. I had to force his hands away to get it fastened right. His helmet misted over, then cleared; he was getting air.


  Had it come in time to save his life?


  I was alive. The pain was leaving my ears, and I was breathing: inhale, pause, inhale, as the pressure rose to normal.


  I’d seen what had happened. Now I had time to think it through, to remember it, to play it back.


  What had happened was insane.


  The hull had turned to dust. Just that. All at once and nothing first, the ship’s outside had disintegrated and blown away on a whispering breath of breathing-air. I’d seen it.


  And sure enough, the hull was gone. Only the innards of the ship remained. Before me, the lighted control board. A little below that, the manhole to the packed bubble, and the bubble package itself. Above the board, the half-disk of the mystery planet, and stars. To the left, stars. To the right, Elephant, looking dazed and scared, and beyond him, stars.


  Behind me, the airlock, the kitchen storage-block and dial board, a glimpse of the landing legs and glowing radiator fin, and stars. The STinfinity was a skeleton.


  Elephant shook his head, then turned on his suit radio. I heard the magnified click in my helmet.


  We looked at each other, waiting. But there was nothing to say.


  Except, Elephant, look! We don’t have a hull no more! Isn’t that remarkable?


  I sighed, turned to the control board and began nursing the fusion drive to life. From what I could see of the ship, nothing seemed to be floating away. Whatever had been fixed to the hull must also have been fixed to other things.


  “What are you doing, Bey?”


  “Getting us out of here. Uh, you can scream now.”


  “Why? I mean, why leave?”


  He’d flipped. Flatlanders are basically unstable. I got the drive pushing us at low power, turned off the gravity drag, and turned to face him. “Look, Elephant. No hull.” I swept an arm around me. “None.”


  “But what’s left of the ship is still mine?”


  “Uh, yah. Sure.”


  “I want to land. Can you talk me out of it?”


  He was serious. Completely so. “The landing legs are intact,” he went on. “Our suits can keep out the radiation for three days. We could land and take off in twelve hours.”


  “We probably could.”


  “And we spent going on two months getting here.”


  “Right.”


  “I’d feel like an idiot getting this close and then turning for home.


  Wouldn’t you?”


  “I would, except for one thing. And that one thing says you’re landing this ship over my unconscious body.”


  “All right, the hull turned to dust and blew away. What does that mean?


  It means we’ve got a faulty hull, and I’m going to sue the hind legs off General Products when we get back. But do you know what caused it?”


  “No.”


  “So why do you assume it’s some kind of threat?”


  “Tell you what I’ll do,” I said. I turned the ship until it was tail down to Cannonball Express. “Now. We’ll be there in three hours if you insist on landing. It’s your ship, just as you say. But I’m going to try to talk you out of it.”


  “That’s fair.”


  “Have you had space-pilot training?”


  “Naturally.”


  “Did it include a history of errors course?”


  “I don’t think so. We got a little history of the state of the art.”


  “That’s something. You remember that they started out with chemical fuels and that the first ship to the asteroids was built in orbit around Earth’s moon?”


  “Uh huh.”


  “This you may not have heard. There were three men in that ship, and when they were launched, it was in an orbit that took them just slightly inside the moon’s orbit, then out again and away. About thirty hours after launching, the men noticed that all their ports were turning opaque. A concentration of dust in their path was putting little meteor pits all through the quartz. Two of the men wanted to continue on, using instruments to finish their mission. But the third man was in command. They used their rockets and stopped themselves dead.


  “Remember, materials weren’t as durable in those days, and nothing they were using had been well tested. The men stopped their ship in the orbit of the moon, which by then was 230,000 miles behind them, and called base to say they’d aborted the mission.”


  “You remember this pretty well. How come?”


  “They drilled these stories into us again and again. Everything they tried to teach us was illustrated with something from history. It stuck.”


  “Go on.”


  “They called base and told them about their windows fogging up.


  Somebody decided it was dust, and someone else suddenly realized they’d launched the ship through one of the moon’s trojan points.”


  Elephant laughed, then coughed. “Wish I hadn’t breathed so much vacuum. I gather you’re leading up to something?”


  “If the ship hadn’t stopped, it would have been wrecked. The dust would have torn it apart. The moral of this story is, anything you don’t understand is dangerous until you do understand it.”


  “Sounds paranoid.”


  “Maybe it does, to a flatlander. You come from a planet so kind to you, so seemingly adapted to you, that you think the whole universe is your oyster. You might remember my neutron star story. I’d have been killed if I hadn’t understood that tidal effect in time.”


  “So you would. So you think flatlanders are all fools?”


  “No, Elephant. Just not paranoid enough. And I refuse to apologize.”


  “Who asked you?”


  “I’ll land with you if you can tell me what made our hull turn to dust.”


  Elephant crossed his arms and glared forward. I shut up and waited.


  By and by he said, “Can we get home?”


  “I don’t know. The hyperdrive motor will work, and we can use the gravity drag to slow us down to something like normal. Physically we should be able to do it.”


  “Okay. Let’s go. But I’ll tell you this, Bey. If I were alone, I’d go down, and damn the hull.”


  So we turned tail and ran, under protest from Elephant. In four hours we were far enough from Cannonball Express’s gravity well to enter hyperspace.


  I turned on the hyperdrive, gasped, and turned it off just as fast as I could. We sat there shaking, and Elephant said, “We can inflate the bubble.”


  “But can we get in?”


  “It doesn’t have an airlock.”


  We worked it, though. There was a pressure-control dial in the cabin, and we set it for zero; the electromagnetic field that folded the bubble would now inflate it without pressure. We went inside, pressurized it, and took off our helmets.


  “We’re out of the radiation field,” said Elephant. “I looked.”


  “Good.” You can go pretty far in even a couple of seconds of hyperdrive. “Now, there’s one thing I’ve got to know. Can you take that again?”


  Elephant shuddered. “Can you?”


  “I think so. I can do all the navigating if I have to.”


  “Anything you can take, I can take.”


  “Can you take it and stay sane?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then we can trade off. But if you change your mind, let me know that instant. A lot of good men have left their marbles in the Blind Spot, and all they had were a couple of windows.”


  “I believe you. Indeed I do, sir. How do we work it?”


  “We’ll have to chart a course through the least dense part of space.


  The nearest inhabited world is Kzin. I hate to risk asking help from the Kzinti, but we may have to.”


  “Tell you what, Bey. Let’s at least try to reach Jinx. I want to use that number of yours to give the puppeteers hell.”


  “Sure. We can always turn off to something closer.”


  I spent an hour or so working out a course. When I’d finished, I was pretty sure we could navigate it without either of us having to leave the bubble more than once every twenty-four hours to look at the mass indicator. We threw fingers for who got the first watch, and I lost.


  We put on our suits and depressurized the bubble. As I crawled through the manhole, I saw Elephant opaqueing the bubble wall.


  I squeezed into the crash couch, all alone among the stars. They were blue ahead and red behind when I finished turning the ship. I couldn’t find the protosun.


  More than half the view was empty space. I found myself looking thoughtfully at the airlock. It was behind and to the left, a metal oblong standing alone at the edge of the deck, with both doors tightly closed. The inner door had slammed when the pressure dropped, and now the airlock mechanisms guarded the pressure inside against the vacuum outside in both directions. Nobody inside to use the air, but how do you explain that to a pressure sensor?


  I was procrastinating. The ship was aimed; I clenched my teeth and sent the ship into hyperspace.


  The Blind Spot, they call it. It fits.


  There are ways to find the blind spot in your eye. Close one eye, put two dots on a piece of paper, and bring the paper toward you, focusing on one of the dots. If you hold the paper just right, the other dot will suddenly vanish.


  Let a ship enter hyperspace with the windows transparent, and the windows will seem to vanish. So will the space enclosing them. Objects on either side stretch and draw closer together to fill the missing space. If you look long enough, the Blind Spot starts to spread; the walls and the things against the walls draw even closer to the missing space, until they are engulfed.


  It’s all in your mind, they tell me. So?


  I turned the key, and half my view was Blind Spot. The control board stretched and flowed. The mass-indicator sphere tried to wrap itself around me. I reached for it, and my hands were distorted too. With considerable effort I put them back at my sides and got a grip on myself.


  There was one fuzzy green line in the plastic distortion that had been a mass indicator. It was behind and to the side. The ship could fly itself until Elephant’s turn came. I jumbled my way to the manhole and crawled through.


  Hyperspace was only half the problem.


  It was a big problem. Every twenty-four hours one of us had to go out there, see if there were any dangerous masses around, drop back to normal space to take a fix and adjust course. I found myself getting unbearably tense during the few hours before each turn. So did Elephant.


  At these times we didn’t dare talk to each other.


  On my third trip I had the bad sense to look up—and went more than blind. Looking up, there was nothing at all in my field of vision, nothing but the Blind Spot.


  It was more than blindness. A blind man, a man whose eyes have lost their function, at least remembers what things looked like. A man whose optic brain-center has been damaged doesn’t. I could remember what I’d come out here for—to find out if there were masses near enough to harm us—but I couldn’t remember how to do it. I touched a curved glass surface and knew that this was the machine that would tell me, if only I knew its secret.


  Eventually my neck got sore, so I moved my head. That brought my eyes back into existence.


  When we got the bubble pressurized, Elephant said, “Where were you?


  You’ve been gone half an hour.”


  “And lucky at that. When you go out there, don’t look up.”


  “Oh.”


  That was the other half of the problem. Elephant and I had stopped communicating. He was not interested in saying anything, and he was not interested in anything I had to say.


  It took me a good week to figure out why. Then I braced him with it.


  “Elephant, there’s a word missing from our language.”


  He looked up from the reading screen. If there hadn’t been a reading screen in the bubble, I don’t think we’d have made it. “More than one word,” he said. “Things have been pretty silent.”


  “One word. You’re so afraid of using that word, you’re afraid to talk at all.”


  “So tell me.”


  “Coward.”


  Elephant wrinkled his brows, then snapped off the screen. “All right, Bey, we’ll talk about it. First of all, you said it, I didn’t. Right?”


  “Right. Have you been thinking it?”


  “No. I’ve been thinking euphemisms, like ‘overcautious’ and ‘reluctance’ to risk bodily harm.’ But since we’re on the subject, why were you so eager to turn back?”


  “I was scared.” I let that word soak into him, then went on. “The people who trained me made certain that I’d be scared in certain situations.


  With all due respect, Elephant, I’ve had more training for space than you have. I think your wanting to land was the result of ignorance.”


  Elephant sighed. “I think it would have been safe to land. You don’t.


  We’re not going to get anywhere arguing about it, are we?”


  We weren’t. One of us was right, one wrong. And if I was wrong, then a pretty good friendship had gone out the airlock.


  It was a silent trip.


  We came out of hyperspace near the two Sirius suns. But that wasn’t the end of it, because we still faced a universe squashed by relativity. It took us almost two weeks to brake ourselves. The gravity drag’s radiator fin glowed orange-white for most of that time. I have no idea how many times we circled round through hyperspace for another run through the system.


  Finally we were moving in on Jinx with the fusion drive.


  I broke a silence of hours. “Now what, Elephant?”


  “As soon as we get in range, I’m going to call that number of yours.”


  “Then?”


  “Drop you off at Sirius Mater with enough money to get you home. I’d take it kindly if you’d use my house as your own until I come back from Cannonball Express. I’ll buy a ship here and go back.”


  “You don’t want me along.”


  “With all due respect, Bey, I don’t. I’m going to land. Wouldn’t you feel like a damn fool if you died then?”


  “I’ve spent about three months in a small extension-bubble because of that silly planet. If you conquered it alone, I would feel like a damn fool.”


  Elephant looked excruciatingly unhappy. He started to speak, caught his breath—If ever I picked the right time to shut a man up, that was it.


  “Hold it. Let’s call the puppeteers first. Plenty of time to decide.”


  Elephant nodded. In a moment he’d have told me he didn’t want me along because I was overcautious. Instead, he picked up the ship phone.


  Jinx was a banded Easter egg ahead of us. To the side was Binary, the primary to which Jinx is a moon. We should be close enough to talk . . . and the puppeteers’ transfer-booth number would also be their phone number. Elephant dialed.


  A sweet contralto voice answered. There was no picture, but I could tell: no woman’s voice is quite that good. The puppeteer said, “Eight eight three two six seven seven oh.”


  “My General Products hull just failed.” Elephant was wasting no time at all.


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “My name is Gregory Pelton. Twelve years ago I bought a No. 2 hull from General Products. A month and a half ago it failed. We’ve spent the intervening time limping home. May I speak to a puppeteer?”


  The screen came on. Two flat, brainless heads looked out at us. “This is quite serious,” said the puppeteer. “Naturally we will pay the indemnity in full. Would you mind detailing the circumstances?”


  Elephant didn’t mind at all. He was quite vehement. It was a pleasure to listen to him. The puppeteer’s silly expressions never wavered, but he was blinking rapidly when Elephant finished.


  “I see,” he said. “Our apologies are insufficient, of course, but you will understand that it was a natural mistake. We did not think that antimatter was available anywhere in the galaxy, especially in such quantity.”


  It was as if he’d screamed. I could hear that word echoing from side to side in my skull.


  Elephant’s booming voice was curiously soft. “Antimatter?”


  “Of course. We have no excuse, of course, but you should have realized it at once. Interstellar gas of normal matter had polished the planet’s surface with minuscule explosions, had raised the temperature of the protosun beyond any rational estimate, and was causing a truly incredible radiation hazard. Did you not even wonder about these things?


  You knew that the system was from beyond the galaxy. Humans are supposed to be highly curious, are they not?”


  “The hull,” said Elephant.


  “A General Products hull is an artificially generated molecule with interatomic bonds artificially strengthened by a small power plant. The strengthened molecular bonds are proof against any kind of impact, and heat into the hundreds of thousands of degrees. But when enough of the atoms had been obliterated by antimatter explosions, the molecule naturally fell apart.”


  Elephant nodded. I wondered if his voice was gone for good.


  “When may we expect you to collect your indemnity? I gather no human was killed; this is fortunate, since our funds are low—”


  Elephant turned off the phone. He gulped once or twice, then turned to look me in the eye. I think it took all his strength; and if I’d waited for him to speak, I don’t know what he would have said.


  “I gloat,” I said. “I gloat. I was right, you were wrong. If we’d landed on your forsaken planet, we’d have gone up in pure light. At this time it gives me great pleasure to say, I Told You So.”


  He smiled weakly. “You told me so.”


  “Oh, I did, I did. Time after time I said, Don’t Go Near That Haunted Planet! It’s Worth Yore Life And Yore Soul, I said. There Have Been Signs In The Heavens, I said, To Warn Us From This Place—”


  “All right, don’t overdo it, you bastard. You were dead right all the way.


  Let’s leave it at that.”


  “Okay. But there’s one thing I want you to remember.”


  “If you don’t understand it, it’s dangerous.”


  “That’s the one thing I want you to remember besides I Told You So.”


  And that should have ended it.


  But it doesn’t. Elephant’s going back. He’s got a little flag with a UN


  insignia, about two feet by two feet, with spring wires to make it look like it’s flapping in the breeze, and a solid rocket in the handle so it’ll go straight when the flag is furled. He’s going to drop it in the antimatter planet from a great height, as great as I can talk him into.


  It should make quite a bang.


  And I’m going along. I’ve got a solidly mounted tridee camera and a contract with the biggest broadcasting company in known space.


  This time I’ve got a reason for going!


  JOHNNY MNEMONIC


  William Gibson


  I


  I put the shotgun in an Adidas bag and padded it out with four pairs of tennis socks, not my style at all, but that was what I was aiming for: If they think you’re crude, go technical; if they think you’re technical, go crude. I’m a very technical boy. So I decided to get as crude as possible. These days, thought, you have to be pretty technical before you can even aspire to crudeness. I’d had to turn both those twelve-gauge shells from brass stock, on the lathe, and then load then myself; I’d had to dig up an old microfiche with instructions for hand-loading cartidges; I’d had to build a lever-action press to seat the primers -all very tricky. But I knew they’d work.


  The meet was set for the Drome at 2300, but I rode the tube three stops past the closest platform and walked back. Immaculate procedure.


  I checked myself out in the chrome siding of a coffee kiosk, your basic sharp-faced Caucasoid with a ruff of stiff, dark hair. The girls at Under the Knife were big on Sony Mao, and it was getting harder to keep them from adding the chic suggestion of epicanthic folds. It probably wouldn’t fool Ralfi Face, but it might get me next to his table.


  The Drome is a single narrow space with a bar down one side and tables along the other, thick with pimps and handlers and a arcane array of dealers. The Magnetic Dog Sisters were on the door that night, and I didn’t relish trying to get out past them if things didn’t work out.


  They were two meters tall and thin as greyhounds. One was black and the other white, but aside from that they were as nearly identical as cosmetic surgery could make them. They’d been lovers for years and were bad news in the tussle. I was never quite sure which one had originally been male.


  Ralfi was sitting at his usual table. Owing me a lot of money. I had hundreds of megabytes stashed in my head on an idiot.savant basis information I had no conscious access to. Ralfi had left it there. He hadn’t, however, came back for it. Only Ralfi could retrieve the data, with a code phrase of his own invention. I’m not cheap to begin with, but my overtime on storage is astronomical. And Ralfi had been very scarce.


  Then I’d heard that Ralfi Face wanted to put out a contract on me. So I’d arranged to meet him in the Drome, but I’d arranged it as Edward Bax, clandestine importer, late of Rio and Peking.


  The Drome stank of biz, a metallic tang of nervous tension. Muscle-boys scattered through the crowd were flexing stock parts at one another and trying on this, cold grins, some of them so lost under superstructures of muscle graft that their outlines weren’t really human.


  Pardon me. Pardon me, friends. Just Eddie Bax here, Fast Eddie the Importer, with his professionally nondescript gym bag, and please ignore this shit, just wide enough to admit his right hand.


  Ralfi wasn’t alone. Eighty kilos of blond California beef perched alerty in the chair next to his, martial arts written all over him.


  Fast Eddie Bax was in the chair opposite them before the beef’s hands were off the table. “You black belt?” I asked eagerly. He nodded, blue eyes running an automatic scanning pattern between my eyes and my hands.


  “Me too,” I said. “Got mine here in the bag.” And I shoved my hand through the slit and thumbed the safety off. Click. “Double twelve-gauge with the triggers wired together.”


  “That’s a gun’, “Ralfi said, putting a plump. restraining hand on his boy’s taut blue nylon chest. “Johnny has a antique firearm in his bag.”


  So much for Enward Bax.


  I guess he’d always been Ralfi Something or Orther, but he owed his acquired surname to a singular vanity. Built something like an overripe pear, he’d worn the oncefamous face of Christian White for twenty years—Christian White of the Atyan Reggae Band, Sony Mao to his generation, and final champion of race rocks. I’m a whiz at trivia.


  Christian White: classic pop face with a singer’s highdefinition muscles, chiseled cheekbones. Angelic in one light, handsomely depraved in another. But Ralfi’s eyes lived behind that face, and they were small and cold and black.


  “Please,” he said, “let’s work this out like businessmen.” His voice was marked by a horrible prehensile sincerity, and the corners of his beautifull Christian White mouth were always wet. “Lewis here,” nodding in the beefboy’s direction, “is a meatball.” Lewis took his impassively, looking like something built from a kit. “You aren’t a meatball, Johnny.”


  “Sure I am, Ralfi, a nice meatball chock-full of implants where u can store your dirty laundry while you go off shopping for people to kill me. From my end of this bag, Ralfi, it looks like you’ve got some explaining to do.”


  “It’s this last batch of product, Johnny.” He sighed deeply. “In my role as broker—”


  “Fence,” I corrected.


  “As broker, I am usually very careful as to sources.”


  “You buy only from those who steal the best. Got it.”


  He sighed again. “I try,” he said wearily, “not to buy from fools. This time, I’m afraid, I’ve done that.” Third sigh was the cue for Lewis to trigger the neural disruptor they’d taped under my side of the table.


  I put everything I had into curling the index finger of my right hand, but I no longer seemed to be connected to it. I could feel the metal of the gun and the foam-padded tape. I’d wrapped around the stubby grip, but my hands were cool wax, distant and inert. I was hoping Lewis was a true meatball, thick enough to go for the gym bag and snag my rigid trigger finger, but he wasn’t.


  “We’ve been very worried about you Johnny. Very worried. You see, that’s Yakuza property you have there. A fool took it from them, Johnny. A dead fool.”


  Lewis giggled.


  It all made sense then, an ugly kind of sense, like bags of wet sand settling around my head. Killing wasn’t Ralfi’s style. Lewis wasn’t even Ralfi’s style. But he’d got himself stuck between the Sons of the Neon Chrysanthemum and something that belonged to them—or, more likely, something of theirs that belonged to someone else. Ralfi, of course, could use the code phrase to throw me into idiot savant, and I’d spill their hot program without remembering a single quarter tone. For a fence like Ralfi, that would ordinarily have been enough. But not for the Yakuza. The Yakuza would know about Squids, for one thing, and they wouldn’t want to worry about one lifting those dim and permanent traces of their program out of my head. I didn’t know very much about Squids, but I’d heard stories, and I made it a point never to repeat them to my clients. No, the Yakuza wouldn’t like that; it looked too much like evidence. They hadn’t got where they were by leaving evidence around.


  Or alive.


  Lewis was grinning. I think he was visualizing a point just behind my forehead and imagining how he could get there the hard way.


  “Hey,” said a low voice, feminine, from somewhere behind my right shoulder, “you cowboys sure aren’t having too lively a time.”


  “Pack it, bitch,” Lewis said, his tanned face very still. Ralfi looked blank.


  “Lighten up. You want to buy some good free base?” She pulled up a chair and quickly sat before either of them could stop her. She was barely inside my fixed field of vision, a thin girl with mirrored glasses, her dark hair cut in a rough shag. She wore black leather, open over a T-shirt slashed diagonally with stripes of red and black. “Eight thou a gram weirht.”


  Lewis snorted his exasperation and tried to slap her out of the chair.


  Somehow he didn’t quite connect, and her hand came up and seemed to brush his wrist as it passed. Bright blood sprayed the table. He was clutching his wrist white-knuckle tight, blood tricklng from between his fingers.


  But hadn’t her hand been empty?


  He was going to need a tendon stapler. He stood up carefully, without bothering to push his chair back. The chair toppled backward, and he stepped out of of my line of sight without a word.


  “He better get a medic to look at that,” she said. “That’s a nasty cut.”


  “You have no idea,” said Ralfi, suddenly sounding very tired, “the depths of shit you have just gotten yourself into.”


  “No kidding? Myster. I get real excited by mysteries. Like why your friends here’s do quiet. Frozen, like. Or what this thing here is for,” and she held up the little control unit that she’d somehow taken from Lewis. Ralfi looked ill.


  “You, ah, want maybe a quarter-million to give me that and take a walk?”


  A fat hand came up to stroke his pale, lean face nervously.


  “What I want,” she said, snapping her fingers so that the unit spun and glitterd, “is work. A job. Your boy hurt his wrist. But a quarter’ll do for a retainer.”


  Ralfi let his breath out explosively and began to laugh, exposing teeth that hadn’t been kept up to the Chriatian White standard. The she turned the disruptor off.


  “Two million,” I said.


  “My kind of man,” she said, and laughed. “What’s in the bag?”


  “A shotgun.”


  “Crude.” It might have been a compliment.”


  Ralfi said nothing at all.


  “Name’s Millions. Molly Millions. You want to get out of here, boss?


  People are starting to stare.” She stood up. She was wearing leather jeans the colour of dried blood.


  And I saw for the first time that the mirrored lenses were surgical inlays, the silver rising smoothly from her high cheekbones, sealing her eyes in their sockets, I saw my new face twinned there.


  “I’m Johnny,” I said. “We’re taking Mr face with us.”


  He was outside, waiting. Looking like your standard tourist tech, in plastic zoris and a silly Hawaiian shirt printed with blowups of his firm’s most popular microprocessor; a mild little guy, the kind most likely to wind up drunk on sake in a bar that puts out miniature rice crackers with seaweed garnish. He looked like the kind who sing the corporate anthem and cry, who shake hands endlessly with the bartender.


  And the pimps and the dealers would leave him alone, pegging him as innately conservative. Not up for much, and carefull with his credit when he was.


  The way I figured it later, they must have amputated part of his left thumb, somewhere behind the first joint, replacing it with a prosthetic tip, and cored the stump, fitting it with a spool and socket molded from one of the Ono-Sendai diamond analogs. Then they’d carefully wound the spool with three meters of monomolecular filement.


  Molly got into some kind of exchange with the Magnetic Dog Sisters, giving me a chance to usher Ralfi through the door with the gym bag pressed lightly against the base of his spine. She seemed to know them.


  I heard the black one laugh.


  I glanced up, out of some passing reflex, maybe because I’ve never got used to it, to the soaring arcs of light and the shadows of the geodesics above them. maybe that saved me.


  Ralfi kept walking, but I don’t think he was trying to escape. I think he’d already given up. Probably he already had an idea of what we were up against.


  I looked back down in time to see him explode.


  Playback on full recall shows Ralfi stepping foward as the little tech sidles out of nowhere, smilling. Just a suggestion of a bow, and his left thumb falls of. It’s a conjuring trick. The thumb hangs suspended.


  Mirrors? Wires? And Ralfi stops, his back to us, dark crescents of sweat under the armpits of his pale summer suit. He knows. He must have known.


  And then the joke-shop thumbtip, heavy as lead, arcs out in a lighting yo-yo trick, and the invisible thread connectingit to the killer’s hand passes laterally through Ralfi’s skull, just above his eyebrows, whips up, and descends, slicing the pearshaped torso diaganally from shoulder to rib cage. Cuts so fine that no blood flows until synapses misfire and the first tremors surrender the body to gravity.


  Ralfi tumbled apart in a pink cloud of fluids, the three mismatched section rolling forwardon the tiled pavement. In total silence.


  I brought the gym bag up, and my hand convulsed. The recoil nearly broke my wrist.


  It must have been raining; ribbons of water cascaded from a ruptured geodesic and spattered on the tile behind us. We crouched in the narrow gap between a surgical boutique and an antique shop. She’d just edged one mirrored eye around the corner to report a single Volks module in frond of the Drome, red lights fliashing. They were sweeping Ralfi up.


  Asking questions.


  I was covered in scorched white fluff. The tennis socks. The gym bag was a ragged plastic cuff around my wrist. “I don’t see how the hell I missed him.”


  “Cause he’s faxt, so fast.” She hugged her knees and rocked back and forth on her bootheels. “His nervous system’s jacked up. He’s factory custom.” She grinned and gave a little squeal of delight. “I’m gonna get that boy. Tonight. He’s the best, number one, top dollar, state of the art.”


  “What you’re going to get, for this boy’s two million, is my ass out of here. Your boyfriend back there was mostly grown in a vat in Chiba City.


  He’s a Yakuza assassin.”


  “Chiba. Yeah. See, Molly’s been Chiba, too.” And she showed me her hands, fingers slighly spread. Her fingers were slender, tapered, very white against the polished burgundy nails. Ten blades snicked straight out from their recesses beneath her nails, each one a narrow, doubleedged scalpel in pale blue steel.


  II


  I’d never spent much time in Nighttown. Nobody there had anything to pay me to remember, and most of them had a lot they paid regularly to forget. Generations of sharpsshooters had clipped away at the neon until the maintenance crews gave up. Even at noon the arcs were soot-black against faintest pearl.


  Where do you go when the world’s wealthiest criminal order is feeling for you with calm, distant fingers? Where do you hide from the Yakuza, so powerful that it owns comsats and at least three shuttles? The Yakuza is a true multinational, like ITT and Ono-Sendai. Fifty years before I was born the Yakuza had already absorbed the Triads, the Mafia, the Union Corse.


  Molly had an answer: You hide in the Pit, in the lowest circle, where any outside influence generates swift, cocentric ripples of raw menace.


  You hide in Nighttown. Better yet, you hide above Nighttown, because the Pit’s inverted, and the bottom of its bowl touches the sky, the sky that Nighttown never sees, sweating under its own filmament of acrylic resin, up where the Lo Teks crouch in the dark like gargoyles, black-market cigarettes dangling from their lips.


  She had another answer, too.


  “So you’re locked up good and tight, Johnny-san? No way to get that program without the password?” She led me into the shadows that waited beyord the bright tube platform. The concrete walls were overlaid with graffiti, years of them twisting into a single metascrawl of rage and frustration.


  “The stored data are fed in through a modified series of microsurgical contraautism prostheses.” I reeled off a numb version of my standard sales pitch. “Client’s code is stored in a special chip; barring Squids, which we in the trade don’t like to talk about, there’s no way to recover your phrase. Can’t drug it out, cut it out, torture it. I don’t know it, never did.”


  “Squids? Crawly things with arms?” We emerged into a deserted street market. Shadowy figures watched us from across a makeshift square littered with fish heads and rotting fruit.


  “Superconducting quantum interfence detectors. Used them in the war to find submarines, suss out enemy cyber systems.”


  “Yeah? Navy stuff? From the war? Squid’ll read that chip of yours?”


  She’d stopped walking, and I felt her eyes on me behind those twin mirrors.


  “Even the primitive models could measure a magnetic field a billionth the strenght of geomagnetic force; it’s like pulling a whisper out of cheering stadium.”


  “Cops can do that already, with parabolic microphones and lasers.”


  “But your data’s still secure.” Pride in profession. “No government’ll let their cops have Squids, not even the security heavies. Too much chance of interdepartmental funnies; they’re too likely to watergate you.”


  “Navy stuff,” she said, and her grin gleamed in the shadows. “Navy stuff. I got a friend down here who was in the navy, name’s Jones. I think you’d better meet him. He’s a junkie, though. So we’ll have to take him something.”


  “A junkie?”


  “A dolphin.”


  He was more than a dolphin, but from another dolphin’s point of view he might have seemed like something less. I watched him swirling sluggishly in his galvanized tank. Water stopped over the side, wetting my shoes.


  He was surplus from the last war. A cyborg.


  He rose out of the water, showing us the crusted plates along his sides, a kind of visual pun, his grace nearly lost under articulated armor, clumsy and prehistoric. Twin deformities on either side of his skull had been engineered to house sensor units. Silver lesions gleamed on exposed sections of his gray-white hide.


  Molly whistled. Jones thrashed his tail, and more water cascaded doen the side of the tank.


  “What is this place?” I peered at vague shapes in the dark, rusting chain link and things under tarps. Above the tank hung a clumsy wooden framework, crossed and recrossed by rows of dusty Christmas lights.


  “Funland. Zoo and carnival rides. “talk with the War Whale.” All that.


  Some whale Jones is . . .”


  Jones reared again and fixed me with a sad and ancient eye.


  “How’s he talk?” Suddenly I was anxious to go.


  “Thta’s the catch. Say “Hi,” Jones.”


  And all the bulbs lit simultaneously. They were flashing red, white, and blue.


  “Good with symbols, see, but the code’w recricted. In the navy they had him wired into an audiovisual display.” She drew the narrow package from a jacket pocket. “Pure shit, Jones. Want it?” He froze in the water and started to sink. I felt a strange panic, remembering that he wasn’t a fish that he could drown. “We want the key to Johnny’s bank, Jones. We want it fast.”


  The lights flickered, died.


  “Go for it, Jones!”


  Blue bulbs, cruciform.


  Darkness.


  “Pure! It’s clean. Come on, Jones.”


  White sodium glare washed her features, stark monochrome, shadows cleaving from her cheekbones.


  The arms of the red swastika were twisted in her silver glasses. “Give it to him,” I said. “We’ve got it.”


  Ralfi Face. No imagination.


  Jones heaved half his armored bulk over the edge of his tank, and I thought the metal would give way. Molly stabbed him overhand with the Syrette, driving the needle between two plates. Propellant hissed.


  Patterns of light exploded, sparming across the frame and then fading to black.


  We left him drifting, rolling languorously in the dark water. Maybe he was dreaming of his war in the Pacific, of the cyber mines he’d swept, nosing gently into their circuitry with the Squid he’d used to pick Ralfi’s pathetic password from the chip buried in my head.


  “I can see them slipping up when he was demobbed, letting him out of the navy with that gear intact, but how does a cybernetic dolphin get wired to smack?”


  “The war,” she said. “They all were. Navy did it. How else you get’em working for you?”


  I’m not sure this profiles as good business,” the pirate said, angling for better money. “Target specs on a comsat that isn’t in the book—”


  “Waste my time and you won’t profile at all,” said Molly, learning across his scarred plastic desk to prod him with her forefinger.


  “So maybe you want to buy your microwaves somewhere else?” he was a tough kid, behind his Mao-job. A Nighttowner by birth, probably.


  Her hand blurred down the frond of his jacket, completely severing a lapel without even rumpling the fabric.


  “So we got a deal or not?”


  “Deal,” he said starting at his ruined lapel with what he must have hoped was only polite interest. “Deal.”


  While I checked the two records we’d bought she extracted the slip of paper I’d given her from the zippered wrist pocket of her jacket. She unfolded it and read sirently, moving her lips. She shrugged. “This is it?”


  “Shoot,” I said, punching the RECORD studs of the two desks simultaneously.


  “Christian White,” she recited, “and his Aryan Reggae Band.”


  Fairtful Ralfi, a fan to his dying day.


  Transition to idiot-savant mode is always less abrupt than I except it to be. The pirate broadcaster’s front was a failing travel agancy in a pastel cube that boasted a desk, three chairs, and a faded poster of a Swiss orbital spa. A pair of toy birds with blown-glass bodies and tin legs were sipping monotonously from a Styrofoarm cup of water on the ledge beside Molly’s shoulder. As I phased into mode, they accelerated gradually until their DayGlo-feathered crowns became solid arcs of color. The LEDs that told seconds on the plastic wall clock had become meaningless pulsing grids, and Molly and the Mao-faced boy grew hazy, their arms blurring occasionally in insect-quick ghosts of gesture. And then it all faded to cool gray static and an endless tone poem in the artificial language.


  I sat and sang dead Ralfi’s stolen program for three hours.


  The mall runs forty kilometers from end, a ragged overlap of Fuller domes roofing what was once a suburbanartery. If they turn off the arcs on a clean day. a gray approximation of sunlight filters through layers of acrylic, a view like the prison sketches of Giovanni Piranesi. The three southernmost kilometers roof Nighttown. Nighttown pays no taxes, no utilities. The neon arcs are dead, and the geodesics have been smoked black by decades of cooking fires. In the nearly total darkness of a Nighttown noon, who notices a few dozen mad children lost in the rafters?


  We’d been climbing for two hours, up concrete stairs and steel ladders with perforated rungs, past abandoned gantries and dust-covered tools.


  We’d started in what looked like a disused maintenance yard, stacked with truangular roofing segments. Everything there had been covered with that same uniform layer of spraybomb graffiti: gang names, dates back to the turn of the century. The graffiti followed us up, gradually thinning until a single name was repeated at intervals. LO TEK. In dripping black capitals.


  “Who’s Lo Tek?”


  “Not us, boss.” She climbed a shivering aluminium ladder and vanished throught a hole in a sheet of corrugated plastic. “ ‘Low technique, low technology.’ ” The plastic muffled her voice. I followed her up, nursing an aching wrist. “Lo Teks, they’d think that shotgun trick of yours was effete.”


  An hour later I dragged myself up through another hole, this one sawed crookedly in a sagging sheet of plywood, and met my first Lo Tek.


  “S okay,” Molly said, her hand brushing my shoulder. “It’s just Dog.


  Hey, Dog.”


  In the narrow beam of her taped flash, he regaeded us with his one eye and slowly extuded a thick length of grayish tongue, licking huge canines. I wondered how they wrote off tooth-bud transplants from Dopermans as low technology. Immunosuppressives don;t exactly grow on trees.


  “Moll.” Dental augmentation impeded his speech. A string of saliva dangled from the twisted lower lip. “Heard ya comin’. Long time.” He might have been fifteen, but the fangs and the bright mosaic of scars compined with the gaping socket to present a mask of total bestiality.


  It had taken time and a certain kind of creavity to assemble that face, and his posture told-me he enjoyed living behind it. He wore a pair of decaying jeans, black with grime and shiny along the creases. His chest and feet werebare. He did something with his mouth that approximated a grin. “Bein’ followed, you.”


  Far off, in Nighttown, a water vendor cried his trade.


  “Strings jumping, Dog?” She swung her flash to the side, and I saw thin cords tied to eyebolts, cords that ran to the edge and vanished.


  “Kill the fuckin” light!”


  She snapped it off.


  “How come the one who’s followin’ you’s got no light?”


  “Doesn’t need it. That one’s bad news, Dog. Your sentries give him a tumble, they’ll come home in easy-tocarry sections.”


  “This a friend, Moll?” He sounded uneasy. I heard his feet shift on the worn plywood.


  “No. But he’s mine. And this one,” slapping my shoulders, “he’s a friend. Got that?”


  “Sure,” he said, without much enthusiasm, padding to the platform’s edge, where the eyebolts were. He began to pluck out some kind of message on the taut cords.


  Nighttown spread beneath us like a toy village for rats; tiny windows showed candlelight, with only a few harsh, bright squares lit by battery lanterns and carbide lamps. I imagined the old men at their endless games of dominoes, under warm, fat drops of water that fell from wet wash hung out on poles between the plywood shanties. Then I tried to imagine him climbing patiently up throught the darkeness in his zoris and unly tourist shirt, bland and unhurried. How was he tracking us?


  “Good,” said Molly. “he smells up.”


  “Smoke?” Dog dragged a crumpled pack from his pocket and prized out a flattened cigarette. I squinted at the trademark while he lit it for me with a kitchen match. Yiheyuan filters. Beijing Cigarette Factory. I decided that the Lo Teks were black marketeers. Dog and Molly went back to their argument, which seemed to revolve around Molly’s desire to use some particular piece of Lo Tek real estate.


  “I’ve done you a lot of favors, man. I want that floor. And I want the musik.”


  “You’re not Lo Tek . . .”


  This must have been going on for the better part of a twisted kilometer, Dog leading us along swaying catwalks and up rope ladders. The Lo Teks leech their webs and huddling places to the city’s fabric with thick gobs of epoxy and sleep above the abyss in mesh hammocks. Their country is so attenuated that in places it consists of little more than holds and feet, sawed into geodesic struts.


  The Killing Floor, she called it. Scrambling after her, my new Eddie Bax shoes slipping on worm metal and damp plywood, I wondered how it could be any more lethal than the rest of the territory. At the same time I sensed that Dog’s protests were rirtual and that she already expected to get whatever it was she wanted.


  Somewhere beneath us, Jones would be circling his takn, feeling the first twinges of junk sickness. The police would be boring the Drome regulars with questions about Ralfi. What did he do? Who was he with before he stepped outside? And the Yakuza would be settling its ghostly bulk over the city’s data banks, probing for faint images of me reflected in numbered accounts, securities transactions, bills for utilities. We’re an information economy. They teach you that in school.


  What they don’t tell you is that it’s impossible to move, to live, to operate at any level without leaving traces, bits, seemingly meaningless fragments of personal information. Fragments that can be retrieved, amplified . . .


  But by now the pirate would have shuttled our message into line for blackbox transmissions to the Yakuza comsat. A simple message: Call off the dogs or we wideband your program.


  The programm. I had no idea what it contained. I still don’t. I only sing the song, with zero comprehension. It was probably research data, the Yakuza being given to advanced forms of industrial espionage. A genteel business, stealing from Ono-Sendai as a matter of course and politely holding their data for ransom, threatening to blunt the conglomorate’s research edge by making the product public.


  But why couldn’t any number play? Wouldn’t they be happier with something to sell back to Ono-Sendai, happier than they’d be with one dead Johnny from Memory Lane?


  Their programm was on its way to an address in Sydney, to a place that held letters for clients and didn’t ask questions once you’d paid a small retainer. Fourth-class surface mail. I’d erased most of the other copy and recorded our message in the resulting gap, leaving just enough of the programm to identify it as the real thing.


  My wrist hurt. I wanted to stop, to lie down, to sleep. I knew that I’d lose my grip and fall soon, knew that the sharp black shoes I’d bought for my evening as Eddie Bax would lose their purchase and carry me down to Nighttown. But he rose in my mind like a cheap religious hologram, glowing, the enlarged chip in his Hawaiian shirt looming like a reconnaissance shot of some doomed urban nucleus.


  So I followed Dog and Molly through Lo Tek heaven, jury-rigged and jerry-built from scraps that even Nighttown didn’t want.


  The Killing Floor was eight meters on a side. A giant had threaded steel cable back and forth through a junkyard and drawn it all taut. It creaked when it moved, and it moved constantly, swaying and buckingas the gathering Lo Teks arranged themselves on the shelf of plywood surrounding it. The wood was silver with age, polished with long use and deeply etched with initials, threats, declarations of passion. This was suspended from a separate set of cables, which last themselves in darkness beyord the raw white glare of the two ancient floods suspended above the Floor.


  A girl with teeth like Dog’s hit the Floor on all fours. Her breast were tattooed with indigo spirals. Then she was across the Floor, laughing, grappling with a boy who was drinking dark liquid from a liter flask.


  Lo Tek fansion ran to scars and tattoos. And teeth. The electricity they were tapping to light the Killing Floor seemed to be an exception to their overall aesthetic, made in the name of . . . rirtual, sport, art? I didn’t know, but I could see that the Floor was something special. I had the look of having been assembled over generations.


  I held the useless shotgun under my jacket. Its hardness and left were comforting, even thought I had no more shells. And it came to me that I had no idea at all of what was really happening, or of what was supposed to happen. And that was the nature of my game, because I’d spent most of my life as a blind receptacle to be filled with other people;s knowledge and then drained, spouting synthetic languages I’d never understand. A very technical boy. Sure.


  And then I noticed just how quiet the Lo Teks had become.


  He was there, at the edge of the light, taking in the Killing Floor and the gallery of silent Lo Teks with a tourist’s calm. And as our eyes met for the first time with mutual recognition, a memory clicked into place for me, of Paris, and the long Mercedes electrics gliding through the rain to Notre Dame; mobile greenhouses, Japanese faces behind the glass, and a hundred Nikons rising in blind phototropism, flowers of steel and crystel. Behind his eyes, as they found me, those same shutters whirring.


  I looked for Molly Millions, but she was gone.


  The Lo Teks parted to let him step up on to the bench. He bowed, smiling, and stepped smoothly out of his sandals, leaving them side by side, perfectly aligned, and then he stepped down on to the Killing Floor. He came for me, across that shifting trampoline of scrap, as easily as any tourist padding across synthetic pile in any featureless hotel.


  Molly hit the Floor, moving.


  The Floor screamed.


  It was miked and amplified, with pickups riding the four fat coil springs at the corners and contact mikes taped at random to rusting machine fragments. Somewhere the Lo Teks had an amp and a synthesizer, and now I made out of shapes of speakers overhead, above the cruel white floods.


  A drumbeat began, electronic, like an amplified heart, steady as a metronome.


  She’d removed her leather jacket and boots; her T-shirt was sleeveless, faint teeltales of Chiba City circuitry traced along her thin arms. Her leather jeans greamed under the floods. She began to dance.


  She flexed her knees, white feet tensed on a flattened gas tank, and the Killing Floor began to heave in response. The sound it made was like a world ending, like the wires that hold heaven snapping and coiling across the sky.


  He rode with it, for a few heartbeats, and then he moved, judging the movement of the Floor perfectly, like a man stepping from one flat stone to another in an ornamental garden.


  He pulled the tip from his trumb with the grace of a man at ease with social gesture and flung it at her. Under the floods, the filament eas refracting thread of rainbow. She threw herself flat and rolled, jackknifing up as the molecule whipped past, steel claws snapping into the light in what must have been an automatic rictus of defense.


  The drum pulse quickened, and she bounced with it, her dark hair wild around the blank silver lenses, her mouth thin, lips taut with concentration. The Killing Floor boomed and roared, and the Lo Teks were screaming their excitement.


  He retracted the filament to a whirling meter-wide circle of ghostly polychrome and spun it in front of him, trumbless hand held lever with his sternum. A shield.


  And Molly seemed to let something go, something inside, and that was the real start of her mad-dog dance. She jumped, twisting, lunging sideways, landing with both feet on an alloy engine block wired directly to one of the coil springs. I cupped my hands over my ears and knelt in a vertigo of sound, thinking Floor and benches were on their way down, down to Nighttown, and I saw us tearing through the shanties, the wet wash, exploding on the tiles like rotten fruit. But the cables held, and the Killing Floor rose and fell like a crazy metal sea. And Molly danced on it.


  And at the end, just before he made his final cast with the filament, I saw in his face, an expression that didn’t seem to belong there. It wasn’t fear and it wasn’t anger. I think it was disbelief, stunned incomprehension mingled with pure aesthetic revulsion at what he was seeing, hearing—at what was happening to him. He retracted the whirling filament, the ghost disk shrinking to the size of a dinner plate as he whipped his arm above his head and brought it down, the thumbtip curving out for Molly like a live thing.


  The Floor carried her down, the molecule passing just above her head; the Floor whiplashed, lifting him into the path of the taut molecule. It shold have passed hermlessly over his head and been withdrawn into its diamondhard socket. It took his hand off just behind the wrist. There was a gap in the Floor in frond of him, and he went through it like a diver, with a strange deliberate grace, a defeated kamikaze on his way down to Nighttown. Partly, I think, he took that dive to buy himself a few seconds of the dignity of silence. She’d killed him with culture shock.


  The Lo Teks roared, but someone shut the amplifier off, and Molly rode the Killing Floor into silence, hanging on now, her face white and blank, until the pitching slower and there was only a faint pinging of tortured metal and the grating of rust on rust.


  We searched the Floor for the severed hand, but we never found it. All we found was a graceful curve in one piece of rusted steel, where the molecule went through. Its edge was bright as new chrome.


  III


  We never learned whether the Yakuza had a accepted our terms, or ever whether they got our message. As far as I know, their program is still waiting for Eddie Bax on a shelf in the back room of a gift shop on the third level of Sydney Central-5. Probably they sold the original back to Ono-Sendai months ago. But maybe they did get the pirate’s broadcast, because nobody’s come looking for me yet, and it’s been nearly a year.


  If they do come, they’ll have a long climp up through the dark, past Dog’s sentries, and I don’t look much like Eddie Bax these days.


  I let Molly take care of that, with a local anesthetic. And my new teeth have almost grown in.


  I decited to stay up here. When I looked out across the Killing Floor, before he came, I saw how hollow I was. And I knew I was sick of being a bucket. So now I climb down and visit Jones, almost every night.


  We’re partners now, Jones and I, and Molly Millions, too. Molly handles our business in the Drome. Jones is still in Funland, but he has a bigger tank, with fresh seawater trucked in once a week. And he has his junk, when he needs it. He still talks to the kids with his frame of lights, but he talks to me on a new display unit in a shed that I rent there, a better unit than the one he used in the navy.


  And we’re all making good money, better money than I made before, because Jone’s Squid can read the traces of anything that anyone ever srored in me, and he gives it to me on the display unit in languages I can Understand. So we’re learning a lot about all my formed clients. And one day I’ll have a surgeon dig all the silicon out of my amygdalae, and I’ll live with my own memories and nobody else’s, the way other people do. But not for a while.


  In the meantime it’s really okay up here, way up in the dark, smoking a Chinese filtertip and listening to the condensation that drips from the geodesics. Real quiet up here—unless a pair of Lo Teks decide to dance on the Killing Floor.


  It’s educational, too. With Jones to help me figure things out, I’m getting to be the most technical boy in town.
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